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From the Editors: Dr. Amy Parker and colleagues have come together to
provide their combined perspective on the continuing saga regarding the potential
dissolution of the United States Department of Education. Parker and other
authors have amassed in one place a summary of the roles that have constituted
the achievements of the Department and have identified the importance of these
functions for all students with disabilities: specifically for students who are blind,
low vision, or deafblind. As the government makes its final determinations on the
next phase in the life of the U.S. Department of Education, the authors have
given us a detailed road map of the essential contributions of the Department
through its leadership, support, and oversight of critical programs. They have
given us important thoughts to ponder and have called us to action.

At a time when the government is in the process of disassembling the United
States Department of Education (ED) and moving many of its forces and functions to
the Department of Health and Human Services, it is vital to understand the roles that
the ED plays in implementing the law for all students with disabilities, particularly those
who are blind, low vision, or deafblind. The loss of the ED will leave a gaping hole in the
support, coordination, and oversight of critical services for states and districts that are
necessary for education of individuals with disabilities. These roles must be preserved
within any agency that may supplant the U.S. Department of Education.

An overview of these functions includes the following areas:
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» Supporting Personnel Preparation

* Ensuring Equity

» Supporting Technological Innovations

 Protecting Accessibility

e Supporting Technology-Based Projects

» Supporting Technical Assistance and Dissemination
» Supporting Families and Providing Parent Training

Through these efforts, the U.S. Department of Education enriches the lives and
futures of practitioners, families, and students who are blind, low vision, or deafblind in
myriad ways. In this article, we bring together perspectives on the role that the ED has
fulfilled in making the law come to life and in reaching across our vast and diverse
nation to support local students. We authors share our personal and professional perspec-
tives and experiences on the significant ways that the ED directly impacts students.

The Roles and Functions of the U.S. Department of Education
Relating to Disabilities

At the U.S. Department of Education, a small team of professionals implements
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and other laws supporting
people with disabilities. These offices include staff in the Office of Special Education
and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS), which aims to improve outcomes for people
with disabilities. OSERS comprises the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP),
focused on implementing IDEA, and the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA),
which implements the Rehab Act. Other ED offices working on disability topics include
the Office of Civil Rights (OCR), which enforces civil rights laws in education, and the
Institute of Education Sciences (IES) which supports education research.

OSEP Divisions

The work of OSEP takes place within two divisions overseen by the office of the
OSEP director and staff. These divisions include the Monitoring and State Improve-
ment Planning (MSIP) Division, which administers and monitors the formula grants
issued to states, and the Research to Practice (RTP) Division, which administers and
monitors a range of discretionary grant programs. Most OSEP staff are experienced
educators with graduate degrees in education-related fields. Some are also parents
of children with disabilities or people with disabilities themselves, bringing impor-
tant perspectives to their work. Whereas staff at agencies such as the Department
of Health and Human Services may focus on diagnosis and treatment using a medi-
cal model, OSEP staff prioritize ensuring equal access to education and supporting
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systems to serve all students with disabilities no matter where they live in the
United States.

In the RTP Division, two staff members have recent professional experience teaching
learners with visual impairments. Both have also taught for university programs prepar-
ing future vision professionals, and they are themselves past recipients of doctoral
scholarships made possible by OSEP professional development grants. Their roles in
RTP include serving as federal project officers for national technology and technical
assistance centers, state deafblind projects, and personnel preparation grants in the
field of blindness, visual impairment, and deafblindness. Additionally, they lead internal
working groups and contribute to other initiatives to support accessibility within OSEP,
OSERS, and throughout ED. Because of their preparation and expertise in serving
students who are blind, have low vision, or are deafblind, these project officers know
the challenges and tasks teachers and O&M specialists face in serving diverse students in
a variety of educational settings. With their understanding of university programs, project
officers are also able to support grantees by offering guidance, facilitating connections
between funded projects, and helping their grantees evaluate the impact of their work.

OSEP Functions

OSEP staff fill important roles as liaisons between the Department of Education
and the diverse community of families, teachers, and learners with disabilities. OSEP
staff support each other by sharing technical and professional expertise; for example,
when planning for State monitoring, MSIP staff regularly consult colleagues who are
knowledgeable about low-incidence disabilities. Staff with expertise in early childhood
or transition provide important feedback to ensure that OSEP initiatives are relevant
and inclusive. Equally important, OSEP staff regularly seek out the stories, opinions,
and concerns of families, teachers, and learners in their respective fields. RTP staff
have hosted virtual and in-person listening sessions in partnership with the American
Printing House for the Blind (APH), the Association for Education and Rehabilitation of
the Blind and Visually Impaired (AER), and the Council for Exceptional Children’s Division
on Visual Impairment and Deafblindness (CEC/DVIDB). The feedback gathered during
those sessions has informed colleagues and supported internal planning activities. OSEP
staff also collaborate on intradepartmental workgroups with other ED offices such
as RSA, IES, and OCR. They also liaise and collaborate with external governmental
and nongovernmental groups, including the Federal Communications Commission’s
Disability Advisory Committee and the National Center for Children’s Vision and Eye
Health. As one recently retired project officer explained, "OSEP staff don’t serve the
children directly, but we certainly serve the people who serve them.”

OSEP project officers serve the students and the states by
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» monitoring projects and organizing grant competitions, which ensures that fed-
eral tax dollars are awarded and used efficiently and wisely;

e convening current as well as potential grantees as they support dissemination
of knowledge and opportunities;

e continuously engaging with colleagues and communities to develop and pro-
mote policies and planning that are impactful across the diverse populations of
learners with disabilities.

Monitoring of Special Institutions

Within the fields of blindness, low vision, and deafblindness, there are special
institutions funded by Congress that have had a significant impact on the education
of students, the preparation of teachers or rehabilitation personnel, and innovations
for people with sensory disabilities. These historic projects, called special institutions,
include the American Printing House for the Blind, the Helen Keller National Center
(HKNC), Gallaudet University, and the National Technical Institute for the Deaf. Project
officers monitor the activities of these institutions and are responsible for ensuring that
funds appropriated by Congress for these institutions are awarded and spent according
to applicable laws and regulations. They also work to connect the institutions with
other centers and projects of OSEP and RSA. Reductions in or elimination of staff at
OSERS and OCR have resulted in shifting responsibilities for individual staff members,
causing more oversight to fall on the shoulders of fewer staff.

Staff members in OCR are primarily attorneys with deep experience in enforcing
education-related civil rights laws, including the Americans with Disabilities Act,
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, and Titles VI and IX of the Civil Rights Act.
They review and help resolve complaints of discrimination submitted by the public,
and while they do not enforce IDEA directly, they frequently collaborate with OSERS
on disability-related issues and concerns. Due to the low incidence of visual impairment
and deafblindness, state and local education agencies may not have the expertise to
ensure that the rights of learners with these disabilities are effectively protected; thus,
the role of OCR is essential in supporting states’ understanding and enforcement of
federal laws. Recent reductions in staff and in the number of regional offices continue
to influence the capacity although not the commitment of OCR staff.

Within the Institute of Education Sciences, the National Center for Special Education
Research (NCSER) supports research related to education for learners with disabilities.
NCSER’s small staff is composed of professionals with expertise in research methods,
special education, and early intervention. NCSER grants have funded a number of
research projects in the blindness field, including research on braille literacy and
learning, orientation and mobility, and science instruction for students with visual
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impairments. Like RTP staff in OSERS, NCSER staff facilitate competitive grant pro-
cesses and monitor federally funded projects.

Support of Braille by the U.S. Department of Education

Federal support for braille and the importance of braille literacy extends back
many decades. The 1879 passage of the Act to Promote the Education of the Blind
named the American Printing House for the Blind as the nation’s official source of
specialized educational materials and established its unique role in providing textbooks
and instructional material for students in the pre-K through 12 school system and
adults enrolled in a formal rehabilitation program. It was federal legislation, the Pratt-
Smoot Act of 1932, that authorized the Library of Congress to provide braille books for
blind adults, establishing what is now known as the National Library Service for the
Blind and Print Disabled. The library was expanded to include braille books for children
in the 1950s and then expanded again a decade later to include anyone who had a dis-
ability that made the use of print books difficult (Mauer, 2000).

Perhaps the most tangible role of the Department of Education’s support of
braille occurred as a result of the 1997 reauthorization of IDEA. That reauthorization
included the following language that stated the presumption of braille instruction
for each student who is blind or visually impaired:

In the case of a child who is blind or visually impaired, provide for instruction in
Braille and the use of Braille unless the IEP Team determines, after an evaluation
of the child’s reading and writing skills, needs, and appropriate reading and writing
media (including an evaluation of the child’s future needs for instruction in Braille
or the use of Braille), that instruction in Braille or the use of Braille is not appropriate
for the child. (IDEA Sec. 300.324 (a) (2) (iii), 1997).

The 1997 reauthorization of IDEA also specifically added a provision of funding for
training professionals to teach braille. In order to implement that provision, the U.S.
Department of Education has played an essential role in supporting and overseeing braille
training programs that have prepared teachers to effectively teach braille to students.

Braille training opportunities funded by the Department of Education include the
Braille Mentors in Training grant (funded through RSA) that trained experienced
braille instructors to serve as mentors to new teachers of braille; the UEBot website
(funded through OSERS) designed to train braille teachers about the changes from
English Braille American Edition (EBAE) to Unified English Braille (UEB); and the
Braille Challenge Mobile App project (funded by OSERS “Stepping Up” technology
grant) that trained students and teachers to use refreshable displays with iPads to
improve braille skills. These and similar grants have enabled hundreds of educators
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to improve their instructional practices and to be better prepared to teach children
who are blind, low vision, or deafblind.

Regretfully, three federally funded braille training grants were recently notified
that their funding has been rescinded. The loss of these national projects is a heavy
blow to our field, which already struggles with a shortage of trained teachers of chil-
dren and adults with visual impairments. But the loss of these programs initiated
and monitored by the US Department of Education is potentially disastrous for
learners and their families who rely on well-trained teachers so they can learn to
read and write braille and use braille technology.

Support of Personnel Preparation by the U.S. Department of Education

Over the past decades, the ED through OSERS has funded hundreds of personnel
preparation grants that have supported training TVIs, O&M specialists, interveners,
and teachers of the deafblind. Sixty-five percent of ED’s personnel preparation grant
funds go to support scholars who would not otherwise be able to attend university
training. These funds include tuition fees and coursework materials. Contrary to other
funding agencies, only 8% of an ED grant is taken to support a university’s overhead
costs. Other components of the grant go to hiring local supervisors to mentor teachers
and to support local personnel to prepare teachers to meet the needs of some of the
most vulnerable students and families.

In a field that has historically suffered severe personnel shortages, these grants
have been essential in expanding the corps of qualified instructors and teachers.
The positive impact of these personnel preparation grants is further amplified by
the need to prepare personnel to serve rural areas, where access to specialized ser-
vices is often strained and fragmented (Ludlow et al., 2005).

Ensuring Equity

OSEP explicitly champions equity of services to all students, recognizing the profound
and growing diversity among students served by IDEA. OSEP introduced targeted
minority serving institution (MSI) competitions to increase personnel from diverse
and multilingual backgrounds. The 84.325M grants are specifically available to MSI
programs preparing low-incidence specialists such as TVIs and O&M specialists.
These are particularly important because they prepare instructors who represent
the population that they serve.

Support for Doctoral Preparation

In addition to making significant investments to support states in preparing per-
sonnel to serve students with low-incidence disabilities, OSEP has also responded to
suggestions and proposals from researchers in the field to support preparing
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doctoral scholars to become faculty members in special education and rehabilitation
(Smith & Montrosse, 2012).

One of the more significant investments that OSEP has made to specifically sup-
port the continuity of university programs in the fields of sensory disabilities has
been three multiyear investments to prepare doctoral cohorts to become faculty
members or other administrative leaders in sensory disabilities (Kruemmling et al.,
2017). Using persuasive data on the needs for future faculty, Dr. Kathleen Heubner
and colleagues submitted an unsolicited proposal to prepare doctoral-level personnel
through a consortium of university partners (Kruemmling et al., 2017). With the
support of numerous stakeholders, the National Consortium on Leaders in Visual
Impairment (NCLVI) was born. This doctoral preparation model, renamed the National
Leadership Consortium in Sensory Disabilities, went on to be funded two more times,
and it expanded to include universities preparing doctoral scholars to serve deaf and
hard of hearing students. From this investment, 40 scholars were prepared. OSEP’s
role, not only in supporting the scholar funding, but in mentoring scholars through
policy internships, enrichments on empirical research, and embracing a national com-
munity of learners was significant. One project officer, Glinda Hill, supported all three
cohorts of scholars through a multiuniversity network. As of 2017, 19 of the 40 were
working as university faculty, whereas others were working in direct service, technical
assistance, or administration (Kruemmling et al., 2017).

The continued leadership of the Department of Education is essential to the
training and expansion of university faculty needed to prepare an adequate sup-
ply of TSVIs and O&M specialists and other personnel serving blind, visually
impaired, and deafblind students. Without the direct involvement of the ED, these
critical programs would never have taken place, and many significant positions would
never have been filled.

Support of Technological Innovations by the U.S. Department of Education

Technology and, more specifically, assistive technology (AT) devices and services
offer significant benefits for learners who are blind, low vision, or deafblind across
academic, vocational, extracurricular, and home settings. Assistive technology services
are defined in IDEA as “any service that directly assists an individual with a disability in
the selection, acquisition, or use of an assistive technology device.” It is important to
recognize that this well-established and widely known federal definition of AT devices
is intentionally broad to provide individualized education program (IEP) teams with
the discretion to make the necessary determinations to support individual students

(Futty, 2025).
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Notably, “"AT services” is another intentionally broad component of educational
law that can be customized by the IEP team to support individual students. In-service
professionals who teach learners can identify with several aspects of AT services
described in the federal legislation.

A few general examples of the benefits of AT devices and services are provided
out of the endless possibilities that exist. AT devices and services open doors to
environmental details through

* print, tactile, and auditory information

support engagement with digital resources

learning platforms and productivity tools

access to real-time displays and visual media

accessible global positioning system (GPS) devices and smartphone apps
electronic travel aids (ETAs); and

orientation and mobility devices

The U.S. Department of Education has been our nation’s home to the federally
funded projects and services that support the implementation of IDEA. As technol-
ogy has evolved, AT devices and services in the education and rehabilitation of
learners who are blind, low vision, or deafblind have become an essential compo-
nent of implementing that law. Through IDEA legislation, the ED provides the field
of visual impairment and deafblindness with the necessary infrastructure and ulti-
mate backbone for much of the work that is done every day to provide learners
who are blind, low vision, or deafblind with technology devices and services to
access and engage with the world.

Educational specialists who are highly trained in special education and rehabilitation
services are at the forefront of technological innovations at the U.S. Department of
Education and have the considerable expertise to integrate and align this federal law
with the latest advancements involved in educating and rehabilitating learners who are
blind, low vision, or deafblind. IDEA and the specialists who are involved with it at the
ED are an integral component of the work that is done in our field every day.

Furthermore, IDEA requires that AT devices and services must be considered for
every learner on an IEP (U.S. Department of Education, 2024). Importantly, attention
is drawn not only to the information contained in federal law but that IDEA is inclusive
of both AT devices and services. It is not only the devices that make the difference
in the lives of learners, but it is the necessary AT devices in combination with the
appropriate AT services that make the difference. Given the breadth and complexity
of the technology used by students, it is important that the law requires AT services to
be considered equally alongside AT devices.
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Direct instruction with specialized technology is necessary for technology to serve
its purpose in the lives of our students. The law has safeguards for that assurance. The
U.S. implementation of regulations provided in IDEA is essential to ensuring that both
AT devices and AT support are provided to every learner according to their assessed
needs and their IEP requirements (U.S. Department of Education, 2024).

Accessibility Protections Provided by IDEA
and the U.S. Department of Education

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act through the Department of Education
works to ensure that students are provided protections that maximize student learning.
This is accomplished through a system of interlocking networks that include organiza-
tions, centers and projects requiring support, and coordination between their services.

Protections of On-Time Instructional Materials by the U.S. Department
of Education

Goal 7 of The National Agenda for Education of Children and Youths with Visual
Impairments, Including Those with Multiple Disabilities, established in the 1990s,
outlined the critical need for access to instructional materials “in the appropriate
media and at the same time as their sighted peers” (Corn & Huebner, 1998, p. 47).

To address that critical goal, a grassroots effort of numerous organizations, uni-
versities, advocacy groups of blind individuals, parents of blind children, and many
others worked together to establish The National Instructional Materials Accessibility
Standard (NIMAS) and the National Instructional Materials Access Center (NIMAC)
that form the foundation of the nation’s system for ensuring that students with visual
impairments receive timely access to accessible educational materials. NIMAS is a
technical standard established under IDEA 2004 that specifies how publishers must
produce digital source files: structured, consistent, and ready for conversion into
accessible formats such as braille, large print, audio, and digital text. These standardized
NIMAS files are submitted by publishers to the NIMAC, which is a U.S. Department of
Education federally funded national repository housed at APH. Once in the NIMAC,
authorized users can download the files and convert them into specialized formats,
thereby reducing delays that have kept students waiting weeks, months, and even
longer time periods for required instructional content.

For in-service professionals in the field of visual impairment and the students
they serve, the impact of NIMAS and the NIMAC is incredibly significant. By centralizing
high-quality source files at APH through the support of the U.S. Department of
Education coupled together with IDEA legislation, the system streamlines the process
of obtaining accessible textbooks and instructional materials, allowing students who
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are blind, low vision, or deafblind to benefit through more equitable and timely access
to the same content as their peers. Ultimately, NIMAS, NIMAC, and APH collectively
help uphold the promise of IDEA by ensuring that children are not left behind academi-
cally due to inaccessible or delayed instructional materials.

The Department of Education is needed to supply support and for maintaining
access to accessible textbooks and other educational materials. Without the supports
of the ED, accessibility of educational materials would be severely restricted and likely
endangered.

Support of Epic Technology-Based Projects by the U.S. Department
of Education

Another special project that ensures accessibility of materials is the Bookshare
program. Bookshare and its collection of audiobooks and ebooks of more than
1.4 million titles in more than 40 languages exists as a result of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s funding and educational experts. Bookshare offers books for
every age and grade level. Specifically, Bookshare is supported by a federal grant
from OSEP. Bookshare is free for unlimited use for qualified U.S. students in pre-K to
12th grade, postsecondary, graduate, vocational, and continuing education classes
through an award from OSEP.

In an age of highly visual instructional content, the Described and Captioned Media
Program (DCMP) has become another important resource. It provides on-demand
accessible videos, learning center and eLearning resources, and guidelines for caption-
ing and describing media. The U.S. Department of Education funds DCMP through OSEP
with a federal grant. Thousands of accessible videos are available to students, their
families, and the professionals who serve them. As a direct result of the federal funding
from the ED for the DCMP, there are no user registration or service fees for use of
DCMP, and DCMP is available for unlimited use.

There are hundreds of other federally funded projects at the U.S. Department
of Education that have provided and continue to provide the opportunity for our
field to support our learners with evidence-based and best practices in the area
of AT. Given the epic impact of Bookshare, DCMP, NIMAC, and NIMAS and the
considerable use of these national resources by our field, they have become
essential elements and resources that depend on the continued support from
the ED.

It is only with the highly trained experts at the U.S. Department of Education in
visual disabilities, deafblindness, special education, and rehabilitation that our field
continues to advance and benefit from remarkable resources such as those from
APH, Bookshare, and DCMP.
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Support of Technical Assistance and Dissemination
by U.S. Department of Education

The Department of Education defines technical assistance and dissemination
(TA&D as a primary driver for implementing IDEA by providing states with information
on effective, research-based practices for educating students with disabilities. Whereas
16 TA&D centers focus on broad themes for all students with disabilities, two centers
focus on specific disability categories—the National Center on Deafblindness (NCDB),
which supports a state network of deafblind projects, and the National Deaf Center on
Postsecondary Outcomes, which supports deaf and hard of hearing students, their
educators, families, and systems in transitioning from K-12 schools into colleges,
careers, and communities.

Students who are deafblind, often served by TSVIs and O&M specialists, face
extensive barriers to education because of a lack of access to learning materials,
communication, information, universally designed technologies, and qualified person-
nel including teachers of students who are deafblind and those who are interveners. In
1974, Congress included specific language about the unique needs of this population in
IDEA because of a national recognition of the distinct and specialized educational
needs of students with combined vision and hearing loss. For the past 50 years, the
Department of Education has provided an infrastructure for TA&D to educators and
families that serve students who are deafblind.

Before the IDEA law was created, there was a worldwide German measles epidemic
between 1962 and 1964. In the United States, it is estimated that more than 3,000
children were born with congenital rubella syndrome (CRS) creating what was called a
“rubella bulge.” Infants with CRS often presented with combined vision loss, profound
hearing loss, congenital heart malformations, glaucoma, and thyroid problems
(Mclnnes, 1999). In response to the health crisis, Congress passed PL-90-230 in
1968, and it created 10 regional service centers to provide direct and consultative
educational services to students who are deafblind (Collins, 1995). In order to
address the needs of children with more complex disabilities, staff within these regional
centers received technical assistance from leaders in Europe and Canada (Mclnnes,
1999). In turn, special educators learned how to better serve students with multiple dis-
abilities, a population that had been denied access to public schools as well as schools
for the blind (Ingraham, 2007). Around the same time, Congress also passed amend-
ments to the Vocational Rehabilitation Act, which established the Helen Keller National
Center in 1967, a national rehabilitation center for youth and adults who are deafblind
(Ingraham, 2007). This center has long played a direct service role with people who
are deafblind as well as a consultative, field-based role in addressing the technical
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assistance needs of adult services agencies and schools for supporting individuals
who are deafblind.

After the Department of Education was created in 1979, the 10 regional centers
that served the deafblind shifted to technical assistance projects to states to support a
national child count of deafblind children and to bolster efforts to offer in-service training
for teachers who were serving deafblind students in local schools (Collins, 1995; Smith
& Gense, 2010). Through decades of collaboration, the National Center for Deafblind-
ness has brought together expertise from the Perkins School for the Blind, HKNC, and
the Teaching Research Institute at Western Oregon University to support and coordinate
efforts with state deafblind projects. The state deafblind projects are integrated within
their state’s systems, sometimes functioning within state DOEs, at state universities, or
at schools for the blind. One of the most significant accomplishments of the national and
state deafblind projects over the years is the creation of a more accurate national deaf-
blind child count which helps both state and federal planning.

Over the past five decades, project officers within OSEP also recognized that
many states do not have sufficient local expertise to meet the needs of students
who are deafblind. Rather than leaving local and state educational systems to figure
out how to meet the needs of a highly diverse and low-incidence population of students,
OSEP collaborated with community partners to structure a network of national and state
deafblind projects to provide trainings, outreach, coaching, and connections to better
address the needs of deafblind students where they live. This vital network has created
knowledge through practice and infused available research into service delivery for
students and families with OSEP’s guidance and support. There were several instances
when the existence of a national and state deafblind project network was threatened.
However, through the leadership of the Department of Education and specifically OSEP,
the effectiveness of technical assistance for students who are deafblind became recog-
nized, and the projects have continued to be a crucial resource for students, families,
educators, and systems.

Support of Families and of Parent Training
by the U.S. Department of Education

Before 1975, many children with disabilities, particularly those living with low-
incidence disabilities, such as blindness, low vision, or deafblindness, were excluded
from public education. Families were told their children could not learn or they were
placed in segregated institutions far from home. Parents had no voice and no right
to question the system. Without supports and information provided by professionals
with specialized expertise, parents were required to coordinate between specialists,
therapists, teachers, and medical providers. They spent hours learning about laws
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and gathering research. Without federal programs and supports, families were left
to navigate these systems alone, often exhausted, and unsure who they could trust.
Additionally, when families feel isolated or unheard, which is often the case, conflict
may arise (Correa-Torres et al., 2022).

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (PL 94-142, later renamed
IDEA), changed everything. It guaranteed a free and appropriate public education
(FAPE) for every child and, just as importantly, recognized parents as vital members of
their child’s educational team.

Over the decades, amendments to IDEA strengthened the role of parents and
the protections for them. Federal oversight by the U.S. Department of Education
ensures that schools follow these procedural safeguards, that parents are able to
participate in meaningful ways, and that families have access to mediation or due
process when disagreements arise. These rights are the structures that keep families
from being left out of the decisions that shape their children’s futures.

For many families, the IEP process can feel lonely and overwhelming. Students
who are deafblind, for example, often have complex educational and medical needs
and may be the only child in the district with this combination of disabilities. Deaf-
blindness is a disability that varies greatly from child to child in degree of hearing
and vision loss, communication modes, and strengths. Parents of children who are
deafblind face distinct challenges before, during, and after IEP meetings (McKittrick,
2022). Because few professionals have direct experience or training in deafblindness,
families often become the primary source of expertise by learning, advocating, and
sharing knowledge to ensure that their child’s needs are fully understood and met
(McKittrick, 2022).

That’s why the creation of the Parent Training and Information centers (PTIs) in
1984 was so pivotal. Funded by OSEP, PTIs exist to help families understand their
rights, prepare for IEP meetings, and learn how to work collaboratively with educators.
They provide guidance, help make sense of educational jargon, and provide a sense of
community for parents who might otherwise feel lost and alone.

In recent years, PTIs and other federally supported efforts such as the Center for
Parent Information and Resources and the National Center on Deafblindness, have
worked collaboratively to strengthen support for families. Programs such as these
help parents and professionals alike find solutions before conflict occurs or escalates,
building trust and improving educational outcomes.

If we lose these programs or the oversight role of the U.S. Department of Education,
the impact would be immediate and deeply felt. Parents would again face schools
without clear accountability or specialized support. Families of children with complex
needs would bear the weight of advocacy alone, and the hard-won progress of the
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past 50 years could unravel. Conflict would increase, family satisfaction would decline,
and student growth would stall.

Oversight by the ED provides the structure, but human relationships bring it to
life. When educators understand the unique needs of families, and when families
feel respected as equal partners, trust grows. The IEP process becomes what it was
intended to be: a shared effort to help every child learn and thrive, no matter how
complex their needs.

What Can We Do?

We authors who joined this effort to describe the role of IDEA and the U.S.
Department of Education have each experienced the benefits of IDEA and the
Department’s leadership in creating knowledge; providing training opportunities;
growing new professionals; creating accessible free materials; and ensuring that
students who are blind, have low vision, or are deafblind reap the benefits of IDEA
no matter where they live. Since its inception, the Department of Education’s invest-
ments in our field through personnel preparation, braille access, technology innovation,
Parent Training and Information Centers, and Technical Assistance and Dissemination
have provided critical and tangible support for students, educators, and families. We
experience and benefit from the partnership with the Department as we prepare our
own students, provide support to families, and engage in technical assistance with prac-
ticing educators. The leadership within the ED is a force multiplier in the field, connecting
innovative ideas with implementation, not just nationally but internationally.

It is important to reflect on these accomplishments and contributions as we rec-
ognize the 50th anniversary of IDEA and the profound, direct impact this law and
the US Department of Education have had on the lives and futures of students who
are blind, low vision, or deafblind. At the same time, we recognize the ongoing need
for the strong, unwavering support and continued advocacy for access that IDEA
guarantees and that is sustained through nationally significant resources that truly
transform educational opportunities for our students.

Each of the authors has witnessed the dedication of Department of Education
staff who embody the best of our field through their strong commitment to serve
students and families everywhere. The recent reductions in force within the Depart-
ment and the potential dissolution of the entire Department of Education have
placed more responsibility upon the shoulders of fewer staff, have jeopardized the
national support and oversight available to states, and the quality of educational
resources provided students and their families.

We professionals chose this field for a reason, many of those directly related to an
individual we met or whose path crossed ours. For others, it is rooted in a belief that
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equality is more than the principle we talk about in history class. We do our work to
ensure that our students and adult clients are the recipients of equitable access to
information and education. If you are in the field for more than a few years, you will
also find we stay active as professionals long after our eligibility to retire; we are here
for the duration.

Action Steps

As we recognize the 50-year anniversary of IDEA, we honor the commitment and
dedication of the U.S. Department of Education, including OSERS, and OSEP in support-
ing the education, innovations, and access for students who are blind, have low vision, or
are deafblind. The law without implementation is nothing but empty words.

We invite you to celebrate the power of IDEA with us. Even more importantly, we
encourage you to speak up for its future by supporting the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, which is charged with implementing the law across our diverse nation. We
believe that moving the special expertise and functions from the Department of
Education to the Department of Health and Human Services will result in a loss of
oversight and a diminution of services that will cause fragmentation and make spe-
cialized coordination for students more difficult to achieve. Please join us in voicing
your support for the United States Department of Education for students who are
blind, have low vision, or are deafblind and rely upon its leadership.
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