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Pupils who have combined visual or hearing impairments of such magnitude that 
they cannot be appropriately accommodated in a special education program for chil-
dren with deafness or blindness are identified as deaf-blind. Most of us could not 
imagine what it would be like to be without the use of both our hearing and our eye-
sight because we gather so much information about our surroundings through these 
two senses. The loss of both hearing and vision represents one of the most challenging 
of all disability categories. It would be wrong to assume, however, that students clas-
sified as deaf-blind are completely unable to see or hear—the term is not absolute. In 
reality, many children classified as deaf-blind experience a broad range of perceptions. 
Some pupils may be completely blind but only partially deaf, while in other instances 
a youngster might be partially sighted but have a severe hearing loss. Fortunately, a 
majority of these individuals possess some degree of functional hearing and vision 
(Miles, 2016). Only a very few pupils classified as deaf-blind are profoundly deaf and 
totally blind (National Center on Deaf-Blindness, 2016).

The challenges facing this group of children are sometimes formidable and often 
include severe communication deficits, impaired mobility, and diminished social skills. 
Intellectual disability and physical impairments are often present in individuals who 
are deaf-blind (National Center on Deaf-Blindness, 2016). For pupils who are pro-
foundly deaf and totally blind, their experience with and knowledge of the world is 
very narrow, often extending only as far as their fingertips can reach (Miles, 2016). 
Helen Keller said, “Blindness separates a person from things, but deafness separates 
him from people.” Helping a child who is deaf-blind relate to the world is a tremendous  

  TABLE 14.1  Federal Definitions Pertaining to Physical or Health Disabilities and Deaf-Blindness

Terms Federal Definition

Deaf-blindness Concomitant hearing and visual impairments, the combination of which causes such severe communication 
and other developmental and educational needs that students cannot be accommodated in special education 
programs solely for children with deafness or children with blindness.

Multiple 
disabilities

Concomitant impairments (such as intellectual disability–blindness, intellectual disability–orthopedic impairment, 
etc.), the combination of which causes such severe educational needs that students cannot be accommodated in 
special education programs solely for one of the impairments. The term does not include deaf-blindness.

Orthopedic 
impairment

A severe orthopedic impairment that adversely affects a child’s educational performance. The term includes 
impairments caused by congenital anomaly (e.g., clubfoot, absence of some member), impairments caused 
by disease (e.g., poliomyelitis, bone tuberculosis), and impairments from other causes (e.g., cerebral palsy, 
amputations, and fractures or burns that cause contractures).

Other health 
impairment

Having limited strength, vitality, or alertness, including a heightened alertness to environmental stimuli, that results 
in limited alertness with respect to the education environment that

 i.	 Is due to chronic or acute health problems such as asthma, attention deficit disorder or attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder, diabetes, epilepsy, a heart condition, hemophilia, lead poisoning, leukemia, nephritis, rheumatic fever, sickle 
cell anemia, and Tourette syndrome; and

ii.	 Adversely affects a child’s educational performance.

Traumatic brain 
injury

An acquired injury to the brain caused by an external physical force, resulting in total or partial functional disability 
or psychosocial impairment, or both, that adversely affects educational performance. The term applies to open 
or closed head injuries resulting in impairments in one or more areas, such as cognition; language; memory; 
attention; reasoning; abstract thinking; judgment; problem-solving; sensory, perceptual, and motor abilities; 
psychosocial behavior; physical functions; information processing; and speech. The term does not apply to brain 
injuries that are congenital or degenerative, or to brain injuries induced by birth trauma.

SOURCE: 34 C.F.R. § 300.8 (c).




