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Imagine what the world is like for 
children and youth who 

have combined vision and hearing loss.  The 
disability is that of information gathering.   A 
very high percentage of what we know comes 
from incidental learning, things we know 
because we saw or heard about them and this 
information was gathered with minimal effort. 

Throughout the years of people working with 
children and adults with dual sensory loss, 
several “best practices” have been identified 
that are necessary for the student to have in 
order to make sense of their world and to 
better gather information that would otherwise 
be learned incidentally.  The WV SenseAbilities 
Project has a wide variety of resources available 
for teams on these topics.  

Two of these “best practices” are the use of 
consistent routines and calendar systems.  
Imagine your own life without a plan or 
knowledge of a routine.  Now think of it without 
the use of a calendar!  These provide structure 
to our days, weeks, months, years.  They let us 
anticipate what will be coming next, what has 
been completed, what will be different about 
today or part of a day.  By putting a system 
into practice of beginning the day letting the 
student with combined vision and hearing loss 
know their schedule through the best means 
they have for gathering information is very 
important.  Perhaps they learn best through 
touching an object cue that represents an 
activity or a place.  

Let’s use the example of a first grade student’s 
day.    When the child gets off the bus he is 
greeted by a teacher’s aide.  If the child is 
visually impaired it would be helpful (and 
part of the routine) for this person to let the 
child touch an identifying object cue letting 
him know that it is his aide while greeting him 
with speech.  Often a ring, a watch, a bracelet 
is used and consistently that is the “name” 
or identifying factor for that person.  If that 
person is not available to greet the student and 
someone else comes to meet them at the bus, 
the child realizes by the difference in the object 
cue that something has changed.  This gives 
valuable information that can lessen anxiety 
and provide more meaning to the situation.  

When the child gets to the classroom there may 
be an object cue on the door that the child 
touches before entering letting him know that 
he has arrived at the correct location.  Once 
inside the classroom the student may be taken 
to where a calendar system is located that will 
give him information about his schedule for the 
day.  This would be designed by his team taking 
into consideration his best mode of obtaining 
information.  For a child with useable vision 
this may include photographs or line drawings 
but for a child who is blind or has cortical 
visual impairment the calendar system may 
be auditory if hearing is a strength or it may 
be tactile with object cues representing various 
parts of the day including curriculum areas, 
lunch, recess, therapies, etc.  By starting the 
day with introducing what will be happening 
and then referring to it as needed during the 
day, the child will be able to know what to 
expect.  

Let’s think of the value of using pictures, words, 
auditory cues or object cues in a home setting.  
Again, let’s think through the mind of a child 
with combined hearing loss and think about 
getting into a car.  If it were you and you were 
often put into a car with no knowledge of 
where you were going wouldn’t it make you 
anxious not knowing if you were going to the 
carnival or the doctor’s office or the  grocery 
store or out to eat?  Some of those things you 
like and some you may not like but having 
the information in advance would help you to 
prepare emotionally for the event.  

For more information on calendar systems, 
routines and other “best practices” for children 
and youth with combined vision and hearing 
loss, please contact the WV SenseAbilities 
Project.  

- Ruth Ann King



From a Parent’s Perspective
My name is Tasha Ocobock.  I 

am a parent of a six 
year old daughter with Autism and a two year 
old son with Albinism.  When my son was born 
with Albinism, I was blown away.  I had no idea 
that people could have Albinism, and I had so 
many questions. My son’s eye doctor referred us 
to the INSITE program.  It helped to answer a lot 
of my questions and give me insight to my son’s 
Albinism.  They also told me about the National 
Organization for Albinism and Hypopigmentation 
(NOAH) and a conference that 
NOAH holds once a year. 
After checking out the NOAH 
website, the conference 
was too costly for my family 
and me to attend. However, 
Mary Gibson, the INSITE 
vision teacher, introduced 
me to the West Virginia 
Department of Education’s 
SenseAbilities Project which currently has a grants 
program funded by the Greater Kanawha Valley 
Foundation that helps families pay for conferences 
like the NOAH conference. With the help of the 
WV SenseAbilities Project, my family and I were 
able to attend the NOAH conference in Arlington, 
VA in July 2010. 
 The conference was very educational.  
During the day, it held various sessions about 
Albinism, such as the genetics of Albinism, 
sessions for parents of a child with Albinism, 
sessions on driving, etc.  The three sessions that 
I found the most helpful that I attended were the 
session of an adult who has Albinism talking 
about how he sees and a session discussing how 
to do IEPs. The third session was very emotional 
and moving. It was a session to learn to help 
your child have good self-esteem. A lady that was 
black and felt different as a child was the speaker 
of the session. She told about how her mother 
helped her not feel different and helped her have 
good self-esteem. She gave us tips on helping our 
child. She was an awesome speaker with useful 
information. I was very moved by her session. It 
was worth attending. The only bad thing about the 

conference was there were too many sessions that 
I wanted to attend, but I could not fit them all in! 
While I was attending the sessions, my children 
were in the daycare.  The staff that took care of 
the daycare was very qualified and pleasant.  
The children were actively engaged in creative 
activities, such as arts and crafts, build a bear, a 
clown stopped by, etc. My son and I had to wear 
a bracelet to let them know that he was with me. 
If I didn’t have the bracelet on, then I would not 
have been allowed to take him from the 

daycare. I felt very safe leaving 
my children at the daycare. 
 In the afternoon, the 
conference had social 
activities.  It gave many 
chances to mingle and to 
talk to other adults or teens 
with Albinism and to other 
parents who have a child with 

Albinism. One afternoon everyone toured parts 
of Washington, D.C. It was very exciting.  Another 
social activity was that teens with Albinism would 
meet at a restaurant or someplace to mingle 
and make friends.  The conference also had a 
reception on two afternoons giving people more 
opportunities to talk and ask questions.  
 My favorite part of the conference, other 
than the three sessions I already mentioned, was 
being able to talk to other parents who have 
a child with Albinism and being able to talk to 
adolescents and adults with Albinism. The whole 
conference was reassuring, provided hope, and 
useful information. It was worth the trip. I would 
go again next year. If anyone would like to ask me 
questions about anything, please feel free to call 
me at 304.919.1421.

PROJECT SPARKLE IN WEST VIRGINIA
SPARKLE (Supporting Parent Access to Resources, Knowledge, Linkages and Education) is a 
learning program for parents who have children with combined vision and hearing loss.  The 
Project was developed at Utah State University and has been used by numerous states across the 
county.

The SPARKLE training program is provided to parents using DVD technology, supported by Parent 
Guidebook and phone conference calls.  Parents can access the materials in the comfort of their 
own home, at their convenience and on their schedule.  There are six Learning Units to be covered 
on the topics of Deafblindness, Vision, Hearing, Touch, Concept Development and Intervention. 

Ruth Ann King, Project Coordinator, can be contacted at: raking@access.k12.wv.us.  She will be 
available to guide the West Virginia SPARKLE families through the six learning units.  In addition to 
the materials, parents may, if they wish, connect with other families.  Please call 304.558.2696 if 
you are interested. 

Hands & Voices is a 

national organization dedicated to supporting 
families with children who are Deaf or Hard of 
Hearing without a bias around communication 
modes or methodology.  It is a parent-driven, non 
–profit organization providing families with the 
resources, networks, and information they need 
to improve communication access and education 
outcomes for their children.  The outreach 
activities, parent/professional collaboration, and 
advocacy efforts are focused on enabling Deaf 
and Hard-of-Hearing children to reach their 
highest potential.  

Hands & Voices provides services for children 
ages Birth through 21 years of age.  Our goal 
as a state chapter will be to identify family needs 

across the state and provide services, resources 
and referrals to meet those needs.  This is a 
parent-driven, non-profit organization…it cannot 
succeed without the help of motivated families, 
professionals and consumers!!!

If you would like to learn about the WV Chapter of 
Hands and Voices, please contact Gwen Bryant or 
Jamie Mallory.  

To see what is 
happening with 
Hands and Voices 
both nationally and around the world please visit 
the national organization website at
www.handsandvoices.org

Gwen Bryant
134 Eastwood Acres

Nitro, WV  25143
1.304.389.5645 (Phone or Text)

Gwennief64@gmail.com

Jamie Mallory
430-17th Street

Dunbar, WV  25064
1.304.741.2037 (Phone or Text)

Malloryfamily6@yahoo.com

2 3

“The whole conference 

was reassuring, 

provided hope and 

useful information.” “…an idea who time has come!”
- Victor Hugo



All types of information on Sensory Loss
The National Consortium on Deafblindness has information on all sorts of topics related to children 
and youth with combined vision and hearing impairment including those with processing issues.  
You can search by topic according to your needs and interests at
http://www.nationaldb.org/ISSelectedTopics.php 

Pop-up IEPs for Parents/Advocates
Parents have expressed concern about their lack of knowledge when attending an Individual 
Education Program (IEP) meeting.  These websites may help you prepare:
The main link is http://www.unco.edu/ncssd/resources/popup.shtml 
•	 A pop-up IEP for students with significant support needs http://www.unco.edu/ncssd/ssnIEP/index.shtml 
•	 A pop-up IEP for students with vision loss http://www.unco.edu/ncssd/bviIEP/index.shtml 
•	 A pop-up IEP for students with hearing loss http://www.unco.edu/ncssd/dhhIEP/index.shtml

Early Literacy
All children need to have experiences with literacy.  This article gives many practical examples of 
how books and materials can be adapted to make sense for a child with combined vision and 
hearing loss.  
http://www.aph.org/edresearch/illustrations/index.html

Early Communication
This is a really great resource for teachers and parents!  There are many helpful hints about 
initiating communication.  
http://www.osepideasthatwork.org/toolkit/InstPract_tan_sym.asp

Perkins Webcasts
Perkins’ series of “on-demand” educational webcasts have been prepared by experts in the field 
to help you more effectively interact with people who may have a visual impairment or combined 
vision and hearing loss whether you are a fellow professional, a family member, a friend or 
consumer.
http://www.perkins.org/webcasts/

Fun for Children and Adults!
The Braille Bug is a fun and interactive website through the American Foundation of the Blind (AFB).  
Enjoy learning about Braille through games and riddles in addition to finding out more about Louis 
Braille and Helen Keller.
http://www.afb.org/braillebug

The new graphic designer who created this newsletter design found this one!   You can write a 
message and it will be transcribed into two dimensional Braille for children to see.  This would be 
great for siblings of children with vision loss.
http://pbskids.org/arthur/print/braille/

The Importance of Touch
By Peggy Sinclair Morris
Virginia Project Coordinator

While working as a teacher of the blind and 
visually impaired, one particular teaching 
moment has really stayed with me.  A six 
year old student of mine was learning how to 
read Braille; he had a nice little Braille book 
in front of him and I was following along in 
my teacher’s edition.  As I sometimes do, I 
was digging around in my bag, looking for a 
pen.  The noise distracted my student and he 
wanted to know why I wasn’t reading along 
with him, how could I read with my hands in my 
purse?  It dawned on me that he thought I was 
reading Braille with my hands, not my eyes; 
his understanding was that everybody reads 
Braille with their hands.  At this point, I stopped 
what I was doing and with his hands on mine, 
I joined him in reading, we read together.  The 
eye opening moment for me in all this was that 
a child who’s blind won’t know you’ve seen 
something unless you touch it together. 

Fast forward 10 years land I’m attending 
Pennsylvania’s Low Incidence Institute in State 
College, Pa.  I was so fortunate to be listening 
to Barbara Miles, author of article, “Talking 
in Language of the Hands to the Hands” and 
coauthor of “Remarkable Conversations”.   Talk 
about touch and reliving that, “eye opening” 
moment of my teaching career! 

What about individuals with combined vision 
and hearing loss?  How can we make activities 
and communication accessible to them through 
touch?  Ask yourself this…how do I use my 
hands?  As a sighted and hearing person, 
I primarily use my hands as tools to access 
the things I need and enjoy (opening doors, 
unwrapping a candy bar).  For individuals with 
deafblindness, hands are also their eyes, their 
ears, and their voice. 

Start by observing how the child uses his hands.  
For what function or purpose is he using his 
hands?  Acknowledge that the child’s hands 
are his own by leaving them free to explore.  
Start looking at things along with the child; 
do some parallel gestures.  Make your hands 
available to your child confirming that you are 
“listening” to what he has to say.  Continue 
finding those opportunities to look and listen 
with your students and children.  Touch can 
help individuals with deafblindness to learn, to 
communicate, and to connect with the world.

For more information on touch from Barbara 
Miles, check out the webcast Reflections on 
Deafblindness: Hands and Touch at http://
support.perkins.org or go to: Tactile Learning at 
http://www.nationaldb.org/ISSelectedTopics.
php and find Talking the Language of 
the Hands to the Hands can be found at 
http://www.nationaldb.org/NCDBProducts.
php?prodID=47 

If you would like to borrow “Remarkable 
Conversations” by Barbara Miles and Marianne 
Riggio, please contact us at 304.558.2696.  

Reprinted by permission from the author.
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Matrix Example provided by
www.communicationmatrix.org

March 31—April 1, 2011 
Assessment, Communication and Routines:
Building Blocks for Calendar Systems for Children with Deaf-Blindness 
and Multiple Disabilities.
Roanoke VA at the Sheraton Roanoke Hotel & Center 
Robbie Blaha will present a two day workshop that will include strategies on assessment, 
access, routines, and object calendars. To register follow the link at: www.vcu.edu/
partnership/vadbproject/   The cost for people from states other than VA is $75 plus your hotel, meals and travel.  

“Where do I start?” This is the question we are often asked by parents and teachers of children who have 
combined vision and hearing loss and have difficulty making sense of the world around them.  Perhaps the 
child has not yet begun to explore his or her environment.  He or she may be resistant to daily care activities or 
completely passive.  In any case, these day-to-day activities can be a great starting place for learning.  Taking an 
activity and organizing it into a predictable routine can promote communication, emotional comfort, anticipation, 
and procedural memory.

To learn how you can formalize your existing routines to reinforce learning, improve communication, and reduce 
frustration for everyone, you may go to http://www.tsbvi.edu/seehear/archive/routine.html to read an article by 
Robbie Blaha and Kate Moss. 

Ms. Blaha is a renowned specialist in the field of working with children with combined vision and hearing loss 
and is the author of numerous articles on routines, communication and calendar systems in addition to the book, 
Calendars for Students with Multiple Impairments including Deaf-Blindness. 

June 20-24, 2011
Connections Beyond Sight and Sound Summer Institute on Communication Development and 
Instructional Strategies for Students with Deaf-Blindness and/or Severe Disabilities
University of Maryland, College Park, MD
Website: http:/www.cbss.umd.edu
Presenter: Dr. Linda Mamer. Registration $85.00

June 19-23, 2011
American Association of the Deaf-Blind (AADB) National Symposium: The Future is in Our Hands
Ft. Mitchell, KY, just across the river from Cincinnati, OH
Website: http://aadb.org/conference/past_conference_update.html
The symposium will be chock-full of activities for deaf-blind participants: workshops, exhibits, network 
opportunities, special interest group meetings, and more!

April 8 – 10 Families Weekend, Blackwater Falls State Park 
This weekend is designed specifically for families of children listed on the WV Deafblind Census.  This year’s 
special guests will be Joe McNulty, Director of the Helen Keller Center, and Kathy McNulty, Associate Director 
of the National Consortium on Deafblindness.  They will help us get a broader view of the information available 
to assist with our children as well as talk about possibilities for your children in the future in relation to living, 
meaningful daily activities and recreation.

July 9 - 13, 2011 Camp Gizmo
West Virginia Schools for the Deaf and Blind, Romney, WV 
A five-day hands-on camp where parents, professionals, and students learn how assistive technology can help 
young children (birth - 8 years) with significant and multiple developmental needs.

A limited number of “focus” children will be accepted and assigned a team of professionals who help families 
identify and apply new strategies for solving their multiple assistive technology needs. Labs and workshops will 
be available daily. Parents attend workshops on subjects that will help them better meet the needs of their child.  
All children attending the camp with focus families or other participants will participate in Kids Camp educational 
and recreational activities. Kids Camp is a safe, fun camp experience for children with or without disabilities. 

The Communication Matrix
The Communication Matrix 
is an easy to use assessment 
instrument designed for 
individuals of all ages who 
function at the earliest stages 
of communication and who use 
any form of communication.  
Created by Charity Rowland and 
Philip Schweigart, this tool is 
used very effectively by parents 
and service providers of children 
with sensory loss.  Students 
at West Virginia University’s 
Speech Pathology Department 
use the Communication Matrix 
as a guide in the assessment 
of children who come to their 
clinics for evaluation.  

In late November the WV SenseAbilities 
Project teamed with WVU to provide a two-
day training in which Philip Schweigart 
spoke to the group about the process of 
communication for children with significant 
disabilities including combined vision and 
hearing loss.  The following day Karen Haines 
from the WVU Speech Pathology department, 
Anne Cronin from the WVU Occupational 
Therapy Department and Wendy Altizer, a 
physical therapist with Milestone presented 
on Appropriate Alternate and Augmentative 
communication for Children who are Deafblind 
or have other Significant Disabilities.  

For information on the Communication Matrix 
and to do an online assessment go to
http://www.communicationmatrix.org/

The Custom Report includes the following 
sections:
•	General, personal and educational 

information
•	 Current communication skills
•	 Communication Matrix Profile
•	 Communication Skills List
•	 Summary of current functioning
•	 Summary of progress (if more than one 

Matrix has been completed)
•	 Educational Recommendations (selected by 

the user or self-generated)
•	General strategies to guide intervention 

(selected by the user)

Reports are completely individualized.  Simply 
check the elements you want to appear in your 
report. 
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Child Registration and Census
It is time for the annual census to ensure children in 
West Virginia who have combined vision and hearing 
loss are identified and registered with the project.  This 
will guarantee that the families and teams can access 
our training and services.  So, if you know of a child 
who has a combined vision and hearing loss including 
those with processing disorders, please let us know.  
Please also note that:
•	 You can register a child at any time during the year.  As of 

December 1 each year we count how many children there 
are.  This is done in each state.  The numbers are then 
submitted to the National Consortium on Deafblindness 
(NCDB), who in turn submits the numbers to the Federal 
Government.  Since the project is funded by the federal 
government, we need to do this to ensure continued 
funding and continuous services in West Virginia. 

•	 Many of our children who have hearing and vision loss 
(estimated 90%) have additional disabilities.  Many of the 
children have complex and multiple needs.

•	 Sometimes the term “deafblind” can be misleading.   Most 
children who are considered “deafblind” have some vision 
and hearing.  Very few are totally blind and profoundly 
deaf.

The Office of Special Programs located within the WV State 
Department of Education in Charleston welcomed Pat 
Homberg as their Director in June.  As a former Special 
Education Director, Pat comes to the Department with a wide 
array of knowledge of students and children with varying 
levels of disability.  She has been very anxious to hear about 
the facets of our project and the audience we serve.  I hope 
that you will be able to meet her in the future at one of our 
statewide meetings.  Other staff members at the Office of 
Special Programs that may have information specific to your 
needs are Betsy Peterson, Karen Ruddle, Kathy Knighton and 
Ginger Huffman

Betsy is the Parent Coordinator and she helps families gather 
information specific to their needs.  There is a great website 
with information specific to children in elementary, middle and 
high school and answers  many frequently asked questions 
about resources.
http://wvde.state.wv.us/21stparents/resources.html   Also, 
if you would like to discuss any issues, you may call Betsy at 
1-800-642-8541.  

Karen Ruddle’s responsibilities focus on adolescent transition.  
What opportunities do our students have once they have 
completed high school?  There are needs for them in the areas 
of meaningful daily activities which may include work either on 

a full-time, a part-time or a volunteer basis.  Also looking at 
where they will live in the future and what types of recreation 
and leisure opportunities they have is a part of the transition 
planning.  Finally, consider options for more education and 
training to get ready for work.  Karen has many resources to 
share on the transition website at
http://wvde.state.wv.us/osp/Transition/TransitionIntro.html 

Kathy Knighton’s expertise is in Assistive Technology and 
Speech Pathology.  Many resources can be found at
http://wvde.state.wv.us/osp/assistivetechnology.html.  She 
assists with the organization of Camp Gizmo as well as 
working with county school systems on communication needs 
of students. 
 
Annette Carey and Ruth Ann King work with students who have 
hearing and vision loss.  There are online resources at http://
wvde.state.wv.us/osp/visionhearing.html   Information more 
specific to Literacy for students with significant disabilities can 
be found at http://wvde.state.wv.us/osp/supporting-literacy/ 

Ginger Huffman is the early education coordinator.  She 
can assist with the transition from birth to three to school 
and oversees the universal pre-k and preschool special 
needs programs.  Ginger also helps coordinate Celebrating 
Connections and Camp Gizmo.

Meet the Staff


