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Commission on visually impaired children

releases interim report 

Calls for ‘evolutionary’ changes in the way visually impaired children are educated

STATE HOUSE – After meeting for more than a year, the Special House Commission to Promote and Develop a Comprehensive System of Education for Visually Impaired Children today released its interim report.

The 102-page report calls for changes that will form – for the first time - a comprehensive system of specialized educational programs and support services for every eligible child or young adult in the state.  

“Our recommendations will help bring education for visually impaired or blind Rhode Islanders into the Twenty First century,” said Commission chair Rep. Eileen S. Naughton (D-Dist. 21) of Warwick. “When fully operational, it will serve as an efficient, cost-effective, compassionate model for the entire nation.” 

The report lists three major recommendations:

· Renaming the existing Vision Services Program to the Rhode Island Vision Education and Services Program (RIVESP) and moving it from the Rhode Island School for the Deaf to the Paul V. Sherlock Center at Rhode Island College;

·  Fully funding and staffing the program under national guidelines; and

· Creating an advisory board to oversee the ongoing work of RIVESP.

Representative Naughton last year formed the commission to ensure that visually impaired and blind children would receive the necessary educational, health and human service programs in order to become successful, independent adults. 

Some of the main goals included organizing the various vision programs into an efficient and responsive program, insuring adequate funding of current services and programs, and to promote staff development and professional advancement for vision educators in Rhode Island and the New England region.

The 13-member commission (plus three alternate members) has met monthly since last February. A final report will be issued in the spring of 2005.

“I have faith that this report is the first step in the development of a comprehensive approach towards delivering education and services to blind and visually impaired children,” said Paul G. Loberti, vice-chair of the commission whose 10-year-old daughter is legally blind. “That is what we as parents have asked for and in some cases have demanded.”

Commission members would like to see the recommended changes put in place by this fall.

“The substantive recommendations contained in the report represent real progress in our ongoing effort to provide the blind and visually impaired young people of Rhode Island with the best possible education,” said Donald D. Deignan, Ph.D., who serves as commission secretary. “Both as secretary of the commission and a 1968 graduate of the Perkins School for the Blind, I believe that the best place for our children with visual and other disabilities to learn and grow is at home with their own families and among their non-disabled peers.”

Commission members feel their recommendations will make access to RIVESP fair to all school districts, and that each blind or visually impaired child – from birth to 21 years of age – will be enabled to achieve his or her maximum potential in their academic, community and employment endeavors.

“The commission’s recommendations reflect the importance of a coordinated, systemic approach: Identifying the needs of children, providing services in a timely manner, and having high expectations for student results,” said Dr. Thomas P. DiPaola, director of special populations at the RI Department of Education and a commission member. 

Commission members include Representative Naughton; Paul G. Loberti; Donald D. Deignan, Ph.D.; Dr. Thomas P. DiPaola; Peter McWalters, commissioner, Department of Education; Jane Hayward, director, Department of Human Services; Dr. Patricia Nolan, director, Department of Health; John Plante from the RI School for the Deaf; Clare Irwin, vision educator specialist at the School for the Deaf;

Also, Dr. Robert Shapiro, superintendent, Warwick public school system; Judith Smith, president of INSIGHT; Dr. Frances X. Figueroa, ophthalmologist; Paul Zerbinopoulos, OD, FAAO, optometrist; Elizabeth Frampton, parent of a visually impaired child; Gary B. Wier from the Department of Human Services; and Michael Spoerri from the Department of Health. 
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