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Students who are visually impaired need a variety of skills to access the general education curriculum and to achieve a maximum level of independence as adults. These specialized skills, known as the Expanded Core Curriculum, are most effectively taught by a teacher with intensive preparation in the education of visually impaired students. This preparation should include a bachelor's or master's degree in special education/visual impairment that combines theory, instructional methods, and specialized skills including braille; in addition, it should include supervised practicum experiences that require proficiency in teaching students who have visual impairments and a range of ages, visual abilities, and cognitive functioning levels. 


 This position paper supports the importance of the specialized preparation of high quality teachers who will work with students who have visual impairments. It examines the need for clear standards in the preparation of personnel, and it describes the knowledge and skills essential for professionals in visual impairment as well as the approaches by which this preparation can be delivered. When quality is assured, alternative delivery systems such as web based instruction, interactive television and courses on-line or concentrated summer or weekend courses are now widely available, and can be effective in maintaining the teacher supply.
Recommendations

Quality Standards
Standards for the preparation of professionals who work with individuals with visual impairments must be maintained both externally and internally by the employing agency. The teacher needs to have specific skills such as braille, competence in the use of optical and non-optical devices, various methods of teaching in a variety of settings, program development and planning, and orientation and mobility in order to assist the learner in accessing the standard curriculum. Although a few states do not maintain specific certification for teachers of students with visual impairments, an employing agency can determine appropriate qualifications by verifying one of the three types of documentation below,

· Completion of a degree with a major or emphasis in teaching students with visual impairments from a university program that has been approved by Division 17, Personnel Preparation, of the Association for the Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind and Visually Impaired (AER)  

· Verification by the degree granting institution that graduates have met the standards established for teachers of students with visual impairments by the Council of Exceptional Children, as documented in What every special educator must know: Fifth Edition (The Council for Exceptional Children, 2003). This document is included in NCATE accreditation review.  

· Qualification for state licensures or certifications as teachers of students with visual impairments, in accordance with state requirements that reflect Expanded Core Curriculum areas, including braille, and the CEC standards for teachers of visually impaired students. 

            Internally, schools and agencies must take the responsibility to employ fully qualified individuals. In situations where qualified individuals are not available, schools and agencies can develop incentives for employees to attain full preparation. Families, consumers, and professionals should communicate the need for qualified employees with manageable caseloads if the district does not already employee an adequate number of these specially prepared teachers, and they may need to advocate for these personnel by providing the district with contact information and showing evidence that specialized instruction is vital for educational progress. Replacing a qualified teacher of students with visual impairments with an instructional assistant is unacceptable; additionally, placing the child with a generically prepared special educator may not facilitate instruction in the specialized skills needed due to visual impairment. Such practices are likely to lead to inappropriate skill development for the individual involved.

Content of Preparation

Effective preparation of professionals requires foundations in theory, knowledge, and practice and should include ample opportunities for students to read and engage in research related to visual impairments. The content needs to address a broad range of age and functional abilities. At minimum, the preparation of professionals who work with persons who are blind or visually impaired should require mastery of:

· braille codes, including literary and Nemeth codes;
· anatomy of the eye and pathological conditions which affect it;

· instructional strategies for teaching communication skills, including all of the following: literary tools, braille (both literary and Nemeth code), print adaptations, live readers, recordings, braillewriters, slate and stylus, tactile graphics, textbook formatting and other tactile formats;

· functional vision assessment;

· environmental and optical adaptations for the enhancement of vision;

· consultative and collaborative skills;

· knowledge of the effects of additional disabilities on development and function;

· transitional processes, including early childhood, career and vocational development;
· instructional approaches in life skills, including daily living activities, recreational activities, and social skills;

· resources and services for individuals with visual impairments;

· basic orientation and mobility techniques, including concept development, sighted guide, and protective techniques;

· psychosocial issues and effective advocacy skills related to visual impairments;

· the development of children with visual impairments and the adjustment experiences of individuals with acquired visual impairments;

· general assessment of students with visual impairments;

· assessment and instruction in the nine areas of the Expanded Core Curriculum: 

· Compensatory academic skills, communication, and literacy;

· Daily living skills;

· Assistive technology;

· Orientation and mobility; 

· Social skills;

· Self-determination;
· Use of vision;

· Career development; and
· Recreation and leisure.

            Basic knowledge in these areas can be effectively acquired in the university classroom. However, application of complete skills and knowledge must also be evidenced in clinical settings, internship and/or practica, completed under the supervision of an experienced teacher of students with visual impairments and a college/university-based supervisor with expertise in visual impairment. The practica should include opportunities to work with a variety of individuals in at least two settings; the diversity of the population makes a single experience too narrow to reflect the breadth of skills needed and the range of educational abilities of students with visual impairments.


 Professional preparation programs must have clearly defined competencies and outcomes. Not all applicants to a program will be able to acquire the skills and abilities needed to become a teacher, and within a preparation program each student's progress and expectations toward acquiring competencies must be defined and monitored. Student performance, both within the college classroom and in practicum settings, should be documented to support the assignment of a grade and, ultimately, the completion of a degree. 

            In instances where no certified teachers are available and professionals in training are providing services due to the lack of qualified personnel, their professional activities should be closely supervised by a qualified professional and supported through a network of resources, mentors and contacts to ensure quality services while full credentials are being acquired While employing individuals who are not fully qualified is not a desirable practice, we acknowledge that it is occasionally a necessary temporary practice when no fully qualified teacher can be located. 
Approaches to Preparation
In a field which serves a widely diverse, low-incidence population, creative alternatives to the traditional university preparation of professionals can provide the flexibility necessary to ensure that an appropriate number of qualified professionals are available to serve local need for teachers Many universities have developed effective, high quality alternative delivery systems, including telecommunications, videotaped demonstration lessons, web-based courses and extension courses at off-campus sites. In providing such alternatives to campus-based instruction, the same standards of quality must be maintained as for traditional preparation models. Number of student contact hours, breadth of resources, scope and sequence of curriculum, preparation of instructors, and quality of internship supervision should be planned and delivered to maximize exposure to the knowledge and skills needed by professionals to effectively serve students or clients.

Position

            The Division on Visual Impairments believes that specialized professional preparation and relevant credentials are essential to assure that needs of individuals with visual impairments are addressed by qualified personnel. It is vital that highly qualified professionals are available to plan and provide instruction and support for students with visual impairments to obtain specialized skills as well as have access and full participation in the standard and expanded core curricula.  
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