IEP and 504 Plan Tips for Parents of Visually
Impaired Students: Essential Guidance for
Academic Success
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Supporting Your Child’s Success: IEP and 504 Plan Tips for
Visually Impaired Students

Navigating the world of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and 504 Plans can feel
overwhelming for parents of visually impaired students. The right plan makes a crucial
difference in ensuring your child receives the accommodations and support they need to learn
and grow alongside their peers.

At New England Low Vision and Blindness, we understand how important it is to advocate for
your child’s unique needs, from accessible learning materials to classroom adjustments. In this
article, we share practical tips and advice for parents, empowering you to confidently work with
your school team and help your child thrive.
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Understanding IEP and 504 Plan Basics

Students who are visually impaired may need targeted support in school to ensure their
educational needs are met. Knowing how IEPs and 504 Plans work, what laws govern them, and
the steps for determining your child’s eligibility can help you advocate more effectively.

Definition of IEP and 504 Plan

An Individualized Education Program (IEP) is a legal document created for students who qualify
for special education under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). It spells out
specialized instruction, goals, and accommodations tailored specifically to the student’s unique
needs.

A 504 Plan, supported by Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, provides
accommodations and modifications so that students with disabilities, including visual
impairments, have equal access to learning. Unlike IEPs, 504 Plans do not provide specialized
instruction but focus on removing barriers in the general education environment.

Both help remove educational barriers but differ in scope, services, and their legal
underpinnings.

Key Legal Differences

IEPs are governed by IDEA, a federal law specifically designed to ensure children with
disabilities receive free and appropriate public education (FAPE) through special education
services. The process is formal, with strict guidelines and regular reviews.

504 Plans are based on Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. This law is broader, covering any
student with a disability that substantially limits a major life activity. It requires schools to
provide accommodations but not necessarily specialized instruction.

Comparison Table

Aspect IEP 504 Plan
Law Individuals with Disabilities Education Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act (IDEA) Act
Scope Special education + accommodations Accommodations/modifications
only
Enforcement IDEA due process protections Office for Civil Rights (OCR)
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Eligibility and Evaluation Processes

IEP eligibility requires a two-step approach: the student must have a recognized disability under
IDEA (such as visual impairment) and need special education due to that disability. This
involves comprehensive assessments by a team of professionals and input from parents.

For a 504 Plan, eligibility is broader. The student must have a physical or mental impairment
that substantially limits one or more major life activities, including seeing or learning. Schools
may review medical diagnoses, educational performance, and teacher reports but the process is
generally less formal than for IEPs.

Both processes aim to understand how a disability affects access to education, but IEPs focus
more on educational performance and require more documentation and team input.

Developing Effective IEPs for Visually Impaired Students

When creating an Individualized Education Program (IEP) for students with visual impairments,
it is essential to address their unique learning needs through targeted goals, specialized
educational services, and accessible technology. A collaborative approach with school
psychologists, education teachers, and specialists ensures that each student receives the
proper support and resources.

Individualized Goal Setting

We prioritize setting specific, measurable goals tailored to each student’s strengths and needs.
These goals cover not only academic subjects, but also social skills, orientation and mobility,
independent living, and self-advocacy.

During the annual review, we work closely with families and IEP team members to review
current achievements and set realistic expectations for progress. This process may include
standardized assessment, teacher observations, and parent input to determine areas for
growth.

SMART goal writing—Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Timely—guides us in
developing objectives that address both learning disabilities and vision-related needs. These
goals are tracked throughout the year to ensure meaningful progress.

Specialized Instruction and Services

Specialized instruction is adapted to facilitate access to the general curriculum for students
with visual impairments. We ensure that lessons are accessible, whether delivered through
print, braille, audio, or tactile materials.

In addition to specially trained education teachers, related services such as orientation and
mobility training, speech therapy, and consultation with school psychologists play a vital role.
These supports address both academic and non-academic skills essential for independence.
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We also advocate for consistent communication between the IEP team, families, and service
providers. This collaboration ensures students have the resources and support needed to thrive
in inclusive and specialized settings alike.

Assistive Technology and Accessibility Tools

The thoughtful inclusion of leading-edge assistive technology is fundamental to leveling the
educational playing field. We assess each student’s needs to recommend tools such as screen
readers, magnifiers, refreshable braille displays, and accessible educational platforms.

Our team provides comprehensive training for students, parents, and educators, ensuring
technology is used confidently and effectively. Accessibility considerations extend to digital
textbooks, classroom software, and testing environments.

A table below outlines some common assistive tools and their primary uses:
Tool Primary Use
Screen Reader Converts text to speech or braille
Magnification Software  Enlarges content on screens
Braille Embosser Creates tactile reading materials

Portable Video Magnifier Enlarge print/text in real-time

Accessible Notetaker Facilitates organized note-taking

By integrating these tools, we promote independence and ensure all students have equitable
access to high-quality instruction.

Creating and Implementing 504 Plans for Visual Impairments

Students who are visually impaired require a 504 plan that is thoughtfully crafted and reliably
implemented. It is essential to focus on practical accommodations, precise documentation, and
continuous attention to equal access and non-discrimination to support success in school
environments.

Identifying Accommodations

When working with students who are visually impaired, accommodations must be tailored to
address individual needs. Examples include large print textbooks, extended time for tests,
preferential seating, specialized lighting, and assistive technology solutions.
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We often recommend a combination of resources, such as screen-reading software, magnifiers,
or Braille materials, depending on each student’s visual abilities. For students with additional
diagnoses like ADHD or dyslexia, it is important to address both sets of needs.

In close coordination with teachers and related service providers, we create a clear plan
specifying which accommodations are needed and how they will be provided. The table below
offers sample accommodations:

Challenge Accommodation Example
Reading print Large print/Braille
Viewing the board Preferential seating

Completing written work  Extended time/software

Navigating school spaces Orientation aids

Documentation Requirements

A 504 plan for a visually impaired student must be supported by clear, thorough documentation.
This typically includes evaluations or medical records from an eye doctor confirming the visual
impairment.

Schools often request a written statement explaining the educational impact of the impairment.
Documentation should describe the specific physical or mental impairment and clarify how it
limits one or more major life activities, such as seeing or reading.

Consistent updates are vital. Plans should be reviewed annually and revised when a student’s
needs change or if accommodations are not effectively supporting participation. We advocate
for maintaining copies of all documents and keeping communication open between families,
educators, and related specialists.

Ensuring Equal Access and Non-Discrimination

Section 504 is designed to protect students from discrimination due to disabilities. Our
approach centers on guaranteeing that students with visual impairments have access to all
school activities, services, and facilities, just like their peers without disabilities.

All accommodations listed in the 504 plan must be implemented reliably and school staff
should be trained in supporting them. We urge regular reviews to identify and remove any
access barriers so that students can participate fully—this includes state testing and classroom
instruction.
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If a student with a 504 plan is not receiving equal access, parents have the right to request a
meeting or file a complaint to ensure federal protections are enforced. Our team is ready to
guide families through this process to uphold their child’s educational rights.

Best Practices for Parent Participation and Advocacy in IEP and 504 Plan Tips for Parents of
Visually Impaired Students

Active parent participation improves educational outcomes for visually impaired students by
promoting clearer communication, informed decision-making, and positive student advocacy.
By preparing thoroughly and building strong partnerships with school teams, parents can help
shape effective, individualized educational plans that meet their child's unique needs.

Effective Collaboration With School Teams

To ensure visually impaired students receive appropriate support, we recommend building
ongoing communication with your child's teachers, special educators, and related service
providers. Regular check-ins help identify challenges and successes promptly.

Bring detailed observations about your child's strengths and barriers in different settings.
Document these examples. Request input and feedback from specialists, such as vision
teachers or orientation and mobility instructors, to help inform educational planning.

Collaboration thrives when both parents and staff feel respected. Approach meetings as a team
effort focused on your child. Share updates on how assistive technology or accommodations
are working at home, and ask how they are being implemented at school.

Preparing for IEP and 504 Plan Meetings

Preparation is essential. Review previous meeting notes, current IEP or 504 plans, and any
recent evaluations before each annual review or meeting request. Gather documentation such
as doctor’s letters, vision reports, and lists of assistive technology currently used.

Create a list of specific questions or concerns to address, like access to print materials, mobility
support, or braille instruction. Bring records or data that demonstrate what has worked and
where unmet needs remain.

Consider organizing your documents in a binder or digital format for easy reference. Ask for
draft documents in advance, so you have time to review them before meetings. Bringing an
advocate or support person can be helpful if you feel overwhelmed.

Understanding Rights and Mediation Options

We encourage parents to be familiar with their rights under IDEA and Section 504, including
participation, access to educational records, and the right to request additional evaluations.
Knowing these rights can help ensure your child receives appropriate services.
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If disagreements arise, mediation is an available option. It is a voluntary process that brings
together parents and school representatives to find mutually agreeable solutions with the help
of a neutral third-party mediator.

The annual review is a vital opportunity to revisit the plan, request necessary changes, and
clarify any issues. If concerns remain unresolved, parents have the right to pursue state
complaints or due process hearings as part of procedural safeguards. Always keep written
records of communications and outcomes.

Frequently Overlooked Supports and Related Services

When supporting visually impaired students through an IEP or 504 Plan, we often see essential
services go underutilized. Proactive identification and thoughtful integration of these supports
ensure a more accessible and equitable school experience for students with low vision or
blindness.

Speech, Occupational, and Mobility Therapies

Speech therapy is sometimes overlooked for visually impaired students, yet it is vital when
visual cues are missed or language development is delayed. School-based speech-language
pathologists can help students develop clearer verbal communication skills. They are also
essential in supporting the use of assistive technology with voice commands.

Occupational therapy can equip students with practical skills, both academic and daily living,
using adaptive tools and methods. This includes teaching unique handwriting strategies,
providing tactile or large-print materials, and helping with technology use for reading and
writing.

Orientation and mobility specialists work directly on independent navigation skills. With their
support, students learn to travel confidently inside and outside school settings, often using
tactile maps or auditory prompts from leading-edge devices. Building these skills early fosters
greater participation in all class routines.

Training for School Personnel

A common gap is insufficient training for teachers, aides, and staff who interact with students
who are visually impaired. When school personnel understand the features and limits of
assistive technology—including digital magnifiers, screen readers, and braille displays—they can
better facilitate a student’s access to learning materials.

We recommend ongoing training sessions led by experts in low vision education and assistive
tools. This may include demonstrations of specialized software, best practices for classroom
modifications, and sensitivity training to strengthen inclusive approaches.

7|1Page



School psychologists and special educators also play a key role in assessing needs and
planning interventions. Collaborative training ensures all team members know how to
implement accommodations effectively and troubleshoot challenges as they arise.

Progress Monitoring and Plan Adjustments

Regular and systematic monitoring is crucial to track the effectiveness of accommodations and
services. We encourage using both qualitative feedback from students, families, and teachers,
and quantitative data like grades, attendance, or participation.

Frequent reviews of the IEP or 504 Plan allow teams to identify gaps in support or unexpected
barriers. Adjustments should be data-driven, and could involve updating technology, increasing
therapy sessions, or refining classroom strategies.

Utilizing a table to track progress on individual goals can support clarity during meetings:

Area Current Service Recent Progress Next Steps

Speech Speech therapy weekly Improved articulation Introduce AAC device
Mobility O&M twice per month  Navigates classroom Add hallway training
Assistive Tech Braille notetaker Proficient usage Explore new software

This approach ensures families and educators remain aligned and responsive to each student’s
evolving needs.

Frequently Asked Questions

Parents often have questions about how to ensure their visually impaired children receive
appropriate support in schools. Understanding what to expect from both IEPs and 504 plans
can help families make informed decisions and advocate effectively for their child’s needs.

What should be included in an Individualized Education Program (IEP) for a visually impaired
student?

An |EP for a visually impaired student should specify detailed services and supports to address
specific vision needs. This may include assistive technology, orientation and mobility training,
and access to materials in accessible formats such as braille, large print, or audio.

The IEP should outline measurable goals and identify any necessary classroom modifications.
Involvement of a teacher of the visually impaired (TVI) is crucial for developing a suitable
educational plan.

How can parents best advocate for their visually impaired child in a 504 plan meeting?
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Preparation is key when attending a 504 plan meeting. Bring documentation about your child's
visual impairment, details from recent eye exams, and examples of what has or hasn't worked in
the classroom.

It helps to ask specific questions about available accommodations and to clarify how these will
be provided. Maintaining open communication with teachers and school staff can help ensure
your child’s needs are met.

What are common 504 plan accommodations for students with vision problems?

Typical accommodations in a 504 plan for visually impaired students include preferential
seating and accessible instructional materials. Extended time on tests and assignments, use of
assistive technology such as screen readers or magnifiers, and verbal instructions can also be
helpful.

Other examples include providing large print materials, audiobooks, and tactile learning tools.
Can you provide examples of IEP goals for students with visual impairments?

IEP goals should be tailored to the individual student and focus on specific skills. For example, a
goal might be for the student to use a screen reader to access digital assignments
independently. Another goal could be to navigate the school building safely using a mobility
cane.

Goals may also include increasing proficiency with braille or developing technology skills
needed for classroom participation.

What rights do parents with disabilities have under Section 504 regarding their child's
education?

Parents with disabilities have the right to equal participation in all aspects of their child’s
education under Section 504. Schools must provide accessible communication, such as
interpreters or materials in alternate formats, to ensure parents can participate fully in meetings
and decision-making.

No parent can be excluded or limited because of their disability status.
Is it mandatory for parents to attend 504 plan meetings, and what is their role?

While parent attendance at 504 plan meetings is not mandatory, their involvement is strongly
encouraged and beneficial. Parents provide valuable insights into their child’s needs and
strengths, helping the team create a more effective plan.

Our expertise shows that when parents actively participate, students are more likely to receive
the right supports and accommodations for success.
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Empower Your Classroom with Inclusive Strategies

Are you ready to transform your classroom for students with low vision?

Explore practical training, proven adaptations, and the latest assistive technologies to ensure
every student thrives. Whether you're an educator, school administrator, or support professional,
our tailored Education & Training Services equip you with the tools and confidence to create a
truly inclusive learning environment.

~ Learn more and schedule your customized training today:
nelowvision.com/training-services/education-training-services/

About This Document

This white paper was created by New England Low Vision and Blindness. Portions of the
content were generated using Al technology and reviewed for accuracy. However, the
information is provided “as is” and is not intended as a substitute for professional advice or a
comprehensive product assessment.

About New England Low Vision and Blindness

New England Low Vision and Blindness is a leading provider of assistive technology, training,
and support for people who are blind or visually impaired. We serve individuals, schools, and
organizations across the Northeast with personalized solutions that empower independence
and improve quality of life. To learn more or schedule a no-obligation consultation, visit
NELowVision.com or call 888-211-6933. You can also email us at info@NELowVision.com.
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