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Deaf-blindness versus Multiple Disabilities: 
Frequently Asked Questions 

 

 

If a student has vision and hearing impairments as well as additional 
disabilities, why should they not be identified under the eligibility category of 
Multiple Disabilities?  
Students who are deafblind represent a diverse group with complex and often overlapping needs. More 
than 80% of students who meet the federal definition of deaf-blindness have at least one additional 
disability, and nearly 50% have four or more additional disabilities. 

Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), eligibility categories should reflect the 
primary barriers to a student’s access to and participation in education. For students who are deafblind, 
it is the combined impact of vision and hearing loss that creates unique and significant access needs. 
These needs cannot be effectively addressed by considering each impairment separately or by using the 
broader eligibility category of Multiple Disabilities. 

Even when additional disabilities are present, students who are deafblind require consistent, specialized 
supports related to both vision and hearing. Identifying a student under the eligibility category of Deaf-
blindness helps ensure that instruction, communication, and materials are intentionally designed to be 
accessible within the student’s visual and auditory range. 

Why is it important for a student to be identified under the eligibility category of 
Deaf-blindness, and how might this impact access to services and supports?  
When a student is identified under the eligibility category of Deaf-blindness, it helps guide educational 
teams to design instruction, materials, and communication methods that are accessible within the 
student’s visual and auditory range. Without this identification, these critical sensory access needs may 
be overlooked or insufficiently addressed. 

Primary eligibility can also influence access to postsecondary services and supports. Identifying a 
student as deaf-blind may help connect them to state agencies that provide specialized services for 
individuals with combined vision and hearing loss, such as the Virginia Department of Aging and 
Rehabilitative Services (DARS) Deaf and Hard of Hearing Services, Virginia Department for the Blind and 
Vision Impaired (VDBVI), and Virginia Department for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing (VDDHH). This can 
support a smoother transition to adult services and increase access to appropriate resources. 

Can a student have a primary eligibility category of Deaf-blindness and have a 
secondary or tertiary category of Multiple Disabilities?  
No. Although over 80% of students who meet the definition of deaf-blindness have additional disabilities, 
the primary eligibility should reflect the combined impact of vision and hearing loss. Once Deaf-
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blindness is identified, the team should discuss any other disability categories needed to ensure the 
student receives appropriate accommodations and supports for instruction. 

Why is Deaf-blindness the appropriate category for a student with partial vision 
and hearing loss?  
According to IDEA: “Deaf-blindness means simultaneous hearing and visual impairment, the 
combination of which causes such severe communication and other developmental and educational 
needs that they cannot be accommodated in special education programs solely for children with 
deafness or children with blindness.” A student does not need to be completely deaf and completely 
blind to be identified as having Deaf-blindness. 
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