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Several systematic literature reviews and meta-analyses have been published in the field of visual impairment and blindness in recent years. Topics range from literacy for individuals with visual impairments to orientation and mobility skills for students with multisensory impairments (Ferrell, Mason, Young, & Cooney, 2006; Parker, 2009). These articles are illuminating in that they provide a systematic overview of the research in a particular domain or topic area. The purpose of this article is similar, albeit with a far broader scope. Rather than focusing on a particular topic or line of research, this article provides an overview of published research in journals devoted to the education and development of individuals with visual impairments over the past three years. 

Criteria for Inclusion

Prior to the outset of the review, a number of inclusionary criteria were established for both the journals surveyed and the articles that were examined.  Journals must have published at least one issue since January 2008. Submissions to the journal must be subject to a peer-review process, with author and reviewer identities kept confidential throughout this process. Journals were accessed online and all were published in English. All journals included in the review (n=5) draw from research in the social sciences and are particularly committed to understanding and supporting the development of individuals with visual impairments (see Table 1 for a list of journals included in this review). Excluded from this review were ophthalmological journals and publications in the vision sciences.

Table 1: List of publications included in the current review

	Name of Publication
	Frequency of Publication
	Number of Issues (Jan 2008 – July 2011)

	British Journal of Visual Impairment
	3 times/year
	11

	Insight: Research and Practice in Visual Impairment and Blindness
	Quarterly
	12

	Journal of Blindness Innovation and Research
	Online
	2

	Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness
	Monthly
	42

	RE:View
	Quarterly
	1*


* Publication ceased in January 2008.

Consistent with the criteria established for journals, specific criteria were applied to each article. Articles must have been published in the last 43 months (January 2008 to July 2011). The scope of the review was selected so that the most current trends in the research literature could be identified. This time span was determined jointly by the authors, both of whom are avid consumers of research literature in the field of visual impairment. In order to ascertain a more accurate portrayal of research trends, empirically based research articles were reviewed. Thus, articles detailing original research, systematic reviews of the literature, and meta-analyses were included in the review. Articles featuring suggestions for practice or position/thought papers were also included. Excluded from the current review were book reviews, letters to the editor(s), and editors' commentaries.

Method

Articles were reviewed from a total of 68 journal issues. Descriptive data on each of these articles were gathered and organized under several thematic headings to facilitate aggregation and comparisons within the dataset. Descriptive data on article content were gathered under the following thematic headings. When several headings were applicable to one article, that article was tallied under each relevant heading.

Age of Participants

The age of the participants in each research article was noted by assigning the article to one or more of three categories: early childhood (birth to 5 years), school age (6-20 years), and adulthood (21+ years). If the article did not report on original research, but did explicitly focus on one or more of these age groups, this too was noted. If the research did not directly collect data on the functioning of individuals with visual impairments, age information was not noted for that study. For example, if a study collected data on the competencies of teachers of students with visual impairments, age data would not be recorded using one of the three aforementioned categories.

Research Environment

The context for the research was tallied under one or more of the following six categories: home, school, community, work, clinic, and “not applicable” (N/A). To be counted in one of these categories, original research must have been based in that environment. In the case of practice reports and theory papers, the focal environment was noted (e.g., a report of new practice at a low vision rehabilitation clinic). If an article did not explicitly apply to at least one environment, it was tallied as “not applicable” (e.g., a survey of global self-worth of adolescents with visual impairments).   

Curriculum Areas

Specific categories were assigned to classify the instructional foci of the articles under review. Instruction in both the core and expanded core curricula were considered. The core curriculum refers to those areas of instruction that are foundational to the education of all students (i.e., mathematics, language arts, science, etc.). The expanded core curriculum refers to nine disability-specific content areas that would typically be acquired incidentally by sighted students (Hatlen, 1996; Wolffe, Sacks, Corn, Erin, Huebner, & Lewis, 2002). 
Students with visual impairments are believed to require consistent, direct instruction in each of these areas from qualified professionals (e.g., independent living skills, self-determination, orientation and mobility, etc.) (Hatlen, 2009). Based on the authors' collective knowledge of the research literature, certain curricular areas were removed from their aggregate categories and tallied separately (i.e., literacy, orientation and mobility, and assistive technology). 

Methods of Data Collection

Eleven methods of data collection and types of non-empirical publications (e.g., practice report) were identified (see Table 2 for a complete list). It is worth noting that the authors of articles in the “authentic assessment” category used some method or protocol developed to serve the purposes of data collection. Thus, these data collection methods were essentially authentic to the research context (e.g., a list of spelling words in a study of the spelling accuracy of braille-reading students). This category was distinguished from the “formal assessment tool” category in that articles in this category employed some formal, commercially available tool that was originally created and published outside the context of the study in question. 

Table 2: Number of articles per method of data collection in the tallied articles.

	Method of Data Collection
	Number of Articles

	Questionnaire/ Survey
	94

	Authentic Assessment
	70

	Formal Assessment Tool
	57

	Practice Report
	65

	Position/Thought Paper
	48

	Interviews
	37

	Literature Review
	31

	Observation
	31

	Case Study
	30

	Focus Group
	6

	Diary/Journal
	5


Additional Categories

Four other categories were added to the review when it became clear that articles with adult participants could not be validly tallied under the “Curriculum” headings discussed above. Thus, “vocational rehabilitation,” “psychosocial development,” “cognition,” and “multiple disabilities” were added to the review matrix. “Vocational rehabilitation” refers to articles that examined strategies and tools that allow individuals with visual impairments to cope with the demands of the workplace (Ponchilla & Ponchilla, 1996). “Psychosocial development” refers to articles examining the psychological and social impacts of visual impairment (e.g., a quality of life survey). “Cognition” refers to research that examined one or more cognitive processes (e.g., mental rotation) and documented any differences between a sample of participants with visual impairments and sighted controls. Finally, “multiple disabilities” refers to any article that was purposefully devoted to understanding and supporting the development of individuals with visual and multiple impairments. 

Results

A total of 394 articles were reviewed and descriptive information was tallied. Articles reported on data gathered on seven continents, by researchers working in 29 different countries. The figures in this section outline the tallies for each of the categories detailed in the Methods section. 

Age of Participants

Table 3 illustrates the age of participants in the tallied articles. Research with samples of adults with visual impairments was most prevalent, followed closely by research with samples of school-aged children and adolescents, and then early childhood research. 

Table 3: Number of articles per age category of tallied articles.

	Age Range
	Number of Articles

	Early Childhood (0-5 years)
	40

	School Age (6-21 years)
	167

	Adulthood (21+ years)
	172


Of the 40 articles devoted to early childhood, 24 also included school-aged populations. Thirty-two articles included both school-aged and adult populations. Four articles included participants across all age categories.

Research Environment

Table 4 illustrates the environments in which the articles in the current review were situated. 

Table 4: Number of articles per research environment of tallied articles

	Environment
	Number of Articles

	School
	155

	Community
	71

	Home
	53

	Clinic
	51

	Work
	20

	N/A
	89

	Home and Community
	21

	Community and School
	14

	Home and School
	14

	Community and Work
	8

	School and Work
	8

	Home and Work
	4


Fourteen articles gathered data in, or were relevant to, both home and school environments. Fourteen articles were also relevant to both community and school environments. However, the most common combination in the current data set was articles situated in both home and community environments (n=21).

Curriculum Area

Table 5 contains data on the curricular areas of focus of the articles within the current sample.

Table 5: Number of articles per curricular area in tallied articles

	Curriculum Area
	Number of Articles

	Literacy
	89

	Other expanded core curriculum
	85

	Orientation and Mobility
	71

	Assistive Technology
	48

	Other core curriculum
	33

	N/A
	102


Within the curriculum areas under review, two combinations occurred most frequently. Assistive technology articles incorporating literacy or orientation and mobility components were tallied more often than any other combinations of curricular areas (n=16).  

Additional Categories

Table 6 contains data on additional categories within the current sample of tallied journal articles.

Table 6: Number of articles per additional category in tallied articles.

	Additional Category
	Number of Articles

	Multiple Disabilities
	64

	Psychosocial Development
	41

	Vocational Rehabilitation
	22

	Cognition
	25


Within the vocational rehabilitation category, 19 articles examined samples of adult participants while the remainder was devoted to school-aged samples. Thirty articles on psychosocial development included adult samples, 11 with school-aged samples, and one in early childhood. Sixteen articles on cognitive processes referred to adult samples, 13 to school-aged samples, and 4 to early childhood samples. Finally, 21 articles devoted to individuals with visual and multiple disabilities used adult samples, 36 used school-aged samples, and 18 used early childhood samples. In many articles, samples included more than one age category.

The intent of this review is to provide the reader with an overview of published, peer-reviewed research in the field of visual impairment and blindness, and a number of interesting trends appeared in the data. For example, the number of articles devoted to the study of individuals with visual and multiple disabilities increased over the 43-month period under review. In 2008, 9 articles devoted to individuals with visual and multiple disabilities were published. That number climbed to 19 in 2009, and to 25 in 2010.  As of July 2011, 11 articles advancing research and practice in the area of visual and multiple disabilities have been published. This is a promising trend, given the increasing number of individuals with visual and multiple disabilities served by professionals today. 

Methods of Data Collection

Table 2 displayed data on the various methods of data collection employed by researchers in the tallied articles. Questionnaires or surveys were the most prevalent method of data collection in the current review (n=94).  However, a number of authors employed more performance-based methods of assessment. For example, formal assessment tools (n=57) and/or authentic assessment practices (n=70) appear often in the sample.

Limitations and Caveats

While this review provides the reader with a succinct “snapshot” of the nature of research in the field of visual impairment and blindness, a number of limitations and caveats should be made explicit. First, the review process for this article was not subject to reliability testing (e.g., inter-rater reliability assessment). Therefore, there is no indication that the categories used in this review would be consistently applied to the tallied articles across independent raters. Second, while this review is comprehensive of the journals listed in Table 1 over the past 43 months (January 2008 – July 2011), it is not a systematic review. Analysis of individual articles was cursory, and so the findings of this review should only serve as a broad indication of the peer-reviewed research published in English in the field of visual impairment and blindness in recent years.

Conclusions

Despite these limitations, the current review provides some insight into research activities 

over the past three years. For example, while there is a clear reliance on survey/questionnaire methods of data collection, there are nearly as many studies employing some form of direct assessment of participants. Thus, it is clear that research in this field relies on a variety of tools and methods of gathering empirical data. It is also important to highlight the number of practice reports and position/thought papers published since 2008. While there is a great deal of empirical research, there are also many authors contributing new theory and practice to the field. Taken together, this review provides an indication of the great variety and depth of current research in the field of visual impairment and blindness, from all corners of the world.
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