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President’s Message 
Loana Mason 

 
 
 
 
By the time you read this, it will be April. However, this report was 

actually written on Valentine’s Day, which is apropos since the topic is 
partnership. You, our members, are the heart and soul of DVI, and I would 
like to thank each and every one of you for working with us to improve 
services to learners with visual impairments, including those with additional 
disabilities, through educational excellence and grassroots advocacy. 

 
My belated Valentine’s message to you comes from Helen Keller, 

“Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much.” The DVI Executive 
Board has whole-heartedly embraced this philosophy, and as a result, we are 
increasing our collaborative efforts in an attempt to better serve our 
members. We are excited about our new partnership with AFB Press in which we will be able to offer 
DVI members discounts on JVIB subscriptions, ACVREP continuing education units, AFB Press 
publications, courses offered through AFB’s eLearning Center, and AFB webinars. Given the travel 
restrictions we all face in this economy, these discounts will provide more professional development 
opportunities. 

 
Since CEC is the voice and vision of special education, DVI has been working to strengthen 

the Council’s advocacy efforts in regards to the unique needs of learners who are deafblind. For 
starters, DVI has created a new committee whose sole focus is deafblindness. This group is in the 
process of gathering input about ways that we can better support deafblind specialists, which includes 
considering the suggestion that we change our name to the Division on Visual Impairments and 
Deafblindness (DVIDB).  
 

DVI has also been working closely with headquarters on several different issues related to 
public policy and accessibility. As the reauthorization of IDEA approaches, CEC has renewed its 
commitment to advocate for language that protects the continuum of services by specifically soliciting 
input from the DVI Board. CEC is also gathering feedback from all the divisions regarding issues 
surrounding performance pay. In addition, CEC has co-signed a letter from the Higher Education 
Consortium for Special Education protesting an attempt by the Obama administration to circumvent 
the requirement for highly qualified teachers. Finally, DVI has also had the opportunity to provide 
CEC headquarters with guidance on improving the accessibility of the convention program and 
facilities for attendees who are blind and visually impaired.  

 
 Partnerships sometimes develop in unique ways and provide us with the opportunity to 
educate the general public. One such opportunity has presented itself by having students at the 
University of Alabama in Huntsville redesign the DVI website as part of a class project. While DVI is 
obtaining a valuable service at little to no cost, the next generation of computer gurus is learning 
about the unique accessibility needs of people with visual impairments. Not only will this endeavor 
result in a fully accessible website, but it will also allow us to expand our member benefits.  
 
 



 
 
 
 
 This special issue on assistive technology (AT) is another great example of the importance of 
partnerships. AT is said to be the greatest equalizer for people who are blind and visually impaired. 
Without low and high tech devices, our students would not be able to achieve independence. While 
we all love the gadgets that make our lives easier (cell phones, laptops, PDAs, GPSs, etc.), these are  
 
 
truly luxury items. For the person with a disability, AT is more than a convenience; it is a necessity if 
they are to have access to visual information that is essential for daily functioning. 
 
 Unfortunately, the process of acquiring and effectively using AT is complex. It starts with the 
development and distribution of devices that are truly accessible to those with significant vision loss. 
However, this is only the beginning. Without appropriate assessment and effective instruction, AT 
devices will be underutilized and ultimately abandoned. Since research is linking positive post-school 
outcomes with AT, it is important that we devote a great deal of attention to this topic. Thus, this 
special issue focuses on all the partnerships that must occur in order for assistive technology to 
become purposefully and meaningfully integrated into students’ lives. 
 
 Dr. Stacy Kelly, guest editor of this special issue, has done a remarkable job pooling together a 
variety of experts to examine issues and highlight effective practices surrounding AT. As a result of 
being an NCLVI (National Consortium for Leadership in Visual Impairment) fellow, Dr. Kelly had the 
unique opportunity to work closely with other doctoral students, faculty members, political advocates, 
and consumer groups from across the nation. This special issue reflects that same collaborative spirit 
as the authors explore assistive technology integration from a variety of different angles. 
 
 Since the sum is greater than its parts, I cannot wait to reap the benefits of all these wonderful 
partnerships. Without you, we are nothing. Thus, we hope that you will actively partner with us to 
continue to improve services to children and youth with visual impairments, including those with 
additional disabilities. Please do not hesitate to share your ideas with the DVI board and to connect 
other professionals with our organization because our power comes from our collective voice.  
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Message from the Guest Editor: 
Stacy M. Kelly, Ed.D., COMS 

 
 
 

                  
  
 Welcome to this issue of DVIQ entitled "Special Issue on Assistive 
Technology: Thinking Outside of the Box." This special issue is entirely 
devoted to assistive technology used by students who are visually impaired, 
including those with additional disabilities. In the pages that follow, readers 
will find wide ranging information about the multitude of uses of assistive 
technology in a variety of settings as well as thought provoking discussions 
about the underlying challenges involved. 
 
 
 The importance of assistive technology in this time of technological prominence has been well-
established. Assistive technology becomes increasingly more important as society becomes more 
technologically driven. However, the many challenges of using assistive technology continue to 
emerge as newer technology is created. Also, the challenges grow as widely used assistive 
technology becomes increasingly more necessary for academic, social, and professional success.  
 
 
 The authors who contributed to this special issue presented their perspective for the readers 
about how far the field of education for students who are visually impaired has progressed with 
assistive technology in a relatively short period of time. The authors included in this special issue also 
conveyed how far the field still has to go to keep everything within reach or from slipping away too 
quickly as technology continues to change and evolve. 
 
 
 This issue of DVIQ is jam-packed with 10 articles from experts across the U.S. and abroad. 
The resounding connection between assistive technology and early braille literacy is discussed by 
Tim Connell from the Australian based Quantum Technology to start this special issue. At the same 
time that Tim looks back on remarkable changes during the past 25 years of assistive technology 
development, he also looks forward with his innovative comments. Before the special issue 
progresses any further, it becomes necessary to include the perspectives of students who use 
assistive technology in a multitude of ways every day. Tommy Carroll is currently a high school senior 
who excels in all walks of life. Tommy talks about his experience with assistive technology during his 
early and most recent educational years. Glenn Dausch provides a college student perspective and 
an outlook that touches on many facets of university life in this digital era.  
 
 
 May and Kim Casey from the Sendero Group bring the unique needs of orientation and 
mobility (O&M) into this special issue by answering some questions about where we have been, 
where we are today, and we are going tomorrow in regards to the use of accessible GPS. An 
information-rich article which focuses on deafblindness and assistive technology is presented next by 
Amy Parker, Mussie Gebre, and Li Zhou. Derrick Smith addresses the critical need for enhanced 
training of personnel in the area of assistive technology with his comments based on experiences at 



the higher education level. Anne Taylor of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) discusses what 
educators and teacher trainers can do to prepare students to be competent consumers.  
 
 
 The final series of articles highlights specific applications of assistive technology. In an article 
authored by the Guest Editor of this issue, tips for teachers and parents of students with visual 
impairments are provided with regard to the use of digital social interactions (i.e., emails, online 
message boards, blogs, and wikis) that have taken the place of many forms of more traditional face-
to-face social interactions. James Carreron from the California School for the Blind draws attention to 
the application of the creative writing process using assistive technology. In closing, Emily Watts, 
Kimberly McCord, and Donna Zawatski share their collaborative approach including students with 
visual impairments in music education using assistive technology.  
 
 
 Despite all of the informative pieces presented here, there is a still a long way to go. The field 
of assistive technology for students who are visually impaired evolves daily and as such, this special 
issue hardly scratched the surface of this amazingly broad and complex topic. More research needs 
to be done and more articles need to be written. Our field must continue to evolve along with 
technology and together we must keep thinking outside of the box. 
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It’s Easier than Ever to Be Part of Our Family 
 

If you are passionate about the education of children and youth with visual 
impairments, including those with additional disabilities, please become part of our 
social network on Facebook. If you have a Facebook account, you can find our 
page and become a fan by searching for Division on Visual Impairments. For 
those who do not have a Facebook account, you can view our page by going to 
the following URL: 
 http://www.facebook.com/pages/edit/?id=248244976215#!/pages/Division-on-
Visual-Impairments/248244976215 
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http://www.facebook.com/pages/edit/?id=248244976215#!/pages/Division-on-Visual-Impairments/248244976215
http://www.facebook.com/pages/edit/?id=248244976215#!/pages/Division-on-Visual-Impairments/248244976215


 
Assistive Technology and Early Braille Literacy 

Tim Connell, Quantum Technology 
 
 

Twenty-five years ago I first entered the assistive technology field and found a 
community of people and technologies that were to become integral to my professional life. I 
have been lucky enough to be involved in some exciting Braille technology developments 
such as the Braille-n-Print, Mountbatten Brailler, Jot a Dot and Picture in a Flash (PIAF).  In 
2009 I sold the manufacturing business that produced these products to an emerging and 
highly innovative company in Poland, called Harpo (www.harpo.com.pl). I am thrilled that the 
work Quantum has done over the years is now in such good hands, and that together with 
their partners Humanware,  Harpo will ensure that the technology continues to grow and meet 
the needs of American blind and vision impaired children into the future. 

Back in 1985 I was part of a team that introduced the first “talking computer” into 
Australia. It was an Apple IIe and it talked! It was big news, with front page national coverage. 
And it had the then impressive memory of 256k. 

Today in my pocket I have a phone that has 36,000 times the memory, can take 
photographs and videos, play music, download and read books aloud and give me 
instructions on how to navigate around most cities of the world (and that is just the very tip of 
the technology iceberg). In 1985, we could not have imagined technology that was so 
powerful, so cheap and universally available. It would have been science fiction. We couldn’t 
imagine what the future would bring or how much more important technology would become 
in all aspects of our lives. 

Today my children are “digital natives” meaning they have grown up with, and assume 
as normal, all that I find amazing. The incredible power of our current cell phones will be as 
humdrum to them in 25 years time as the Apple IIe has become to my generation. Teachers 
today find it increasingly difficult to imagine the technology landscape that our young learners 
will inhabit as adults. The one thing we can be sure of however is that technology skills will be 
critical to success in education, socialising, daily living skills and life-long learning. 

We are also witnessing a fundamental change in the way society in general is 
accessing information. During Christmas 2009, Amazon, the largest bookseller in the world, 
sold more e-books than traditional books on paper for the first time (Ante, 2009). We now 
know that the average teenager uses technology for around 7.5 hours per day (mobile phone, 
MP3 player, computer, TV, video games etc) and over 75% of teenagers use technology as 
their primary medium for socialization (U.S. Department of Labor, 2009). Whatever we may 
think about it, the next generation has already moved away from traditional media, tools and 
strategies for learning and accessing information. 

 
For children who are blind or vision impaired there are real and growing barriers to their 

participation in this on-going technology revolution.  It is estimated that sighted children first 
interact with computers at 18 months or earlier. There is a rapidly growing body of software 
titles aimed at this pre-school, pre-literacy market. Virtually none of those products are 
accessible to a child who is blind. 

In the US today a child who is blind is typically given a Perkins Braille writer as their first 
technology tool for learning. There is a clear “technology divide” occurring as a result of the  

 



 
 

lack of opportunities young blind children have to play with and explore technology options 
prior to formal education commencing.  

In 1992 Alan Koenig called for a broader definition of literacy; one that includes 
technology literacy. He said, “No longer are the skills and knowledge of braille enough. In 
order to compete, students need to be literate in the tools and technology of the modern 
world.” Eighteen years later it is becoming urgent that we understand why this isn’t always 
happening for students who use Braille. I  
propose that there are three main reasons, which are as follows. 
 
Expectations and Opportunities 
 

It has been my experience that there are real and pervasive differences in the 
expectations we place on children who are blind as opposed to sighted children. I have often 
heard teachers and parents say that a particular child “isn’t ready to use technology” but this 
is rarely said about a sighted child. 

Often teachers are fearful of giving a young blind child access to electronic assistive 
technology for play, scribbling and exploration because the technology costs so much and the 
children might damage it. However, we need to recognise that we train children to do just that 
when we provide a mechanical braille writer as their first technology experience, and teach 
them to pound away on the keys of a near indestructible product. 

I am not here to disparage the Perkins (new or old) and it is vital that children have 
tools like it available. What needs to change is the slavish adherence to the outdated idea that 
children who are blind need to start with it before anything else. The first tools given to blind 
children should be easy to use, provide feedback, and facilitate the types of incidental 
learning that sighted children have when first using technology. Above all they should 
enhance independent learning and enable play and exploration. 

In presentations I have done over the years I have often used an image of a young boy 
sitting in a classroom in front of a Perkins. I ask the audience if there is anything unusual 
about the image or different from what they would expect to see in their schools. The only 
“difference” that is ever commented on is that the child is wearing a uniform. The photo was 
taken in Mongolia, which has one of the lowest living standards in the world. The types of 
tools we expect a child who is blind to use in the emerging and early stages of literacy 
development are very different from the types of tools we provide to a sighted child. 

 
Consumers 
 

There are two main categories of customers for assistive technology products for early 
Braille literacy. First and foremost are the teachers and administrators within education 
systems who make decisions on what to purchase. The second are the parents. My 
experience has been that many parents are still coming to terms with having a VI child and 
are usually hungry for information and guidance, which they seek primarily from educators.  

Educators therefore play the central role in what tools and strategies are available to an 
early learner. The demographics of the VI teacher population in most developed countries 
show us that the majority of teachers are closer to retirement than the beginning of their 
careers; there are few “digital natives”. Most had little if any instruction in technology in their  

 



 
 

certification courses, and do not receive much in the way of on-going professional 
development around technology. 

To this mix you add chronic under-funding, and it is little wonder that many educators 
adopt an attitude of “being grateful for what we have” rather than fiercely demanding what is 
best for each child. VI teachers are extremely dedicated, hard working and caring individuals, 
yet they are not necessarily good “consumers” and it is consumer demand that shapes the 
products and services we use. 
 
Innovation 

 
Limited options regarding assistive technology for early Braille learners is an obvious 

fact, yet it is rarely discussed. 
If you study the history of innovation in braille assistive technology you will find that 

there have been periods of great innovation, and periods of stagnation. During the first half of 
the 20th century there were many more mechanical braille writing devices developed than in 
the second half. In the last 10 years we have seen more electronic braille writing devices 
developed than in the 50 years before that. So what drives innovation? 

There are a variety of motivations within the assistive technology market. Philanthropy, 
government funding, a desire to help others, and the magic ingredient of innovation - the idea 
that you can do it better, can all be found among the many individuals and companies that 
make up the assistive technology market. However, just as it is with mainstream technology, 
real success stories tend to only happen in a free, for-profit and competitive market. When 
those factors aren’t present you nearly always see stagnation. It cannot be disputed that 
government subsidies, while being well intentioned, almost invariably lead to stagnation of 
technology. Subsidies may enable a product to be provided at a reduced or no cost to the 
consumer, which can be a blessing, but they also remove the incentives to innovation. 

There is a great deal of understated pressure in the U.S. to not discuss the Federal 
Quota system in the belief that to question it at all is to risk losing it. The Quota system has 
provided splendid service to the VI community for many decades in supplying educational 
materials, however, its role in supporting technology needs to be re-evaluated. With respect 
to Braille writing tools for the early learner, the lack of innovation and choice can be laid 
squarely at the feet of the Quota system. It is just not possible to compete with a “free” 
product available at no direct cost to the student using the Quota system such as the Perkins 
Brailler. Since, the U.S. is the largest market in the world, what happens there influences what 
happens around the world.  

What is needed is a dispassionate and professional discussion around modifications or 
alternatives to Quota for the support of assistive technology for early learners. Providing 
funding directly to students via a voucher system, or enabling schools districts to use Quota 
funds to purchase products on merit for their particular needs are some of the options that 
need to be discussed. 

We should be able to rise above the idea that a full and open discussion of this issue is 
somehow an attack on Quota or the American Printing House for the Blind (APH). As Herbert 
Hoover once observed, “Honest differences of views and honest debate are not disunity. 
They are the vital process of policy making among free men." 

 
 



 
 
The only guiding principle should be “what is best for each and every child”. This and 

the need for greatly increased funding should be two issues that unite all leaders within the 
blindness field.  

Looking back at the last twenty five years I find little to regret. I have met and worked 
with the most amazing people, many of whom remain firm friends. I have felt blessed every 
time I have sat with a child and watched them learn and explore and get excited about dots 
and noises and a voice coming out of a machine. The smiles, the intense concentration, the 
questions, the exploring fingers, and the joy of discovery is what assistive technology should 
be about. 
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My Experience Learning with Assistive Technology 
Tommy Carroll, High School Senior 

 
As a senior in high school who has just finished phase one of the most stressful part of the 

year---sending off college applications---I can now somewhat comfortably look back at the last 12 
years of my life, and laugh at how much has changed… or really, how much hasn’t changed. After 
thousands of hours of learning and development, I still haven’t been crushed to the point where I can’t 
totally immerse myself, heart and soul, into my latest fancy. In kindergarten, it was dinosaurs, which 
for the record I still cannot spell on the first try, that captivated me. Music has been my passion these 
last few years. Growing up, I refused to go to bed until my mother read an excerpt from the Children’s 
Encyclopedia of All Dinosaur Knowledge. This is the library’s entire collection on dinosaurs. My 
mother had to check the entire collection out to satisfy my curiosity during that time period. Now, I 
wish I could just go to bed early instead of doing homework because I am exhausted from marching 
band rehearsal, jazz band, and cross country practice. Regardless, over the years I have consistently 
demonstrated a propensity to obsess over my many diverse passions. However, one thing that 
surprisingly has changed since kindergarten is the amount of time I get to spend working on my upper 
body strength. Recently, I’ve either been too tired from my running regimen or too busy with musical 
endeavors to get into the weight room at my school. In kindergarten, I had a braillewriter that I could 
lug around to keep me buff. With the development of so much new comprehensive accessible 
technology over my academic career, it has been a long time since I’ve needed such a hefty device to 
complete my work. 
 As a blind student on an advanced academic track, I’ve had the opportunity to be a guinea pig 
for many fun gadgets. The first talking electronic device I remember was the talking calculator I 
received in first or second grade. It could add, subtract, divide, and multiply---and as far as I was 
concerned, it was the coolest thing to hit the market. With that basic calculator, I no longer had to ask 
my parents to help me use our home calculator to solve problems. In retrospect, it would be pretty 
useful to still know how to use an abacus because it makes you look like you really know what you’re 
doing. This, however, wouldn’t cut it in my current advanced placement (AP) Calculus class. 
Technology has moved on, and none too soon. For my high school math career---Advanced Algebra 
II, Pre-calculus Honors, and the before mentioned advanced calculus---I have been using an audio 
graphing calculator on my laptop to assist me with such concepts as quadratic regression and 
derivatives. 
 But I should back up before I get carried away with what that can and cannot do. How did I get 
to the point where I feel like there is almost always a keyboard in front of me and/or a pair of 
headphones in my ears, relaying information from a screen I could not otherwise read or from a digital 
audio file? This perpetual technology syndrome, which academically has been a blessing from a blind 
person’s perspective, started taking root in 4th grade when I first set my hands on a BrailleNote. At 
that age I was not allowed to take the device into my full-time possession, but when middle school 
rolled around, my academic success became virtually dependent upon it. At the same time as my 
introduction to the BrailleNote, my vision teacher began acquainting me with Job Access with Speech 
(JAWS). When I got my own PC at home, I took the JAWS learning process into my own hands. At 
first I wanted to know about JAWS so I could use the Internet to visit the websites of my favorite 
sports teams, but my first ever Internet research project really taught me the definition of “invaluable 
program.” 
 The BrailleNote and JAWS have been the core of my assistive technology arsenal, both for 
academic and personal purposes, but they are by no means my only crucial aids. As we move 
towards a “paper-free society”, things have gotten easier and easier for me. Until sophomore year, I 
always had to have my own personal printer connection at school to print tests, quizzes, and certain  



 
 
 
 
assignments from the hard drive of my BrailleNote. Now, the only pieces of paper I deal with are the 
worksheets I scan into electronic text files using the iPal or OpenBook scanning software. I manage 
the exchange of assignments, test taking, and transfer of important documents to my teachers via a 
simple---and quite compact---device: the flash drive. You can buy them anywhere with a wide range 
of memory allotments and they allow me to work completely independently with most of my teachers. 
For example, if a teacher assigns a paper with a complex prompt and rubric, they can put a word 
document or text file on the flash drive and I can quickly bring it up on my BrailleNote to read along in 
class. At home, I usually pop the flash drive into my computer and open up the prompt side-by-side 
with the document I’m typing my paper in so I can double-check requirements. Once I’m done, I can 
either save my paper to the flash drive and bring it back to class, or I can simply email the document 
to my teacher. This is a lot easier than trekking to the library to print my assignment only to show up 
late to class---and certainly far easier than using up countless sheets of paper to produce a clean 
assignment with a braille writer. This is only one example of the ease of communication and 
exchange that the development of assistive technology has afforded me, though. Tests and quizzes 
follow similar procedures, although I do not take them home, of course. Furthermore, independent 
interaction with teachers is only one of the many essential benefits created by assistive technology.  

The other important benefit I want to touch on---partially because it pertains to my lack of 
weightlifting---is the volume of textbooks assistive technology has put at my disposal. Each year, a 
smaller and smaller percentage of my textbooks and required readings have been available in 
hardcopy braille. Fortunately, with organizations such as Bookshare and Recordings for the Blind and 
Dyslexic (RFB&D), I have little trouble locating the majority of the textbooks and novels I need. Now 
that I own my own Victor Reader Stream, I can combine my Macroeconomics textbook and English 
Anthology of Short Stories with my leisure reading and some music, all in one location. It’s portable, 
so I can do my work at crowded school library tables with friends, in the band room, or on a bus 
without having to worry about spreading out three feet of over-sized papers. 
 I write all of this knowing that there still are many gaps between the capabilities of assistive 
technology and some of the work I do now, as well as the work that I will need to do in the future, but I 
am optimistic that the technology will be able to keep up. I’ve been in school for little over a decade, 
and I already sometimes say, “Wow! Remember the 90s? It seems like we hardly had Internet then.” 
As technology continues to take over our society, many people say that the children of my generation 
are becoming too dependent upon computers and the like. This may be true, but without this influx of 
technology, I’d be getting even less sleep than I already do because I’d be too busy trying to finish 
work less challenging than the courses I am able to tackle now. As I head off to college, I feel 
confident that I will have the resources to pursue any study of any subject I choose---and I don’t think 
that I would have been able to have such an outlook even 10 years ago. Assistive technology has 
helped me to be academically competitive up until this point, and I don’t see (pardon the pun) that 
stopping anytime soon. 
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Technology in the Lives of Blind College Students 
Glenn Dausch, Assistive Technology Specialist, Stony Brook University, 

glenn.dausch@gmail.com 
 
 

When I started school, the Apple 2E was the only accessible computer, and the cost of the 
Kurzweil reading machine exceeded $20,000. Fast forward to college and I experienced the 
power and frustration of Windows, and the vast amount of data available on the Internet. 
Today, I have a phone in my pocket that, in addition to being a phone, provides access to: 
music, email, Internet, social networking, global positioning system (GPS), object/color 
recognition, and very soon optical character recognition (OCR). As we speak, the landscape 
of the book publishing industry is undergoing a seismic shift to digital publication and 
distribution. Currently only a small portion of texts are available on the fully accessible iBooks 
platform, and partially accessible Kindle.  As an assistive technology specialist at Stony Brook 
University, I am continuously reminded of how technological advances are reshaping access 
to education for students with visual impairments. For this reason, I strongly believe that a 
firm grasp on technology is essential for success in college, it is that much more essential for 
a student with a visual disability. Assistive technology in its various forms can be used to 
ameliorate barriers to the access of course material, socialization, and transportation. Relying 
on my own experiences and that of students I’ve worked with, I hope to address some areas 
where technology has proven beneficial as well as strategies for maximizing the effectiveness 
regardless of the technological solution being employed.  

 
 
College students today have access to much more course information through the use of 

technology. Textbooks, the traditional classroom blackboard, and the overhead projector all 
have digital alternatives. Digital Accessible Information SYstem (DAISY) books which can be 
played on the computer and numerous portable devices are available from: bookshare 
(www.bookshare.org), The National Library Service (www.loc.gov/nls) and Recordings for the 
Blind and Dyslexic (www.rfbd.org). DAISY files can also be created in-house at some 
colleges. Students should be encouraged to sign up for the free accounts available from 
these services to acquaint themselves with the process for obtaining their own textbooks. 
When properly formatted, DAISY books allow for efficient navigation between chapters and 
section headings. When accessible texts are not available from these services, students can 
request their college obtain an electronic file from the publisher; they will most likely receive 
Microsoft Word or PDF files. Using screenreader features such as “find” and “bookmarks,” 
students can create a similar experience to that of using a DAISY file. To accomplish this, 
students might wish to keep the table of contents in a separate file for ease of navigation. 
PowerPoint and Course Management Systems (CMS) have taken the place of the blackboard 
and overhead projector in many classrooms. Students who are well versed in the features of 
their assistive technology will be best positioned to take advantage of the ease of access this 
electronic evolution affords them.  Aside from course notes and discussions, CMS may also 
store course assignments and syllabi.   

http://www.loc.gov/nls
http://www.rfbd.org/


 
 
 
 

 Just as technology has revolutionized the academic lives of college students, it has had 
an equally profound effect on their social lives. Social networking sites such as Facebook and 
Twitter have replaced bulletin boards and whiteboards for most indirect communication. This 
increase in electronic communication allows blind students a greater awareness of the 
numerous activities in which they can participate on campus. As helpful as these tools are 
they also require an in depth knowledge of the assistive technology being used to access 
them. Students will find that mastering Internet navigation as well as using “find” and 
“bookmarking” features will allow them to sift through the voluminous information available on 
these web pages. 
 
 
 Just as no technology can replace Braille, no piece of technology will ever replace well-
developed orientation and mobility skills. However, accessible GPS technology available on 
several notetakers and cell phones has greatly impacted the way in which some blind people 
travel. When I travel, I look up directions on Google before leaving my house, and the GPS 
serves to insure that I’m staying on course.  Students today can use GPS to remind them of 
the route to less-frequently-used buildings on large college campuses. 
 
 
 While technology has opened many doors for students, there are several steps that can 
be taken to insure that they get the most out of their technology. If a student comes to college 
with a book reader which they cannot operate, or a computer which is obsolete in one year, 
they will find it difficult to enjoy the benefits discussed earlier. For this reason it is important 
that the student take an active role when selecting the technology they will use throughout 
their college career. The student should also be encouraged to take their time in exploring all 
of their technology; reading the manual, and using the “help mode” when available to 
familiarize themselves with features they will be using most often. Learning to use features 
the evening before a midterm will almost always result in neither venture being as successful 
as possible. Many blind and visually impaired students are well acquainted with problem 
solving techniques; they should be encouraged to extend these skills both to the operation 
and application of their assistive technology tools. 
 
 
 Even for the most experienced users, there will come a time when the technology fails 
them. Knowing where to turn for help is the key to quickly resolving the problem. Social 
networks are often a good place to start; contacting friends who use the same technology and 
who may have been in a similar situation might result in a quick resolution. Students may also 
wish to monitor email lists which discuss the particular piece of technology they are using. 
These lists are sometimes monitored by manufacturers who can provide assistance beyond 
that required by the average user. Students should also familiarize themselves with their 
universities instructional and assistive technology staff. These relationships are very often 
mutually beneficial. As students can receive assistance with their technology when needed, 
they can likewise inform the staff about various access issues they may encounter. Some of  
 



 
 
 
 
these issues might include improperly coded web pages, poorly labeled forms, or image PDF 
files that do not work well with OCR technology. 
 
 
 While assistive technology has proven to be immensely beneficial to students, it is also 
extremely demanding to keep up with the rapid changes taking place today. As demanding as 
it is, I am excited thinking of the technology currently being worked on including OCR capable 
of recognizing handwriting, or a navigation system capable of functioning inside buildings. 
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Accessible GPS: What are its benefits and why should I go to the 
trouble of learning or teaching it? 

Mike May and Kim Casey, Sendero Group 
 

“Accessibility for persons with vision impairments is usually a matter of having the right 
information at the right time” (Bentzen, 1997, p. 317). 

 
When Sendero started commercializing the accessible global positioning system (GPS) in 

1999, the main questions were as follows. What is the value of GPS for people who are blind? Is GPS 
accurate enough? How should GPS information be integrated with traditional orientation and mobility 
tools and techniques? After all, many blind people have navigated just fine for decades. Consider the 
blind world explorer James Holman in the 1820s and Dr. Bolotin in the early 1900s. They traveled far 
and wide independently, long before GPS.  

When people are used to teaching and using orientation and mobility (O&M) in a particular 
way, change has to be justified and this does not happen over night. GPS positioning and massive 
information databases have changed the paradigm in the 21st century so blind people can indeed 
have the “right information at the right time.” However, the benefits of accessible GPS come at a 
price.  

The adoption of accessible GPS has roughly paralleled GPS acceptance in the main stream. 
In the last few years, GPS has moved from industrial applications to consumer markets and is now a 
multi billion dollar industry. Most new phones and mobile devices have GPS built in and a host of 
applications are being developed around the user’s position, interests and needs. 
  Sendero launched the first ever accessible GPS on a laptop in 2000 followed by the GPS for 
the BrailleNote in 2002. This has expanded to 6 accessible platforms including Windows mobile 
phones and the iPhone. The Trekker Breeze offers a basic stand-alone option and other commercial 
GPS products offer partial accessibility. 

With all these accessible GPS options, the navigation playing field is more level.  No longer 
does a sighted person have the advantage simply because he or she can see. If a blind person really 
learns to use the GPS, it is possible to know a lot more than meets the eye. It doesn’t matter if a sign 
is blocked or has fallen down. If a business is in the GPS database, it can be located. On numerous 
occasions, I have found my way to a restaurant and have asked a passer-by where the door is 
located. He will say, “I don’t know, I am not from around here” when in fact, he need only look up to 
see the print sign. Having sight in no way means having information it just means you have a tool to 
acquire the information if you use it. The same goes for using accessible GPS. 

Active blind GPS users have many stories about how GPS has benefited them for work and 
play. I have used GPS as one of the items in my adaptive toolbox to find my way independently in 
over 30 countries. I was invited to compete in the million dollar reality show, Amazing Race. I knew I 
could be competitive with the sighted participants because of my experience traveling and because of 
my adaptive tools like GPS.  

When asked which blind people accessible GPS is appropriate for, I turn the question around 
and say, for which sighted people are print signs appropriate? All blind people have the right to 
“location literacy” and teachers have the obligation to teach it to blind students. Yes, the cost is 
prohibitive but the value of independent travel is priceless. The better one gets around, the better he 
or she can take advantage of both work and play.  
  With GPS you have the equivalent of accessible yellow pages at your finger tips and detailed 
directions to go to any destination.  So on a normal day with accessible GPS, I might use it to find a 



place for lunch, get the phone number to call and make reservations and lead my sighted friends to 
that restaurant. If I am searching for a job, I can use my geocoded equivalent of the yellow pages to  
 
 
 
evaluate the location of the potential workplace relative to transportation and housing. Best of all, I 
can present myself to the potential employer, colleague, family member or friend with dignity as I take 
the travel initiative rather than being the passive passenger or hanger on.  

Accessible GPS introduces O&M concepts such as left and right, cardinal, and clock face 
directions, intersection shapes, direction of travel, types of streets and many more.  By having 
directions spoken in GPS terms, the student is constantly reminded of these concepts in real-world 
traveling scenarios and he or she learns mental mapping skills. 

Students also learn problem solving and safety techniques. When the bus driver doesn’t 
announce the stops and the blind person is abruptly at an unfamiliar stop, he or she can use GPS to 
become reoriented, to establish a new route or to summon help. 
  
The Future of Wayfinding Technology 
 

Location based services. In addition to the navigation mentioned above, the future smart 
phone or PDA will deliver information based on your personal profile and location. You can not only 
navigate to the talking ATM, the machine will know from your phone that you are a screen-reader 
user and need speech output. When you are at an intersection, the signal light can make sound or 
have an extended walk-time based on your disability. At a restaurant, an electronic menu can be 
automatically downloaded to your device when you step in its door. 

Indoor navigation. Once indoor positioning and building maps are developed, we should be 
able to be guided to the selected store in a mall and even to the specific product on the shelf. Plug in 
a recipe to your PDA and be guided to the grocery store and to the exact items on the shelf.  

People tracking and identification. These things are just now being commercialized. You 
can know where your family members are with AT&T Family Map. Kid-finder and pet-finder 
GPS/smart phone devices allow spot tracking. One of the most valuable things for a blind person 
would be people identification at meetings and parties. These things are possible but need to be 
made easier and more accessible. 

 
Indoors or out, location information is a critical tool for blind people to use in conjunction with a 

mobility tool. GPS information is not optional if one is going to participate independently in life. “Life 
acuity” is a direct function of how well one learns and uses all the alternative tools and techniques. It 
can even be fun. It is better to travel hopefully than to arrive. 
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Assistive Technology and Students Who are Deafblind: Bridging Gaps 
in School Participation 

Amy Parker, Mussie Gebre, and Li Zhou 
 

 
The Heterogeneity within the Deafblind Population and the Role of AT 
 
  

Students who are deafblind represent a distinct, heterogeneous low-incidence disability group 
whose members often need the supports and services of vision professionals while in the education 
system. Killoran (2007) estimates that there are approximately 10,000 students with deafblindness in 
the United States that are reported to receive special education services. Of these students who are 
deafblind, the majority are recognized as experiencing additional disabilities. Despite this great 
diversity and perhaps because of the complex access needs within the school-age population of 
individuals who are deafblind, the role of assistive technology (AT) has the potential to have a 
profound impact on individuals’ ability to access the learning environment.  It is important to recognize 
the rapidly evolving milieux that educators face as they seek to provide AT access and support to 
students who are deafblind. For not only must they appropriately assess and maximize the students’ 
unique sensory abilities, educators and related service providers must also analyze the constellations 
of variables across learning environments. Within these multilayered tasks, educators that support 
students who are deafblind provide a bridge into a world where rapidly changing technologies are 
becoming central to instruction for students with typical hearing and sight. 

 
 
Access to Typical Instructional Learning Systems- Computers and the Internet 
 
 
 Broadly instructional technology used in K-12 and postsecondary educational institutions 
include computers, the Internet, online classes using learning systems such as Blackboard, and 
PowerPoint and other presentational materials. Some students who are deafblind use AT to be 
integrated into special or mainstream classrooms. For these purposes, students who are deafblind 
may use many of the same devices that students with visual impairments use to gain access to basic 
instructional technology. Such AT resources students may utilize include screen readers such as 
JAWS for Windows from Freedom Scientific, and WindowEyes from GW Micro, Inc.; screen 
magnification software such as MAGic from Freedom Scientific, and ZoomText from AI Squared; 
closed circuit televisions (CCTVs), such as the Freedom Machine from Vision Technology, or the 
ClearView+G7 from Optelec; and graphic embossers, such as the Tiger line of embossers. Deafblind 
students use CCTV systems to read printed materials by magnifying the font, or use screen readers 
and magnification software to access instructional materials in electronic format, or to conduct 
research on the Internet. For some students who are deafblind, use of refreshable braille displays, 
such as the Focus Blue from Freedom Scientific and the Module Evolution from Handy Tech of 
Germany, in conjunction with a screen reader to access information on the computer screen becomes 
essential for access. More importantly, students who are deafblind also greatly benefit from 
notetaking devices or Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs), such as the BrailleNote Apex from 
HumanWare or the PAC Mate from Freedom Scientific. Accessible PDAs make it easier for students 
to complete coursework, such as reading books in electronic format or writing essays using word 
processing software, such as KeyWord in the BrailleNote Apex or FSReader in the PAC Mate, which 



significantly simplify the process of completing academic work without the need for sighted 
assistance. Additionally, there are a variety of other products and services that promote educational 
participation and better learning outcomes for students who are deafblind; such AT resources include 
tactile graphics, the Picture In A Flash (PIAF) tactile image creator, and transcribing agencies that 
utilize high tech to produce instructional materials in braille, large print or e-text. 
 
 
AT Devices for Communication 
 
 
 Perhaps it is not a surprise, that the need for a reliable way to communicate is broadly 
recognized as the most profound need for individuals who are deafblind.  It is beyond the scope of 
this report to do more than describe some types of AT that are helpful in supporting students’ right to 
communicate. For an excellent review of telecommunication as well as face-to-face communication 
options for individuals with deafblindness , see Bhattacharyya’s report (2009). For individuals who are 
deafblind who don’t have a formal language system using sign language, speech or written language, 
other types of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) may be supportive of 
communication and fall under the larger category of AT. As Hourcade and colleagues (2004) outlined 
in their history of AAC, the technological advances in device design have expanded the means for 
capturing the most subtle movements which may be used for building communication. In a review of 
communication studies, Parker and colleagues (2008) found a plethora of low-tech and high tech 
devices that helped individuals with deafblindness and those with multiple disabilities communicate 
with partners. For parents and professionals that serve students who are deafblind, one of the most 
compelling findings may be that the studies included infants, school age students and adults. Another 
finding from Parker and collaborators’ study was that AT devices that were used for AAC with 
students with vision loss or deafblindness, often were adapted to maximize use of the individual’s 
residual hearing or vision and that this was done based on team assessments of individual needs 
within specific contexts.  With the advent of the iPad Touch, iPhone, and other such interactive 
communication and telecommunication devices, still more exploration of devices that may be tailored 
to support students’ communication is part of the rapidly evolving opportunities that are present for 
students and their educational teams to explore. 
 
 
AT Devices for Travel and Mobility 
 
 
 As Heubner and colleagues (1995) noted, students with deafblindness often use human 
guides, canes, dog guides, and electronic travel aids for outdoor travel. Some additional travel tools 
also include wheelchairs, walkers, and crutches. Adapted canes may be used when travelers have 
difficulty using regular long canes. An example here is the electronic travel aids. They are portable 
electronic devices which can inform travelers with deafblindness about objects in their path of travel 
by providing tactile or auditory signals. Such feedback can supplement the information a traveler gets 
from the use of canes, dog guides, or vision. Additionally, Parker reviewed the literature and found 13 
studies conducted by G.E. Lancioni as the lead researcher that documented the use of guiding 
robots, responsive lighting systems to create pathways, vibratory pagers which had all been used 
with individuals who are deafblind who also had multiple disabilities to promote indoor travel (Parker,  
 
 
 
 
2008). With the creation of GPS systems with braille output, such as the BrailleNote GPS from Pulse 
Data International, there are even more opportunities to support travel with the use of AT.   



 
 
 
AT Devices for Time and Schedule Management  
  

Tactile calendar systems have long been used among children with deafblindness for time 
management. For example, calendar boxes, in conjunction with object cues, are often used to help 
children with deafblindness learn to anticipate activities and form a sequence of the day mentally 
(Beyer, 2009; Huebner et al., 1995). With the advent of new technology, such low tech systems might  

 
 
 
 
become more connected with digital calendar devices depending upon the student’s learning 

needs and her residual vision or hearing. For example, calendar systems with amplified voice support 
may help reinforce sequence in a routine or steps within a task (Lancioni, Olivia & Bartolini, 1990). 
For other students use of typical electronic or written calendar systems is made accessible to 
students who are deafblind through aforementioned technologies such as PDA devices. 

 
 
The Passage and Promise of the 21st Century Telecommunication and Video Description Act 
 
 
 Individuals who are deafblind do not have the same access to advanced technologies that 
greatly simplify the educational process for students among the general population. As mainstream 
technology rapidly change, AT lagged behind. Fewer innovations have been made by the AT industry 
compared to rapid innovation in technologies used by sighted and hearing consumers. One reason 
for this disparity is due to the small size of the deafblind population and the lack of investment to 
develop latest AT products to enable deafblind students to fully and effectively participate in 
educational environments. Many AT firms are reluctant to spend their own money to invest in new 
technologies to accommodate a small market segment that primarily relies on funding from state and 
federal agencies to purchase AT products.  One consequence of this disparity is a prohibitively 
expensive AT product, such as a notetaker, although some AT firms such as Freedom Scientific have 
cut prices to encourage students, parents and educators to adopt assistive devices, such as the PAC 
Mate. 
 Advocacy organizations and others providing services to the deafblind population, such as the 
American Association of the Deaf-Blind (AADB) and Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) have 
worked to improve access to, and increase innovation, in assistive technology so that deafblind 
individuals can live productive, independent, and educated lives. The largest advocacy organization 
for accessible technology, Coalition for Accessible Technology (COAT) has been very instrumental in 
promoting, through legislative action as well as other means, equal access to technologies of the 21st 
century. With COAT and others’ advocacy activities, the U.S. Congress recently passed, and the 
President signed into law, the 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act of 2010, 
which seeks to improve access to, among other things, the Internet and captioning services that are 
crucial to the learning outcomes for persons who are deafblind. Advocates hope the law will 
encourage more advances in technology so that students who are deafblind will participate in 
academic life and lead productive lives as included citizens to the fullest extent possible. Additionally, 
this new law creates an impetus to design technologies for all members of this heterogeneous 
community to have fuller access to the internet and telecommunication, including those who are 
deafblind with additional disabilities. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Teacher Needs and Conclusion 
 
 
 In two surveys conducted with Texas vision professionals, it was found that a teacher of the 
visually impaired (TVI) was just as likely to have a student who is deafblind on her caseload as she 
was to serve a student who read braille (Griffin-Shirley et al., 2004). A separate survey of TVIs in 
Texas, which was entirely focused on assistive technology competencies, found that TVIs  reported a 
significant need for further training in the area of assistive technology for serving students who are 
deafblind (Zhou, Smith, Parker & Griffin-Shirley, 2010). 
 Due to this heterogeneity of need in students who are deafblind and teachers recognition of 
their own need for more training in assistive technology for this population, it is an important time for 
assistive technology to become further integrated into the instruction of students who are deafblind. 
The challenge of having impairments in two primary sensory channels provides a fertile ground for  
the use of assistive technology in meaningful contexts. For example, students who are deafblind may 
need more ways to communicate with others, more support when traveling, additional support to 
access the learning environment, and more ways to be independent in self-care. It is an exciting time 
to see the potential for adapting AT devices to specific individual access needs and goals for 
participating more fully in schools and communities. 
 
 
References 
 
 
Belanich, J. (1995). Increasing independence and freedom with high tech aids and devices. American 

Rehabilitation, 21(2), 15.  
Beyer, M. (2009). Perkins School for the Blind educational leadership program. International Schools 

Journal, 28(2), 79-86 
 Bhattacharyya, A. (2009) Deaf-blind tech gadgets in educational settings .Council for Exceptional 

Children,. DVI Quarterly, Vol 54, #3, Spring. 
Griffin-Shirley, N., Koenig, A., Layton, C., Davidson, R., Siew, L., Edmonds, A., et al. (2004). A survey 

of teachers of students with visual impairments: Responsibilities, satisfactions, and needs. RE: 
view, 36(1), 7-20. 

Huebner, K. M., Pricket, J. G., Welch, T. R., & Joffee, E. (Eds.). (1995). Hand in hand : Essentials of 
communication and orientation and mobility for your students who are deaf-blind. New York: AFB 
Press. 

Hourcade, J., Pilotte, T. E., West, E., & Parette, P. (2004). A history of augmentative and alternative 
communication for individuals with severe and profound disabilities. Focus on Autism and other 
Developmental Disabilities, 19(4), 235-244. 

Killoran, J. (2007). The national deaf-blind child count: 1998-2005 in review. Retrieved November 11, 
2010, from http://www.nationaldb.org/documents/products/Childcountreview0607Final.pdf 

Lancioni, G. E., Oliva, D., & Bartolini, T. (1990). A blind woman who is mentally retarded 
 promoting and sharing the occupational engagement of a dependent deaf-blind  adolescent. 
Behavioral Residential Treatment, 5, 149-157. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.nationaldb.org/documents/products/Childcountreview0607Final.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
 
Parker, A.T. (2009). Orientation and mobility research for persons who are deafblind: A review of 

single subject design studies. Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness. 103 (6), 372-377. 
Parker, A. T., Grimmett, E., & Summers, S. (2008). Evidence-based communication practices for 

children with vision loss and additional disabilities: An examination of single-subject design 
studies. Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness, 102, 540-552. 

Zhou, L., Smith, D.W., Parker, A.T., & Griffin-Shirley, N. (in review). Assistive technology 
competencies of teachers of students with visual impairments: A comparison of  perceptions. 
Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness. 

 

 

TOC 

 

 
 



  
 

 
Issues of Assistive Technology Instruction in Personnel Preparation 

Programs 
Derrick Smith, Ed.D., COMS 

 
Assistive technology (AT) has the potential to help students with visual impairments to 

circumvent many difficult circumstances brought on by their disability. Within AT lies the possibility for 
accessing information, traveling independently, and participating in meaningful experiences, all things 
made difficult by a visual impairment. Therefore, it is commonly acknowledged that students with 
visual impairments need to learn how to use AT devices and services. So with that, students with 
visual impairments not only need access to the AT devices, but they also need teachers of students 
with visual impairments (TVIs) who possess a set if unique skills related to AT.  

The TVI has to be many things for their students. They are teachers first and foremost. Yet 
they also serve in many other roles including braille transcriptionist, advocate (at multiple levels), 
mediator, counselor, expanded core curriculum specialist, and of course, assistive technology “guru”. 
In essence, the TVI has to “wear many hats” to ensure that their students are provided a free, 
appropriate public education. Since the responsibilities of the TVI are so diverse, the university 
personnel preparation programs have a daunting task of preparing future TVIs to be all of these 
things. The programs can no longer focus merely on braille, a little orientation and mobility, and some 
specific instructional strategies. The programs are now being asked to prepare “highly qualified” 
professional educators who possess a large array of teaching strategies that allow the student to 
participate in both the core and expanded core curriculum while being able to collaborate with a truly 
multi-disciplinary team of educators, administrators, and related service providers. It is truly an 
intimidating task for the university programs as they are being asked to do so much with so little 
space within a finite number of course hours. 

With that in mind, providing focused and thorough instruction on assistive technology is 
incredibly difficult. The first issue that faces the university programs is finding space to teach such a 
broad topic. In a perfect world, each university would have a specific, 3-hour course on AT, but only 
half of the universities in North America had courses in 2007 (Smith & Kelley). Of the remaining 
universities, they reported that they either embedded assistive technology training as a single 
unit/module or integrated it throughout the entire program. Thus, it becomes incredibly clear why 
multiple studies have concluded that practicing TVIs do not feel prepared to teach AT to their 
students (see Abner & Lahm, 2002; Kapperman, Sticken, and Heinze, 2002;  Parker et al., 1990; 
Zhou, Smith, Parker, Griffin-Shirley, under review).   

So what should the university programs do to circumvent this issue? It is incredibly clear that 
the current state of affairs is not consistent among programs and that many universities face difficulty 
obstacles in adding the content (such as limited AT resources, extreme distances between students, 
lack of qualified instructors, and even state pressure to lessen the number of program hours). To 
begin the process, the field needs to determine what AT knowledge and skills need to be addressed 
throughout the programs. The current Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) Skills and Knowledge 
do not provide the necessary breadth to ensure that enough AT is being addressed. Smith et al., 
(2009) completed a Delphi study and developed a set of 111 competencies.  While this set of 
competencies is a beginning, they need to be refined by the field and then the universities need to 
make a commitment to ensuring that their individual programs meet the competencies. 

However, that only solves one issue. The greater issue is how to provide students with quality 
instruction by well-qualified instructors while using the most up-to-date devices. In order such to 
occur, the universities would need to collaborate in a way never seen before. While one university 
would need to take the lead, it is my professional opinion that an “assistive technology consortium”  



 
 
 
 

should be created. The purpose of this consortium would be to provide ALL the university programs 
with high quality coursework while using the most advanced technologies. 

In order for such a consortium to work, one university would need to serve as the “hub” to keep 
track of all the materials and services. The consortium members could then develop hybrid courses 
that could be provided to all the universities. (By hybrid, I mean that they would be part online and 
part face-to-face.) The consortium could develop materials, activities, books, labs, etc. and work with 
each university individually to teach AT knowledge and skills within the structure of the university. The 
consortium would need to build close, collaborative partnerships with the AT vendors so that they 
could utilize their training materials and have access to their technology. Of course, the consortium 
could also provide professional development for in-service teachers as needed. 

In essence, the idea is based upon “pooling our resources” in order to ensure that every future 
TVI is provided quality training in AT. A proposal such as this would need a strong and focused lead 
university but more importantly would need the participation of most, if not all, the universities in North 
America. To truly be successful in meeting the goal of providing future TVIs with quality instruction in 
AT, a collaborative effort would be essential. 
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Nonvisual Access Technology in Education: An Introduction 
Anne Taylor, Director of Access Technology, National Federation of the Blind 

Jernigan Institute 

 

 
Everyone knows that access technology is a tool that can level the playing field for blind 

students in the classroom. Today people have more access technology devices available to 
them for purchase than ever before. Yet, blind and low vision students continue to struggle to 
keep up with the advancement of technology in the classroom.  Blind students often cannot 
participate in class activities, such as playing educational games, taking part in experimental 
activities in a science lab, participating in online research, or even following along during 
classroom discussions where PowerPoint and smart board technologies are now main 
players in general instruction. Even simple tasks like participating in on-line class discussions, 
taking tests, contacting an instructor, or submitting homework assignments can be difficult at 
times. One of the answers is that blind kids are not as exposed to the technology either at 
home or at school in the same way their sighted peers are.   

Sighted kids are introduced to computer technology long before they start school.  For 
example, from an early age they may have been exposed to electronic learning media or toys 
such as those commonly produced by Leapster, they have seen their parents working on a 
computer, or may have used computer software programs to play reading or math games on 
a home computer. Many sighted children even have access to “kid-friendly” versions of cell 
phones with texting capabilities, e-book readers, MP3 players, and laptops. If they don’t have 
their own, it is very likely they have observed a family member or friend using such 
technologies. The majority of blind kids are told that these technologies are not accessible to 
them. Even such commonplace things as video games still only allow blind students to be 
passive observers while their siblings or friends play. As a consequence, they have to sit on 
the sidelines and watch everyone else enjoying the benefits of technology. To make matters 
worse, the access the blind students have to technology is not any better in the classroom 
than it is at home. As technology becomes an integral part of education, many blind students 
are getting more and more short-changed in their education experience.   

Many advancements are being made in the field of access technology and there is 
hope for closing the technological gap that exists between blind students and their sighted 
peers. So how can parents and teachers help blind kids to become proficient technology 
users? The following provides some tips that are useful for both parents and teachers of the 
blind. 

One of the first steps in the process is to make accessible computer stations available 
for blind students at home and in schools. Both Mac computers and Windows PCs are either 
accessible out of the box, (i.e., they contain built-in screen readers or magnification tools) or 
can easily be made accessible with the installation of some  
 
 
helpful pieces of software or other hardware. Which method is best for the students depends 
on which operating system is more widely used in his or her environment.  Choosing the more 



popular computer systems will also generally make it easier to obtain training supports and 
resources.   

Apple’s inclusion of the VoiceOver screen access software on every Mac shows that 
full on board accessibility can be comprehensive and well integrated. Touch screen devices 
from Apple provide that same access, showing that touch technology need not be a barrier. 
The iPod Touch third generation and up, the iPhone 3GS and 4, as well as the iPad, are 
ready for use by the blind. To give blind users access to touch screens, Apple has designed a 
series of gesturing commands for the blind to use to navigate menus and icons on the touch 
screens. With the combination of the VoiceOver screen access program and the gesturing 
commands, blind individuals can easily learn how to use touch screen devices.   

 
 
For Windows-based computer systems, the following minimum setup is recommended: 

installation of a screen access software like JAWS for Windows, Window-Eyes, or Non Visual 
Desktop Access to make text on the screen available through audio output; a simple text 
editor like WordPad or full featured word processor like Microsoft Word; and a web browser 
like the Internet Explorer with short cuts to the Web sites that the students frequently use 
added to the “favorites” menu for quick access; or installation of magnification software that 
will enlarge the text on a screen for students who have substantial functional vision, but who 
qualify as legally blind. When choosing software programs for home computers, please make 
sure that there is a match between the software programs used at home and the software 
programs used at school. This will help lessen the learning curve for the students. The 
harmonization of software used in schools and software used at home will also help both 
parents and teachers to teach blind kids more effectively. Since access technology programs 
can be sophisticated, it is very important that both parents and teachers acquire necessary 
knowledge on how to use it, so that they can provide instruction as well as answer questions 
raised by blind students. But where besides professional development classes can parents 
and teachers find the training material? Here are a few sources to point you to several training 
resources. It is best to start with the most logical place - all of the screen access software 
manufacturers like Freedom Scientific and GW Micro provide extensive lists of free on-line 
training resources. Typically, the training curricula produced by the access technology product 
manufacturers contain up-to-date content that reflects the software’s version changes. Apple 
also provides extensive VoiceOver training material on their Web site at 
www.appple.com/accessibility. Access technology training tutorials can also be purchased 
from companies like the American Printing House for the Blind, HandyTech North America, 
the Access Technology Institute, and the National Braille Press. The most valuable training 
resources, however, are blind access technology users themselves. It is highly recommended 
that parents and teachers of the blind seek out competent blind access technology users in 
their local area and introduce them to the blind students. The National Federation of the Blind 
(NFB) has state affiliates in all 50 states, and in the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico. 
Many NFB affiliates also have technology users or computer related divisions or special 
interest groups. I know from experience that many of them will be more than glad to be a 
mentor to a blind individual who wants to learn how to use access technology products. 

 
    
Having an accessible computer station is just the beginning. Blind students need to be 

heavily immersed in Braille both at home and at school. Accessing information with speech  
 

http://www.appple.com/accessibility


 
 
 

only is simply not good enough. In order for blind students to excel in schools, they need to be 
Braille literate. With the advancement of Braille technology, putting Braille in the hands of 
blind students is easier than ever. Braille embossers (Braille printers) are much more portable 
and a little cheaper than they were. Gone are the days of lugging a 50 or 60 pound Braille 
embosser from home to school and back again. Refreshable Braille displays can be added to 
a computer as an additional piece of hardware allowing the student to read tactually the text 
that appears on the screen in print. Braille displays are also inexpensive in comparison to 
what basic Braille displays cost in the recent past. Not so long ago, it was unheard of to find a 
refreshable Braille display that cost less than $5,000. Now, refreshable Braille displays that 
cost less than $3,000 are easy to find. Cost benefit is not the only advantage of the latest 
generation of the refreshable Braille displays. Many of them are portable and often are 
Bluetooth enabled. Just about all of the refreshable Braille displays in the market are also 
compatible with Apple devices. The latest generation of refreshable Braille displays can be 
acquired from the following companies; Handy Tech North America, VisionCue, Humanware 
Inc., Freedom Scientific, and the American Printing house for the blind.  For a complete list of 
refreshable Braille displays that are available for purchase in the United States, please look 
up the Access Technology resource list from the National Federation of the Blind Jernigan 
Institute Access Technology team at ww.nfb.org. If access to electronic Braille via refreshable 
Braille displays is too expensive, access to Braille on paper is still a good stand by. Either 
way, it is important to remember that blind students must be taught Braille while they are in 
school. Some parents and teachers may find that electronic speech is used as a substitute for 
Braille instruction, but this should not be the case. Literacy – the ability to read and write – is 
no more optional for a blind child than it would be for a sighted one, and technology should be 
a means for accessing information, not a substitute for training.   

 
 
Let us now turn our attention to newly released access technology products that may 

be beneficial to blind students in the classroom. In the last three years, the category of access 
technology that has caused the most excitement for consumers in the blind community is that 
of portable e-book readers. Blind consumers can now download thousands of books in 
various formats from the internet. These accessible book readers have many features in 
common.  All of the book readers are DAISY (Digital Accessible Information System) 
compatible, NLS (National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped) ready, 
and usable with Audible, the largest seller of downloadable audio books. All can read HTML 
and .txt files, and at least two of the devices are compatible with DocX, opening them up to 
use with Microsoft Word 2007 and up. These advancements have greatly opened the doors 
for students’ access to textbooks and class material.  

 
 
While we cannot go in to all of the pros and cons of these devices in this article, a few 

of them can be highlighted. The Victor Reader Stream from Humanware was released in 
September of 2007. Even though this was not the first portable e-book reader that the blind 
community has seen, it was the first pocketsize NLS ready-device.  For the first time, blind 
consumers were able to download DAISY audio formatted books from the NLS Web site for 
free. The release timing of the Victor Reader Stream was also quite interesting - it was 



released two months prior to the first version of the Amazon Kindle. Many portable digital 
book readers have entered the market since the release of the Victor Reader Stream.  he 
BookSense from HIMS, the BookPort Plus produced by the American Printing House for the 
Blind, and the different Plextalk models manufactured by Plextor, are all priced in the $300 

 
  

range. Getting this type of device into the hands of blind kids is important, as they give access 
to a wealth of educational and entertainment resources. The portability and the affordability of 
devices like these will certainly make it easier for blind students to keep up with their sighted 
classmates. 

 
 
With this introduction to access technology, I hope that I have provided enough 

information for parents and teachers to help them start to choose the best type of access 
technology products for blind students. Finally, I want to strongly encourage teachers and 
parents of the blind to remember to create opportunities outside of the classrooms for blind 
kids to use access technology. The skills honed at home as well as at school, and for 
pleasure as well as for education, will prove critical in making a blind student successful, not 
just at school, but in life.   
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The National Certification in Literary Braille (NCLB) test 

will be administered by the National Blindness Professional Certification Board (NBPCB) in the following 

locations: 

 

 

 

 
 

 Saturday April 9
th

, Virginia Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired, 

Richmond, Virginia 

 Saturday April 23
rd

, Iowa Department for the Blind, 524 Fourth Street, 

Des Moines, Iowa 

 Friday April 29
th

, Louisiana Tech University Woodard Hall, Ruston, Louisiana 

 Friday May 20
th

, Louisiana Tech University Woodard Hall, Ruston, Louisiana 

 Saturday May 21
st
, Utah Division of Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired, 250 North 1950 W # B Salt 

Lake City, Utah 

 Saturday June 4
th

, Virginia Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired, 

Richmond, Virginia 

 Friday June 17
th

, Louisiana Tech University Woodard Hall, Ruston, Louisiana 

 Monday & Thursday Afternoons, July 4
th

 & 5
th

, Rosen Shingle Creek Resort 

9939 Universal Boulevard, Orlando, Florida 

More Test Locations to Come, Keep Checking our Website! 

 

Please go to our Website, www.nbpcb.org/nclb to find out more information and to register for any of the above 

test dates. You may also contact Deja Powell at dpowell@latech.edu or at 318.257.2029 if you have any 

questions or would like to host a test in your area. 

http://www.nbpcb.org/nclb
mailto:dpowell@latech.edu


 

  

 

 

 

Digital Social Interactions: Tips for Teachers and Parents of Students 
with Visual Impairments 
Stacy M. Kelly, Ed.D., COMS 

  
The digitalization of communication has drastically impacted the way in which youth interact 

with each other. For example, instead of seeking out a pay phone or passing a note to a peer in class 
there are faster ways for today’s youth to accomplish the delivery of the same message in perhaps an 
even more expressive way. The list is long. Options include cell phone calls, text messages (now 
available for purchase in unlimited use packages), blogs, wikis, online message boards, email, social 
networking web sites, personal web pages, podcasts, and many others. There may be a few more 
digital social interaction venues to add to the list by the time this article is distributed. These methods 
of digital communication also include options for an instantaneous conversation between one or more 
parties.  

For these reasons, digital social interactions have overtaken a lot of what previously occurred 
during traditional face-to-face encounters or via conventional land line telephone calls. Technology 
has become a central part of the daily social interactions for children, youth, and adults of all ages 
and as a result the development of social skills is no longer limited to face-to-face encounters. Youth 
today must master social norms acceptable in each online or digital venue for success in the 
classroom, with their peers, and as future working professionals. Elementary, middle, and high school 
level classrooms have their own blogs, preadolescents and adolescents gather in virtual 3-D worlds 
to “hang out”, and professionals wirelessly connect to their work all day long. The stakes are high for 
being fluent in the latest forms of conversation. 

The implications of increasingly popular methods of digital communication for students with 
visual impairments (that is, those who are blind or have low vision) are extreme and in need of 
attention. Kelly (2008) found that the vast majority of preadolescents and adolescents with visual 
impairments did not participate in email or online chats regularly. On the other hand, Rideout, 
Roberts, & Foehr (2005) found that a national sample of preadolescents and adolescents without 
disabilities used the Internet for email and chat daily. This consideration difference between the rate 
at which youth with and without disabilities are engaging in digital social interactions must be 
recognized. Lifelong social, academic, and professional success is now more dependent on digital 
social interactions than ever before.  

Teachers and parents of students with visual impairments should have a keen awareness of 
the impact of this reality for children who are visually impaired cannot fully access these widely used 
methods of communication using their vision. The assistive technology that can make this possible is 
available today. However, the youth need the assistive technology training, social skills development, 
and life experience to make it possible. 

What follows is a list of suggestions of possible ways to deal with the unique challenges of 
accessing and becoming proficient at using digital social interactions for students with visual 
impairments. This list is intended as a resource that can be tailored to the unique learning needs of 
individual students. 

  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Suggestions for Teachers and Parents of Students with Visual Impairments 
 

 Collaborate together in this process. The student benefits from applying skills learned during 

the school day at home.  

 Develop the student’s social interaction skills in traditional face-to-face forums such as 

classrooms, small groups, playgrounds, and team events. Social interaction skills are not 

learned casually and incidentally by students with visual impairments as they are by students 

who are sighted. These social skills must be carefully, consciously, and sequentially taught to 

students with visual impairments.  

 Evaluate the particular assistive technology needs the student with visual impairment with 

have in accessing widely used methods for digital communication. 

 Provide the assistive technology devices necessary for the student with visual impairment to 

access a variety of widely used methods for digital communication. 

 Provide the assistive technology training necessary for the student with visual impairment to 

access a variety of widely used methods for digital communication. 

 Develop the student’s social interaction skills in many widely used digital environments such as 

emails, social networking web sites, wikis, and blogs. For example, a self-created blog is a 

useful accomplishment for students today and one method of expressive digital 

communication. Text messages between peers are often short and use informal abbreviations 

while emails with teachers or supervisors should include grammatically correct content. 

Explicitly teach youth with visual impairments about these various social norms.  

 Consider student safety. Explicitly teach and talk with students with visual impairments about 

the very real risks involved in communicating with strangers online. Make it clear that this is not 

an option and should not happen. Put appropriate consequences in place for not following 

these parameters.  

 Incorporate digital forms of communication into the regular routines of students with visual 

impairments at school and home. 

 Use of current forms of technology with the student and model this sensitivity to new 

technology for the student. Rapidly changing communication methods continue to evolve daily. 

Not all new technology will replace what they are already using, but some of it will. As 

technology continues to advance the ways in which people communicate with each other, the 

student’s methods of digital communication should advance in the same way too.  

 Teach the student how to have an awareness of newer technology as it continues to emerge 

and provide resources for the student to do so. 

 Teach the student how to teach themselves to adapt to the technology and newer technology 

as it continues to emerge. This is necessary to maximize independence and be effective 

communicators in this fast past technology-driven society. 

 Consider other creative and important ways to build upon this list as technology continues to 

evolve and the stakes continue to escalate even higher for digital social interaction skillfulness. 
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Membership 2010 
 
Our DVI membership is averaging 489 members a month.  We were as high as 504 
and as low as 475.  Emails continue to be sent to lapsing and renewing members.  We, 
in conjunction with CEC, did a mailing to recruit new members but it was uneventful in 
raising our numbers.  In December 2009, we had 511 members. Our most recent 
statistic report that we now have 477.  Below is a graph of our numbers each month.  I 
would encourage each member who is reading this to recruit a new member in their 
workplace.  We are our best advocates for our division. We are small, so our voices 
must be loud. Please contact me at: macsnails@aol.com if you have any ideas on how 
to bring in more members to our division.  
 
Meredith McArdle 
DVI Membership Chair 
 
 

.  
 

 
 TOC 
 

 

 

 

DVI Membership 2010 

460 

465 

470 

475 

480 

485 

490 

495 

500 

505 

510 

Jan-10 Feb-10 Mar-10 Apr-10 May-10 Jun-10 Jul-10 Aug-10 Sep-10 Oct-10 Nov-10 Dec-10 
Months 

Total Members 

mailto:macsnails@aol.com


  
 
 

Assistive Technology and the Creative Writing Process 
James Carreon, M.A., Assistive Technology Specialist 

California School for the Blind 
 

For a blind student, learning to write creatively is a very complex process. There is no 
"cookbook" to follow that will take a student with limited assistive technology skills and make them a 
creative writer. Learning to write is not linear, especially for a blind student. It is similar to a biological 
food web, with interdependency between skills and multiple tracks of learning that eventually lead the 
student to develop some level of writing proficiency. These skills can be taught and developed but 
require parallel training in the use of assistive technology. A sighted second grader can pick up a 
pencil and write an opening sentence to a story. A blind student of the same age needs to be trained 
in the use of an electronic Braille note-taker or have computer keyboarding skills in order to 
accomplish the same task. A student can talk into a voice recorder, dictate their sentence to the 
teacher or even use a Perkins Brailler, but it is not the same as having the sentence in a form that 
can be read and manipulated freely. A student needs to be able to play with words in a sentence like 
toy blocks; rearranging them or replacing them quickly and easily.  

Keyboarding and the use of an electronic Braille note taker are critical skills that need to be 
taught at the earliest possible age. I will leave it to the reader to determine an appropriate age for 
each of their individual students. Many schools however do not teach keyboarding until the fifth 
grade. This is way too late for most blind students to develop this skill. I have worked with students in 
first grade who regularly use a Braille note-taker, and second or third graders who can type 
adequately to complete school assignments independently.  

The creative writing process is taught using the Narrative Writing Diamond, from "The Most 
Wonderful Writing Lessons Ever" by Barbara Mariconda. Each of the six sections of the diamond is 
taught in sequence. The six sections are, Entertaining Beginning, Description of Setting, Build 
Suspense, the Main Event, Action leading to Solution of Problem and Extended Ending. Assistive 
technology is taught throughout the writing process; adding a new skill or piece of equipment when 
the student is ready. Lessons often take many times longer to teach than expected because of the 
need to integrate the assistive technology into the  writing lessons.  

When learning to write an "Entertaining Beginning", the first section in the Writing Diamond, a 
student is required to open a teacher prepared file, on their computer or BrailleNote. This file contains 
several beginning sentences of popular, age appropriate books. I include lines from E.B. White's, 
"Charlotte's Web" and J.K. Rowling's "Harry Potter and the Sorceror's Stone", among others.  
 The students and teacher discuss ways to write an entertaining beginning in the writer’s 
workshop. After this discussion, each student is given the opportunity to write his or her own first 
sentence. The first line in Charlottes Web is, "Where's Papa going with the ax?" A student may start 
their story with, "Where is mama going with my report card?" or "Why is dad taking that big box out to 
the garage?" Other students may choose to imitate J.K. Rowling's Harry Potter and the Sorceror's 
Stone. "Mr. and Mrs. Dursley ,of number four, Privet Drive, were proud to say they were perfectly 
normal, thank you very much." A student may write, "Mr. Smith's family was ordinary in every way, 
except their daughter was blind." How different this opening sentence is than, "Hi, my name is Jenny 
and I am blind." By using sentence imitation, we not only help students begin to become better 
writers, we also teach them to become better readers. They no longer pick up a book and simply read 
it. They begin to look for interesting beginnings, how dialogue is written, and how a scene is 
constructed in the story.  
 
 



 
 
 Of course, we have a discussion about the difference between "sentence imitation" and 
plagiarism. However, the more a student imitates other writings, the more proficient they become at 
creating opening sentences independently that are uniquely their own. Even with experience, 
students may still write simple, almost boring sentences to begin their stories, but with some 
prompting and feedback from other students in the writer’s workshop they learn to "spruce it up." 

To get to this point, a blind or low vision student should possess the same technological skills 
sighted writers possess. I expect the student to start their computer or appropriate assistive 
technology, start the word processor and open the correct document. Once open,  they need to read 
this document several times moving up and down the text freely. They must jump to the top or bottom 
of the document, move to the beginning or end of a line and know precisely the location of the cursor.  

Once they begin to write their story the students must learn new skills. These include 
highlighting text, using the cut, copy, and paste commands and undoing changes they do not like. I 
also expect my students to know how to move back and forth between two or more open documents. 
These documents include the sample sentences, a word bank that each student is encouraged to 
keep and their own writing.  Rather than list all the skills necessary and the mouse equivalent key-
commands, I will refer you to, "Windows without the Mouse" and for students using a BrailleNote, the 
"BrailleNote Curriculum Guide", both available from the California School for the Blind.  
 Most low vision students want to use the mouse with their screen magnification software. If 
the student is proficient with the mouse, we encourage that and he or she is taught to use the right 
mouse button for spell check and to cut, copy, and paste text. However, all students, regardless of 
their level of vision are taught the same key commands. If your fingers are already on the keyboard, 
why move your hand to the mouse when a simple key stroke will accomplish the same task?  
 As we progress through the Writing Diamond, I provide the students with sample sentences 
of the, Description of the Setting or Building Suspense. Each time it is presented in a different format. 
The Description of Setting is presented as a print document. This requires the student to use a 
scanning optical recognition program to convert the print document into electronic format. Other times 
the information is presented on a thumb drive or emailed as an attachment to the students.  
 There are some students who have difficulty writing more than two or three sentences at a 
time. These students are encouraged to write creative email messages to their parents or friends, 
using the same techniques taught in the creative writhing class. Other students use word prediction 
software, which allow them to select from a list of words after typing only the first few letters. For 
those students with typing difficulties, we use a programmable keyboard like the Intellikeys keyboard. 
An overlay is created with short phrases and lists of words that allow the student to create complete 
sentences.  
 Many students have difficulty getting past the, "erase everything and rewrite it" stage. Those 
students are encouraged to never erase a sentence, but to start a new line and write an entirely new 
sentence. As they create several sentences, the student can review and select the one they like the 
most. The goal is for students to modify and build upon existing sentences and paragraphs as much 
as possible instead of rewriting everything from scratch.  
 The assistive technology component is often the most intimidating part of the process for 
teachers. It is the teacher's responsibility to introduce the tools and techniques the students need and 
then get out of the way. Allow your most important asset, the students themselves, to teach the 
assistive technology.   
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Strategies for Inclusion of Students with  
Visual Impairments in Music 

Emily H. Watts and Kimberly A. McCord, Illinois State University Normal, IL  
and Donna Zawatski Thomas Metcalf School Normal, IL 

 
 
 
Music educators are bound by the belief that all students have an innate musical ability and 

can experience the joys of music. Often one of the pervasive barriers in teaching students with visual 
impairments is the acceptance of this belief. A music teacher who adopts a positive attitude and 
believes that all children can be musical may help to convince others, including the student, that the 
student can participate in all aspects of music education. A strong alliance between the music 
educator and special educator could result in student outcomes such as: changing attitudes, fostering 
opportunities for growth, participation in meaningful experiences with peers, and increasing creativity 
and personal expression.   

However, these outcomes are recognized as significant challenges because many music 
educators have limited pre-service course work in special education (McCord & Watts, 2010). In 
addition, exposure to professional musicians with vision impairments is also limited because majority 
of music teachers have not had the opportunity to perform with musicians who have visual 
impairments. The purpose of this article is to support an alliance between music and special 
educators so that children can participate in all aspects of music education. Collaboration is essential 
and maintaining communication is a key in establishing this alliance. Teachers of children with visual 
impairments can support music teachers by communicating the extent of the visual impairment and 
necessary accommodations for the student.  Here are a few suggestions that have been successful in 
teaching students music.  

 
 

Teaching Tips and Tools 
 
 
Background on the Orff process. 

A natural process for teaching all students music is the Orff teaching process. Orff is an 
approach to teaching general music using speech, body percussion, instruments and creative 
activities like improvisation. The music teacher begins with teaching the melody of the song by 
singing and then models through patting a pattern on the thighs (i.e. body percussion) with the song. 
This first kinesthetic experience is important in developing a platform for learning. This rhythm is later 
transferred to a xylophone-like instrument.  When all parts are learned, the teacher will often ask 
students to improvise their own melody or create an introduction. Patterns are performed using 
various body movements, such as snapping, clapping, patting, and stomping and later transferred to 
barred instruments.  In longer, more technically difficult passages, students often feel an extreme 
sense of accomplishment in what they can play. Students are eager to show off this accomplishment; 
just about any time they have mallets in their hands.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Pitfalls of body percussion. 

While it is important that the music teacher uses vivid descriptions to paint a picture of what 
she’s doing, the reality is that the music teacher is often singing and cannot describe what he or she 
is doing. The student can often hear the body percussion but cannot always interpret what location on 
the body that they are hearing. In this case, if the student is accompanied by a paraprofessional that 
staff person will often physically guide the student in the motion or describe what action to do. A 
common frustration music teachers have is the situation when the paraprofessional repeats 
everything the music teacher says to the students. While doing that, the students miss the next 
instruction. This may take training and practice on the paraprofessional’s part to recognize when to 
describe the actions and when not to describe the actions. 
 
 
Physical space. 

The student who is visually impaired should be placed near the music teacher so that they 
cannot only hear what the teacher’s saying but also because the teacher can hand objects or large 
print materials to the student to explore. If a paraprofessional is involved, assistance should only be 
provided to the student when needed. Communication with the special educator is critical in situations 
where a paraprofessional accompanies the student to music class. 

 
 

Instruments. 
Allow students with visual impairments to use the larger instruments with removable bars. This 

may allow them to feel with one hand and play with the other. Eventually, they may be able to play 
with both hands after getting oriented to the unique spacings on the instrument. Adhesive braille 
labels will help the student to know the pitches of each bar of Orff instruments and so might high 
contrast labels for those with low vision. 

 
 

Additional sources of music assistive technology. 
Percussion controllers are very accessible instruments for students with visual impairments. 

Most are small boxes that use built-in or electronic sounds from a computer. Small rubber pads can 
be programmed to play different pitches or sounds and are easy to orient the student quickly to the 
pads to play for particular parts. A speaker will be needed so that others can hear the instrument 
performed.  

The Wavedrum is an electronic percussion controller that looks and feels more like an acoustic 
drum. It can be played with sticks or with a hand and is easily programmed to sounds like hundreds of 
percussion and other musical sounds.  

The Soundbeam is another accessible instrument for students with visual impairments. It is an 
electronic instrument that uses ultrasonic beams that are triggered by movement and then play a 
sound. The student learns to move their hand in a certain spot to access different pitches.  
 Dycem is a non-slip material that is available in different mat shapes or in a roll.  Primarily, it is 
used to stabilize objects on a secure surface. Mallets, shakers, bells, or other instruments will remain 
in place once the student returns the object to the non-slip material.  Since it is available in different 
colors, it may also make instruments, mallets, or other materials easier to see against other surfaces 
for those with low vision. 
 There are a variety of portable communication devices that would support choral responses 
and singing songs that can be preprogrammed by the special educator and recorded by a peer. One 
such device that is appropriate for those students with multiple disabilities is the BIGmac 
communicator. It is a low-cost communication device that allows for easy recording of songs and has 
a large target surface for activation by the student. 



 
 
In conclusion, it is our desire that music educators and special educators form a strong alliance 

that allows all children to learn music, enjoy music, and participate in meaningful experiences. Think 
about it. What would life be without music! 
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DVI Deafblind Committee invites 
you to join us  

for a conversation about the future. 
 

Throughout the upcoming months, DVI will be hosting a series 
of conference calls and face to face meetings to provide an 

open forum for a discussion around how to include/invite  the 
deafblind community as members in DVI. Please look for 

additional information on the DVI website: 
http://www.cecdvi.org/ 

You will also find information posted on the DVI Facebook 
page. 

 

http://www.cecdvi.org/
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Introducing YourTube: The Accessible Web Interface  
for YouTube 

 
Stacy M. Kelly, Ed.D., COMS 

 
 The YourTube web interface was developed by Povidi NZ Ltd, a technology company based in 
New Zealand that works to create accessible solutions for computer users who are blind or have low 
vision. YouTube has become the world’s largest online video sharing community and the YourTube 
interface provides people with visual impairments enhanced access to this widely popular online 
venue for watching and sharing videos. The YourTube web page is located at 
www.povidi.com/yourtube/. 
 
 For those who may use screen reading software to access the Internet, it is noted that 
YourTube worked extremely well with Job Access with Speech (JAWS) and commonly used 
keystroke commands for browsing or reading web pages. Everything involved in using the YourTube 
web interface to search for YouTube videos, view YouTube videos, and access user feedback or 
comments on the video can be accomplished using links, headings, edit or form fields, buttons, radio 
buttons (i.e., round selection buttons used to choose one item from a list), and keystroke commands.  
 

The streamline appearance of YourTube is especially appealing and sets it apart from the 
standard YouTube interface. There are no graphics or advertisements present in the YourTube 
interface. The computer user is not bombarded with any additional information that they did not seek 
out. Visual clutter has been eliminated too. 

Search results are displayed as links and headings along with the exact duration of each 
search result and a brief description of each search result. YourTube videos can be viewed using 
keystroke commands to control the play, pause, volume, fast forward, rewind, and restart buttons.  

 
 For those individuals with visual impairments who may benefit from an alternate color display 
option, this is available too. The YourTube user interface can be displayed in standard colors (i.e., 
white text on blue background) or adjusted in one of two other ways. There are links on each page of 
YourTube that allow the user to change between the standard colors, white text on a black 
background, or black text on a white background. The alternate color feature is available from 
anywhere in the YourTube user interface. The web page uses standard fonts, font styles, and font 
sizes that make the use of YourTube in combination with screen magnification software very feasible.  
 
 After a quick review of this web page, readers are highly encouraged to check it out. The 
growing popularity of online video sharing communities makes YourTube an even more valuable 
resource.  
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A World Full of Assistive Technology 
 

During my student teaching experience, I was given the opportunity to work with a variety of assistive 
technologies with students who were blind or visually impaired. I was able to see, first hand, how 
crucial assistive technology is and what a difference assistive technology can make. Assistive 
technology allows students who are blind or visually impaired access to materials used by their 
sighted peers. They are able to explore and discover resources that they may not have been able to 
use once before. Not only can assistive technology aid in the learning of students who are blind or 
visually impaired, but also for any student who may have a disability. Our world today is constantly 
creating new forms of advanced technology. This is one main reason why I believe it is so important 
for teachers and professionals to continue being a life-long learner. We must stay up to date with the 
new technologies that are available for our students. Not only do I believe educators need to be 
aware of the programs and devices available but also how they are used. We must be able to 
successfully teach our students how to utilize the various assistive technology devices. One great 
way to see what kinds of assistive technology are available is to attend professional development 
opportunities such as the Annual Council for Exceptional Children Convention and Expo which is 
scheduled for April 25-28, 2011. While assistive technology continues to grow, so will teachers and 
students around the world.  
         Megan Starrick 
         DVI Student Ambassador 
 

                                       
 
 

Assistive Technology: Here, There, Everywhere 
 

It is hard to believe that 3 and a half years have now passed, and my friends and I finally have 
graduated college. Many new graduates, like me are currently searching for jobs by applying to 

numerous schools, hoping for interviews to come from those applications. After completing interviews 
I found that one subject always came up: assistive technology. Assistive technology is something that 

every teacher of the visually impaired has studied and experienced in college classes, student 
teaching, and the work place. Many employers are looking for employees who have been exposed to 

various technologies such as braille translation software, embossers, video magnifiers, PDAs and 
screen reading software, just to name a few. I feel that it is of the utmost importance for new and 

experienced teachers alike to stay up to date with the newest technologies that are being developed. 
Assistive technologies have the ability to change a person’s life.  CCTV’s for example allow for 

students who have low vision to see the board and take notes without having to be in the front of the 
class. Screen reading software such as JAWS gives users of any age the ability to use most aspects 
of a computer. These devices allow students and adults to become more independent day after day 
and aid in the teacher’s job at the same time.  So, if you are a new teacher looking for a job -  or a 
teacher with many years of experience,  always remember; assistive technology is everywhere! 

 
         Tasia Mitchell 
         DVI Student Ambassador 
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2011 Division on Visual Impairments Awards 
Past President’s Report by Phyllis T. Simmons 

 
Annually, DVI sends out a Call to the field to nominate individuals and/or organizations who deserve to be 
recognized for a job well done in serving blind and visually impaired children, youth, and adults.  It is an honor 
and pleasure to announce the 2011 DVI Awards recipients. 

 
The Virginia M. Sowell Student of the Year Award 

 Tara A. McCarthy – Visual Impairment and Orientation Programs at The Ohio State University 

One of the comments shared about Tara was “I have never been associated with a student who not 
only excelled in the classroom but was willing to give back to the field of visual impairment at such a 
high level so early in her career,” from Dr. Tiffany Wild. 

 
The Teacher of the Year Award 

 Meredith A. McArdle – Teacher of the Visually Impaired at The Maryland School for the Blind 

As stated by Dr. David Ross, “Meredith was the cooperating teacher for one of my students from 
Kutztown University and I was very pleased with how well she guided my student into the role of 
teacher. As I watched her work with the student teacher, I realized that this was an exceptional teacher!  
It is also so refreshing to see a teacher become involved at the national level and continue that 
involvement for the betterment of all children with visual impairment, not just her students.” 

 
The Outstanding Dissertation of the Year Award 

 Dr. Tessa Wright – Vanderbilt University 
Dr. Wright’s dissertation addressed An Assessment of the Effectiveness of Roadside Instruction in 
Teaching Children with Visual Impairments Street Crossing.  “The purpose of the study was to assess 
the effectiveness of verbal rehearsal and graduated guidance as methods of teaching participants who 
were blind the chained behavior of street crossing.” 

 
The Exemplary Advocate Award 

 Kim Charlson – Director for the Perkins Braille & Talking Book Library 

Ms. Charlson is “a tenacious, driven leader and advocate who immediately impressed me by her 
strength of character, rapport with students, staff, and the community.  She has endless ideas and 
energy, and the ceaseless desire to make Perkins and the library the best it can be,” as shared by 
Steven M. Rothstein. 

 
The Distinguished Service Award 

 Dr. Rona Shaw – Professor of Special Education from Dominican College 

Dr. Mike Kelly wrote, “When I learned of CEC-DVI’s Distinguished Service Award nomination for this 
year, I immediately was reminded of the Honda commercial that appears annually where Mr. 
Opportunity knocks on the windshield; here, I thought, was my overdue opportunity to recommend a 
long-time colleague, valued mentor and friend for what, I believe, is one of the most prestigious awards 
that a professional can earn in the field of blindness and visual impairments.  Colleagues attest to and 
underscore qualities of humility, professionalism, ethics, love for learning and teaching, collegiality, 
perseverance and an eye for detail that pervade their more than forty years of experience with a 
woman of vision and sense of direction.” 

 
Congratulations are extended to each of the 2011 CEC/DVI Award recipients! 
 
Thank you to the 2011 Awards Committee, including Janie Blome, Bob Brasher, Tina Hertzog, Jim Olson, 
Carey Phillips, and Ellyn Ross, for their commitment of service.   
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Spring Update from the National Federation of the Blind 
 
2011 NFB National Convention 

Join us this year for our annual national convention being held Sunday, July 3, through Friday, July 8, 
in Orlando, Florida.  The convention offers an abundance of speakers, workshops, and activities to 
learn about blindness, products for the blind, and how the NFB is working to improve the lives of the 
blind.  In addition, the convention will offer numerous opportunities for you to meet other educators of 
the blind, as well as blind children and adults from across the country, and sometimes other parts of 
the world.   
 
Be sure to invite any families with blind children you know to attend also.  This is a great way for them 
to connect with other families and the National Organization of Parents of Blind Children (NOPBC), 
an NFB division specially geared toward improving the lives of blind children. 
 
Whether you are new to the blindness field or a seasoned veteran, there will be a plethora of activities 
and great opportunities for learning.  To find out more about what national convention has to offer and 
how to attend, visit www.nfb.org/nfb/National_Convention.asp. 
 
2011 NFB Scholarship Program 

Do you know any legally blind students planning to enroll in a U.S. postsecondary degree program in 
the 2011 scholastic year?  If so, encourage them to apply for an NFB scholarship.  Thirty awards will 
be given ranging from $3,000 to $12,000, along with assistance to attend the 2011 NFB Convention in 
Orlando.  All documents required from the applicants must be postmarked by the March 31, 2011, 
deadline.  Please see www.nfb.org/nfb/scholarship_program.asp for all the details and to apply. 
 
2011 NFB Blind Educator of the Year Award 

In the last issue of DVIQ, we told you about the NFB Distinguished Educator of Blind Children Award.  
We urge you to also submit nominations for the 2011 Blind Educator of the Year Award.  For over 
twenty years the NFB has bestowed this honor on an exceptional blind educator who exhibits 
leadership in the classroom, performs community service, and goes above and beyond in support of 
the NFB philosophy. The 2011 winner will be presented with a plaque and check for $1,000 at the 
NFB National Convention in Orlando this summer.   
 
To nominate someone, please send your recommendation to Dr. David A. Ticchi, 321 Harvard Street, 
Unit 306, Cambridge, Massachusetts 02139.  Letters of nomination must be accompanied by a copy 
of the nominee's current resume and supporting documentation of community and Federation activity.  
All nomination materials must be received by the committee chairman by May 1, 2011, to be 
considered for this year's award.  For further information contact David Ticchi, (617) 530-9178. 
 
Keep up with the NFB through our e-newsletter Imagineering Our Future.  Subscribe by sending a 
request to jerniganinstitute@nfb.org. 
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