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Background

Vision Australia is a leading national provider of blindness and 

low vision services in Australia

We work in partnership with Australians who are blind or have 

low vision to help them live the life they choose

We are a national organisation providing a range of services 

including:

• access technology specialists

• case managers

• children’s services specialists

• occupational therapists

• orthoptists

• orientation and mobility specialists  



Setting Up for Success?

• Orientation and Mobility Specialists 

conduct environmental assessments

• Learning through play is integral to 

development including spatial and sensory 

awareness

• Environmental assessments result in 

recommendations for playground 

modifications

• We have identified a number of questions 

that relate to our current practice and our 

assumptions about the nature of risks and 

hazards in the environment





Our questions:

• Are our traditional methods 

of assessing the 

environment and 

recommending modifications 

helpful in a bush setting?

• Do our current environmental 

assessment processes affect 

relationships between us, the 

children, parents and staff in 

educational/childcare 

settings thus creating a new 

layer of concern?



Our questions (cont):

• What are we attempting to achieve? 

• Are we over identifying (emphasizing) 
hazards, risks to families, children and the 
settings, thus creating a new layer of 
concern?

• Should the environment be structured or 
modified to decrease barriers for children 
with low vision to enhance their safe 
mobility and participation in educational 
and recreational programs?

• What is the risk?



The importance of play

• Playgrounds are an integral part of a child’s 

learning

• Quality play involves gross and fine motor 

skills, sensory understandings, emotional, 

intellectual and social development

• “An active learning environment is one in 

which children are encouraged to explore 

and interact with the environment to make 

meaning and knowledge through 

experiences, social interactions and 

negotiations with others” 
(Victorian Early Years Learning Framework, p.45)

• Do our recommendations inhibit a child’s 

ability to manage their own safety and inhibit 

free play?

• What does the space look like from a child’s 

perspective? 



Community play spaces in 
Australia



Community play spaces in 
Australia

Are we setting kids up for “the real 

world”? 

Are our children safe to play in these 

spaces?

Who bears the responsibility to remove 

these hazards? 

Are they really hazards?



Naturalistic / Bush settings



Naturalistic / Bush settings cont.

• How can we best include the child with low vision (and/or 

additional disabilities) in these settings?

• What do environmental modifications look like?



Managing risk

“A risk is something that is possible to negotiate and may be 

appropriate for particular situations and children.

A hazard is something that is inherently dangerous and 

needs to be remedied, such as climbing structures with 

sharp edges or loose boards that could seriously injure a 

child.”

Deb Curtis (What’s the risk of no risk) March 2010 Exchange Magazine

• What happens when we don’t highlight something and an accident 

occurs? 

• What are the ramifications for our organizations and our profession? 

• And how does this affect relationships with families?



Environmental Assessment

Our current practice:

▪ Request made by stakeholder

▪ Onsite visit usually with child and parent present.

▪ Photos of environment taken.

▪ Report written and sent to stakeholders.

▪ Generic as well as specific recommendations provided

▪ Follow up as required.



Stakeholders

Parent Educational 

Setting

O&Ms

Are we adding to parent 

concerns about their 

child’s participation, 

mobility and safety?

Are we adding to 

the student’s 

concerns about 

participation?

Do our reports and 

suggested modifications 

affect the reaction to the 

student by the 

educational setting?

Student

Do our students 

consider the 

interventions helpful?



Survey results
We conducted a survey about our current environmental assessment process

24 responses were received 

o 80 percent of respondents found the environmental assessment process 

extremely useful

o 66 percent of respondents reported that having the assessment decreased their 

concerns about their child’s participation, safety and mobility in the playground

o 100 percent of respondents agreed that the changes improved their child’s 

safety

o 79 percent of respondents would recommend an environmental assessment to 

a friend or colleague

o 100 percent of respondents found the process useful and supportive

o 80 percent of respondents felt the modifications benefited all children not just 

the student with vision impairment

o 100 percent of respondents found the reports and particularly the photos helpful

o 62 percent of respondents felt the modifications helped immensely and 

enhanced mobility



Survey results cont.

“The use of environmental assessments to support the full 

and safe inclusion of a child with low vision or blindness has 

been an important part of our service to families and the 

education centres they choose for their child. 

Orientation and Mobility Specialist staff have always been 

thoughtful regarding the extent to which highlighting or 

modification is needed, keeping the family's and educational 

centre's needs in mind.”

Survey respondent 2017



Implications for O&M practice

“I think there needs to be a balance in equipping our children to participate and be 
safe in the 'real' world, along with the need for them to feel safe and confident in 
their primary learning environments, so that they can access these spaces in the same 
way as their peers. If they do not feel safe and confident, and are reluctant to move, 
their opportunities for learning may be reduced.”

Survey respondent 2017



Conclusion

• Environmental modifications are 

important to a student with low vision 

being successful in the play 

environment.

• Our modification suggestions need 

to be flexible to meet the need of the 

variable environments and play 

spaces.

• Engaging all stakeholders is key to 

success.

• Finding creative solutions to the 

challenges and dilemmas can 

ensure the successful participation 

of students with vision impairments.

• Follow up from our reports is 

essential to ensure the best outcome 

for students.



Next Steps

• Further consultation

• Conduct more surveys

• Play programmes for children

• Align ourselves with 

playground designers

• Use of Go Pro

• Advocacy and inclusion




