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The visual information to be processed is ever changing.  Careful observations must be made when attempting to control variables to provide an optimal environment for an individual.  Some of the factors influencing visual functioning include: 


· Contrast (Is there a sufficient difference between the desired visual target and what surrounds it?  For example, searching for a cup that is a different color than the placemat may be better than for a cup of the same color as the placemat.  Or using dark, thick lined markers on the whiteboard will be better than using yellow ones.) 

· Illumination (Is there too much or too little? Where is the light source coming from? -- Providing proper lighting from behind is best but be aware of shadows.)

· Glare (This is the undesirable sensation produced by brightness (within the visual field) that is much greater than that to which the eyes are adapted; causes annoyance, discomfort, or loss in visual performance.)  Glare may come from many places such as a tabletop or other shiny surface.

· Size/distance of the target (Can they move to maximize their understanding or hold it at the best viewing distance for themselves?  Perhaps the target is too large or small to allow for that degree of control.)

· Speed of presentation (Is the child able to take as long as they need to look at the target or is it a fleeting thing like bubbles?  Non-verbal messages are a critical component of social interaction but they often pass too swiftly.  It is important to realize that engaging in non-verbal communication such as quickly pointing, nodding, or winking may go unnoticed.  Verbal descriptions are a key element for some children with visual impairments.  For example, rather than pointing to a table for the child to go to it is important to provide additional information such as “Please go the horseshoe table by the sink.”)  Allow opportunities to preview and review the target when possible. 

· Which visual system are we engaging?  ”What” vision refers to the “sweet spot” of vision (fovea/macula) that helps us identify a visual target.  “Where” vision refers to peripheral vision that helps an individual orient to the world.

· Required speed for a response (Is the child able to take as much time as they need to process and respond after they have had sufficient viewing time?)

· Fatigue (The efficiency of the visual system is compromised when fatigue sets in.  Consider what the child has already experienced that day such as O T/ P T, classroom demands, as well as whether the child is sleeping properly.) 

· Length of time to view/review the target (Be sure to allow ample time)

· Previous experience with the target (Generally, previous experience will make the target easier to process.)  

· Background/complexity of the target/Visual Clutter (What is behind the target?  Would there be a benefit to occluding other visual information?  Is the child searching for a specific target amongst many other visual targets such as looking for Waldo or an animal at the zoo through a fence?)

· Part/whole (Is the entire target visible or only a part of it?  For example, does the child need to be so close to the presentation that he can only focus on a portion of it such as looking for specifics in a book?  On the other hand, is the target too large to be able to view in entirety when close?  (For example, a giraffe or an 18-wheeler.)   

· What coordination with other body parts is required?  (Consider head control/position and whether the target will be acted upon by a hand/foot or other body part in addition to being viewed?  For example, catching or kicking a ball.)  

· Is the body in motion?  The demands upon the visual system differ.

· Is the target moving and at what speed?  

· Positioning (Of the child’s body itself as well as the child’s body in relationship to the target) Always be sure to put your eyes where you are expecting the child to look to determine if it is a reasonable placement of the target.

· Motivation (Does the child want to look for the target?)

· Physical/mental status of the child (Are there any other body parts that are compromised?  Is the child hungry, thirsty, tired, stressed in anyway?)


The above illustrates how critical it is to observe not only the child but also the environment in which the child is functioning.  The factors often do not occur in isolation so it is essential to pay attention to the entire scene.

Gail A. Johnson

Preschool Education Consultant

BESB

Bureau of Education and Services for the Blind
Telephone:  860-602-4000   Toll Free:  1-800-842-4510   Fax:  860-602-4020

184  Windsor Avenue, Windsor, CT 06095

[image: image3.jpg]


_1027859763

