
448 Part 2  n  A Study of Individuals With Special Needs

The term includes both visual impairments and blindness. 
Educational services for students with visual impairments are 
determined by variations of the definition specified in IDEA. 
This definition encompasses students with a wide range of 
visual impairments, who may vary significantly in their visual 
abilities. One student may have no functional vision and must 
learn through tactual means; another may be able to read and 
write print with modifications such as enlarged print; still 
others may use a combination of both Braille and print. An 
appropriate learning medium for each student must be deter-
mined by the student’s ability to use each of these means or a 
combination of means.

Visual impairments may include a reduction of visual 
acuity (the ability to visually perceive details) of near or dis-
tant vision or a restriction in the field of vision. In other 
words, acuity affects how well a child sees materials pre-
sented up close or how accurately the child can see work 
presented on chalkboards or maps across the room. An 
impairment involving the visual field refers to the amount 
of vision a student has in the quadrant regions to the right, 
to the left, above, and below while gazing straight ahead. 
Students may exhibit unusual head turning or positioning in 
order to view materials with the portion of the visual field 
that is functional. Students with a field loss, or a restriction 
to the visual field, must be taught to use environmental cues 
for safety purposes on the playground, in the classroom, and 
in other environments.

Other areas of consideration in understanding a stu-
dent’s visual abilities include the age of the student at the 
time of the vision loss, the severity and stability of the eye 
condition, and whether the condition is the result of heredi-
tary or congenital conditions. This information is usually 
obtained through a medical or clinically based assessment 

by an optometrist or ophthalmologist and does not necessarily include how the per-
son functions in various settings throughout the school, home, or community.

Understanding the definitions of visual impairments is critical for the educational 
team in developing an appropriate educational program. Over the years, the term 
legally blind has been used as a federal definition of blindness. This definition involves 
using a Snellen chart, which is a clinical measurement of the true amount of distance 
vision an individual has under certain conditions. Legal blindness is a visual acuity of 
20/200 or less in the better eye with correction or a visual field that is no greater than 
20 degrees. In this definition, 20 feet is the distance at which visual acuity is measured. 
The 200 in this definition indicates the distance (200 feet) from which a person with 
normal vision would be able to identify the largest symbol on the eye chart. The second 
part of the definition refers to field restriction, which involves the amount of vision a 
person has to view objects peripherally. The legal definition is considered in education, 
but by itself has little value in planning a functional educational program for students 
with visual impairments.

Individuals identified as blind use tactile and auditory abilities as the primary 
environmental channels of learning. They may have some minimal light or form per-
ception or be totally without sight. Braille or other tactile media are commonly the 

Legal blindness is visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the 
better eye after correction or a visual field that is no greater 
than 20 degrees.
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visual acuity: The ability to visually 
distinguish details of near or distant 
objects.

visual field: The amount of vision in 
the quadrant regions to the right, to 
the left, above, and below while gazing 
straight ahead.

field loss: A restriction to the visual 
field within the quadrant regions to the 
right, to the left, above, and below while 
gazing straight ahead.

legally blind: A visual acuity of 20/200 
or less in the better eye with correction 
or a visual field that is no greater than 
20 degrees.

Snellen chart: An eye chart of clinical 
measurement of the true amount of 
distance vision an individual has under 
certain conditions.




