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Meeting the  
Educational Needs of 
Students Who Are Deaf-Blind
Pupils who are deaf-blind frequently present a 
variety of instructional challenges for educators. 
The impact of the loss (or diminished capacity) 
of both vision and hearing results in signifi-
cant educational needs. As a result, there are 
several important areas of instruction for these 
students, such as teaching concepts and cur-
ricular content utilizing effective instructional 
strategies and adaptations, promoting effective 
communication, and teaching about the envi-
ronment and navigation of the environment.

Individuals with deaf-blindness require adjust
ments to materials and intervention strategies 
to accommodate their specific needs. This may 

include enhancing visual, auditory, and/or tactile stimuli; using tactile techniques; target-
ing visual and auditory skills within meaningful contexts; and teaching in small groups, 
in addition to one-to-one instruction (Downing & Eichinger, 2011). Children and youth 
with deaf-blindness often will have difficulty learning despite these adaptations due to 
an inability to access enough information to fully understand what is going on around 
them. To address this problem, some students will have an intervener. An intervener is a 
trained individual who usually works individually with the student and facilitates access of 
environmental information and facilitates communication (Alsop et al., 2012).

As with instruction of other students, the education of pupils with deaf-blindness 
addresses all domains of learning from concept development to academic subjects. 
Communication/language, however, is typically a priority area for these students since 
it is often affected by hearing and vision loss. Effective communication instruction 
becomes essential to meet their needs.

Communication
Learning to communicate without the ability to hear is probably the most signifi-
cant challenge that students with deaf-blindness will encounter. Yet it is also their 
greatest opportunity—for language opens the world to them (National Center on 
Deaf-Blindness, 2016). Pupils who are deaf-blind vary tremendously in their commu-
nication abilities and consequently their educational needs. Recall that many of these 
children have some residual hearing and vision, and a few are capable of speech. In 
many instances, however, touch, gestures, and body movements are the primary form 
of communication, although some individuals will learn more complex forms of com-
munication, such as sign language.

Because communication is critical to all activities at school, at home, and in the 
community, it is imperative that the pupil develop an effective and efficient system  
of communication. This may entail acquiring tactile means of receptive and expressive 
communication or developing the student’s residual vision and hearing for purposes  
of communication. Multiple forms of communication are available to both teachers 
and parents. For instance, if vision is sufficient, some students who are deaf-blind will 
use the standard manual alphabet (see Figure 12.5, page 423). However, if the pupil’s 
vision is inadequate, the alphabet can be traced in the palm of the individual’s hand.

Some of the principal communication systems used with individuals who are deaf-
blind include the following:

Individuals with deaf-blindness require adjustments to materials and 
intervention strategies to accommodate their specific needs.
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intervener: A person with specialized 
training and skills in deaf-blindness who 
provides individualized assistance to 
students.


