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Many children and youth who are deaf-blind
function in a range of settings where the factors related
to lighting and visual contrast may be modified to
maximize their use of residual vision. Team decisions 
regarding such modifications, however, must also
include information on needs that may arise from the
presence of physical disabilities as well as factors
related to audition. For this reason, a check list 
designed to be completed by two or more team
members in collaboration is described, and provides a
preliminary framework for decisions regarding
environmental adaptations. 

Team mem bers who com plete this check list should
strive to achieve an in di vid u al ized set of en vi ron men tal 
ad ap ta tions for each stu dent since no two stu dents are
alike in their de gree and combi na tion of dis abil i ties.
Ad di tionally, team mem bers should rec og nize that the
fi nal out come of this pro cess is to achieve a bal ance be ­
tween the ad ap ta tions made for a par tic u lar stu dent. 

Mul ti ple as pects of ther a peu tic po si tion ing, light ing
and con trast, as well as con sid er ations regard ing audi ­
tion, must be co or di nated to achieve the best over all en ­
vi ron ment for in struc tion. 

The ap pro pri ate ap pli ca tion of in for ma tion ob tained
through use of this check list re quires thought ful class ­
room sched ul ing to bal ance the mul ti ple in struc tional,
as well as ther a peu tic, needs of in di vid ual stu dents. For 
ex am ple, it may be rec om mended that a par tic u lar stu ­
dent spend short pe ri ods of time in a left sidelying po si ­
tion for good body align ment and re lief of dis com fort
caused by asym met ri cal dis tri bu tion of tone. How ever,
that same student may have only one func tional eye
which may also be on the left lat eral side of the body.
Team mem bers who serve this stu dent should de sign a
sched ule so that min i mal vi sual de mands are put on
this stu dent when he or she is po si tioned in this way. 

Finally, please note that the items listed on the check list
are to be viewed as pre lim i nary only. A more thor ough
as sess ment of a par tic u lar stu dent’s abil ity to ben e fit
from low vi sion aids (e.g., mag ni fi ca tion), am pli fi ca ­
tion, and adapted po si tion ing equip ment should be
made by team mem bers ac cord ing to the knowl edge
base of their re spec tive dis ci plines. 

1 The author recognizes the need to consider residual hearing in individuals 
who are deaf-blind and the need to assess how hearing can be affected by 
positioning. This paper, however, does not address those assessment 
considerations. It specifically focuses on visual assessment. 

Organization of the Check List 

Team mem bers who com plete this check list should do
so from the per spec tive of the stu dent (i.e., the ori en ta ­
tion in space oc cu pied by the stu dent should be as ­
sumed by the team mem bers as well). This prac tice will
in crease the ac cu racy of the de ci sions to be made with
re gard to the two sec tions of the check list: (a) ther a peu ­
tic po si tion ing and (b) light ing and con trast. Each sec ­
tion of the check list is de scribed in more de tail be low. 

Sec tion I  The items con tained in this sec tion of the 
check list are de signed to as sist team mem bers to de ter ­
mine whether key as pects of ther a peu tic po si tion ing
may be used to en hance sen sory func tion ing as well as
phys i cal abil ity and nor mal iza tion of mus cle tone. The
first items address over all body po si tioning in sit ting,
sidelying, and sup ported su pine. The items as writ ten
re flect gen eral, de sir able at trib utes of these po si tions.
Team mem bers should col lab o rate to de ter mine 
whether or not all the fea tures of a par tic u lar po si tion
are ap pro pri ate for an in di vid ual stu dent. 

An ad di tional item in this sec tion re lates to the po si tion
of peers and adults dur ing in ter ac tion. Please note that
team mem bers and peers should as sume a po si tion for
in ter ac tion that is on the same plane as the student’s
face if pos si ble (i.e., all par ties should be seated or
stand ing in a way that pro motes face-to-face re gard).
This po si tion fa cil i tates com mu ni ca tion be tween all
par ties, whether speech or nonspeech modes are used.
This po si tion may also re duce the like li hood that a stu ­
dent will adopt a head po si tion that may result in ab ­
nor mal pos ture or tone through out the rest of the body
(e.g., a hyperextended head and neck). 

The fi nal item in this section is the most dif fi cult to com ­
plete as it re lates to the plane (i.e., hor i zon tal, ver ti cal,
or an an gle in be tween these points) used for pre sen ta ­
tion of in struc tional mate ri als. Se lec tion of the most ap ­
pro pri ate plane for pre sen ta tion of in struc tional
ma te ri als is par tic u larly dif fi cult for stu dents with out
good head con trol. A neutral head po si tion (i.e., nei ther
turned, nor flexed, nor hyperextented) is the ideal po si ­
tion for many stu dents. For other stu dents, a po si tion in
which the head is turned, flexed, or hyperextended
may be more vi su ally func tional for the stu dent. For
those stu dents for whom a neu tral head po si tion is de ­
sir able, it is rec om mended that ex ter nal sup port be pro ­
vided to en able this po si tion to be as sumed. This is true
for the stu dent who is not yet able to main tain his or her
head in a neu tral po si tion in de pend ently for the length
of time needed to com plete a par tic u lar task. Sup port
may be pro vided by a collar, straps, or through phys i cal 
as sis tance pro vided by an adult, if nec es sary. For most
stu dents, a fully up right pos ture for at least some pe ri ­
ods of the school day is im por tant. Up right pos ture in
ei ther sit ting or standing is the most nor mal ized po si ­
tion for partic i pa tion within more in clu sive school or
work set tings, as well as com mu nity-based train ing. To
pre vent com plete re li ance on ex ter nal sup port, how ­
ever, spe cific in ter ven tion strat e gies to pro mote more
in de pend ent head con trol should be con ducted at times 
other than those that re quire op ti mal use of the stu ­
dent’s vi sion. It is simply too dif fi cult for some stu dents 
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Environmental Check List


Name of Student ______________________________________________________             Date__________________ 

SEC TION I - THER A PEU TIC PO SI TIONING 
1a. Overall Body Positioning (Sitting)


_____a. Student is upright, or reclined slightly, with hips, knees, and ankles at 90-degree angles, or other

angle(s) recommended by a therapist. 

_____b.	 Student’s head is neutral and upright, with or without external support. 

_____c.	 Student’s arms are supported by the table top or wheelchair tray so the elbows are flexed between 
90 and 120 degrees. 

1b. Overall Body Positioning (Sidelying) 

_____a. 	 Student is supported correctly (i.e., lower shoulder is forward; head is in alignment with the spine; hips, 
knees and ankles are flexed; pillows are placed between and below bony prominences). 

_____b. Student is lying on the side that results in the better eye (if known) being on the upper lateral half of the 
body. (Note: Consultation with the team is recommended to determine whether sidelying on a particular lateral
half of the body may be contraindicated). 

1c. Overall Body Positioning (Supported Supine) 

_____a.	 Student is supported correctly (i.e., head in alignment; chin slightly flexed; shoulders rounded forward 
slightly; hips, knees, and ankles flexed). 

_____b.	 Student’s head is stable with or without external support. 

2. Position of Peers, Adults, and Materials 

_____a. Depending on the student’s head control, materials are placed horizontally, vertically, or somewhere in 
between those points. 

_____b. Peers or adults position themselves at or near the student’s eye level during interaction. 

SEC TION II - LIGHT ING 
1. Amount and Type of Light (indoors)


_____a. A combination of light sources (i.e., natural light plus incandescent light, etc.) are available.


_____b. The entire work surface is illuminated evenly (dependent upon specific task requirements).


_____c. Supplemental lighting is available (if necessary).


2. Position of Light 

_____a. Student is positioned so that all sources of natural light (e.g., windows) are behind him rather than 
behind the instructional/social/communicative partners. 

_____b. Supplemental light source originates from over the student’s head so the shade directs the light on only 
the task materials (if necessary). 

OR 

_____c.	 Supplemental light source originates from behind and over the shoulder of the student (e.g., over the left 
shoulder for those who use the right hand and vice versa). 

OR 

_____d.	 Supplemental light source originates from behind and over the shoulder of the student on the lateral half 
of the head where the most functional eye. 

3. Glare


_____a. Work surface is made of (or covered with) nonreflective material.


_____b. Materials are made of nonreflective material (if possible).


_____c. The amount of light emitted in the direction of the eye is limited or eliminated.


4. Contrast


_____a. For tasks that rely on materials that are black or dark in color, the background surface is lighter to

enhance contrast. Light colored materials use a dark background surface. 

_____b. Select or purchase materials that contrast with the work surface (if possible). 

Note:  The items listed on the check list are to be viewed as preliminary only. A more thorough 
assessment should be made by team members according to the knowledge base of their 
respective disciplines. 
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to main tain head erect be hav ior and work on a vi sual 
task and com mu ni cate si mul ta neously. 

Se lec tion of the most ther a peu tic up right po si tion
should be fol lowed by se lec tion of the best plane of pre ­
sen ta tion for in struc tional ma te ri als and the stu dent’s 
com mu ni ca tion ma te ri als (e.g., a com mu ni ca tion
board, the area for pre sen ta tion of man ual signs). The
use of more atyp i cal po si tions such as sidelying, sup ­
ported su pine, or prone should be re served for in struc ­
tional ses sions that have a dif fer ent, less struc tured, 
ther a peu tic or in struc tional func tion (e.g., a pe riod of
time spent prone over a wedge to pro mote pos tural
drain age be fore lunch; “long” sit ting dur ing story time
in the li brary). 

Sec tion II  This part of the check list is de signed to as sist
team mem bers to eval u ate four as pects of light ing. 

• Amount and type of light 

• Position of light 

• Glare 

• Contrast 

Again, it is im por tant to achieve a bal ance be tween
these var i ous as pects of lighting to achieve suf fi cient il ­
lu mi na tion with out glare. 

To en hance vi sual per for mance in a school, com mu nity, 
or work set ting it is gen er ally de sir able to have a com bi ­
na tion of light sources avail able in clud ing natu ral light
from win dows and doors in addi tion to fluo res cent and 
in can des cent sources. The sur face of the ta ble, wheel­
chair tray, desk or other sur face should be il lu mi nated
evenly un less the stu dent fails to re spond vi su ally to
ob jects on that surface, even af ter en hance ment of the
con trast. In the lat ter sit u a tion, sup ple men tal light ing
on the task ma te ri als alone may be nec es sary to pro vide
ad di tional con trast be tween the ma te ri als and the back ­
ground sur face. 

There are two fac tors to con sider dur ing se lec tion of an
in can des cent light source such as a ta ble lamp or
“study” lamp. The lamp should have a weighted base,
or be at tached to the work sur face with a “C” clamp to
pre vent tip ping, and the shade should be dou ­
ble-layered. A dou ble-layered shade per mits the outer
shade to stay cool, an im por tant fac tor when the light
source is po si tioned close to a stu dent for pro longed pe ­
ri ods of time. The lamp should be fitted with a stan dard
in door bulb (not a “soft-white” bulb) of 60-75 watts.
Soft white bulbs dif fuse the light too much and pro duce
a sub stan tially lower over all out put of light than do
stan dard bulbs. Sources for study lamps may be found
in cata logs of equip ment for stu dents with vi sual dis ­
abil i ties, but many study lamps found in hardware
stores may meet the needs of most stu dents with out in ­
cur ring high cost. 

A sec ond as pect of light ing is the po si tion or di rec tion of 
the light source(s). Gen erally, a stu dent should be po si ­
tioned with his or her back to nat u ral light sources. This
rec om men da tion is par tic u larly im por tant for stu dents
who rely on sign lan guage in put as their view of a sign ­
ing part ner may be lim ited to a sil hou ette un der these
con di tions. The other primary light source for most set ­

tings is found in the ceil ing. The lo ca tion of sup ple men ­
tal light sources should be from di rectly over the task (if 
nec es sary to pro mote higher con trast of the mate ri als
against the work sur face), or from over the stu dent’s
shoul der on the lat eral side of the body op po site the
dom i nant hand (i.e., from over the left shoul der for a
stu dent who is right-handed and vice versa). In the lat ­
ter sit u a tion, the sup ple men tal light source should
orig i nate from over the shoul der on the same lat eral
side as the more func tional eye. The over all goal is to
achieve a well-lit work sur face with out shad ows. 

An other as pect of light ing to be evalu ated is glare.
Glare can be re duced or elim i nated through the use of
nonreflective ma te rial for work sur faces and ma te ri als. 
The amount of light emit ted in the di rec tion of the eyes
should also be re duced or elim i nated. 

The fi nal as pect of the en vi ron men tal check list con sists
of an eval u a tion of con trast fac tors in the se lec tion and 
place ment of in struc tional ma te ri als. Sup ple men tal
light ing may be needed when dark ma te ri als are be ing
used. In gen eral, dark ma te ri als should be po si tioned
on light work sur faces and vice versa. 

Con trast fac tors should be con sid ered in the selec tion 
and pur chase of in struc tional ma te ri als. For ex am ple, a
red or dark blue tooth brush should be pur chased for
place ment on a white sink for use dur ing in struc tion on
toothbrushing rather than a white tooth brush. For
those sit u a tions when color of ma te ri als is not op tional,
the back ground color of the work sur face may be mod i ­
fied in stead. 

Summary 

The en vi ron men tal check list de scribed here should be 
used by two or more team members as a pre lim i nary tool 
to guide them in meet ing the ther a peu tic and sen sory
needs of stu dents who are mul ti ply dis abled. Key fea ­
tures of this check list are two fold. First, team mem bers 
need to rec og nize a bal ance be tween the rel a tive pri or ­
ity of var i ous en vi ron men tal mod i fi ca tions. Sec ond,
team mem bers should rec og nize that all learn ing re lies
on the re cep tion of a sen sory, but not nec es sar ily visual, 
stim u lus. In struc tional plan ning made on an in di vid ­
ual basis, with con sid er ation of each stu dent’s par tic u ­
lar com bi na tion of sen sory and phys i cal dis abil i ties,
con sti tutes the pri mary fac tors in this pro cess. 

Prep a ra tion of this manu script was supported in part by a grant from 
the U.S. De part ment of Ed u ca tion, Of fice of Spe cial Ed u ca tion & Re ha ­
bil i ta tive Ser vices/Spe cial Ed u ca tion Pro grams (Co op er a tive Agree ­
ment No. HO25C30001). No of fi cial endorse ment should be inferred. 
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