
JASH 
1995, Vol. 20, No. 2, 121-135 

copyright 1995 by 
The Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps 

Use and Impact of COACH ith Students 
Who Are Deaf-Blind 

Michael F. Giangreco, Susan W. Edelman, Ruth E. Dennis, and Chigee J. Cloninger 
University of Vermont 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the use 
and impact of COACH (Choosing Options and Ac
commodations for Children: A Guide to Planning In
clusive Education) with 30 students with deaf
blindness who attended w3dcn8eA 
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As a tool designed to operationalize a series of ex
emplary practices, studying how people in the field 



Part of COACH 
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their top overall priorities for their children (Part 1.5); 
(c) valued life outcomes that corresponded to the pri
ority 
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ual or with minor adaptations congruent with its un
derlying assumptions (e.g., scoring variations; individ
ualization of question-asking language), the reaction to 
its use was predominantly positive. As two special ed
ucators said speors 



COACH 127 

accountable for every essential element that every reg
ular grade child is accountable for as a student" (spe
cial educator). One physical therapist summarized her 
perspectives about COACH use by saying: 

I firmly believe in the process and just thought it 
was extremely challenging and exciting and it 
made a much better educational program for the 
child. It was just a very 
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tential reason for limited selection of these two valued 
life outcomes, particularly in Part 1.5, may be due to 
the relatively smaller number of learning outcomes 
listed in COACH that address home living, health, or 
safety concerns. Although these valued life outcomes 
were not strongly represented in the selections of fam
ilies in this study, they remain important components 
of the valued life outcomes set, allowing for individu
alization based on the unique circumstances presented 
by families. 

Situationally selected valued life outcomes are con
trasted here with more frequently selected valued life 
outcomes. The remaining three, (a) having access to a 
variety of places and engaging in meaningful activi
ties, (b) having a network of personally meaningful 
relationships, and (c) having a level of choice and con
trol that matches one's age, were selected frequently 
and in various combinations by families when 1Citing 
the rationale for the selection of the priority learning 
outcomes. The reality that learning outcomes often ad
dress more than one valued life outcome is important 
as we consider how, where, and with whom we edu
cate students with disabilities. As one mother men
tioned, it was using COACH that assisted her in real
izing that what she sought for her child could not be 
realized in a special education classroom where both 
the activities and setting were designed artificially to 
accommodate an unnaturally homogeneous congrega
tion of students with severe disabilities. As more op
portunities are created for students with disabilities to 
be included in typical environments, it has become 
increasingly apparent that location of instruction, the 
activities of teaching and learning, and the people with 
whom students learn (students and staff), all interact 
to form the ultimate meaning and the value of the ex
perience. 

Families showed a~rong preference for selecting a 
variety of communication learning outcomes as the top 
priorities for their children (Table 3). As depicted in 
Table 4, the top three specific learning outcomes se
lected as priorities for their children and five of the top 
seven were in the communication area. Learning out
comes in the curriculum categories labeled socializa
tion, personal management, school, and recreation/ 
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their ideas and advocate for their priorities while si
multaneously providing a forum in which a primary 
role of the professional was to listen and seek to un
derstand the perspectives of families. As one special 
educator said, "I think COACH really gave an oppor
tunity for her parents to have an articulate way to 
contribute to her educational life, and for us as a team 
to hear from them." 

For some families, using COACH was reportedly 
the first time they had actually been asked for their 
input rather than being presented with professional 
recommendations for their approval or disapproval. 
As one special educator observed, "They (the parents) 
were very surprised to be involved in the process; they 
thought it was wonderful. I think they felt they were 
valued as part of the team." Parents indicated that 
COACH gave them an acceptable way to say "No" to 
professionals that did not require the parents to ex
plain or rationalize their decisions. 

In situations in 



COACH 133 

I was impressed with how well this mother knows 
her child. I was very impressed with her present 
goals and expectations for the future and I didn't 
necessarily have that understanding of the mom 
up until going through COACH with her the first 
time. I felt her goals and expectaions were very 
realistic. It exposed a side of the mom to me that 
I hadn't seen at that level before and I was very 
pleased and I felt very comfortable with that. 
(special educator) 

Shifts in control of educational decision-making. In sev
eral cases, use of COACH reportedly challenged tra
ditional types and levels of professional control re
garding educational decision-making. Study partici
pants indicated that the use of COACH shifted more 
control to parents, particularly within the Family Pri
oritization Interview. As one parent'ack'nowledged, 
"We feel like we have more control." Some profes
sionals reported that the prospect of losing some of 
their control was "scary" and "uncomfortable." As 
one special educator said, "I felt like I couldn't sur
render the agenda that we (professionals) had .... " 
Some of these same professionals indicated that 
COACH helped legitimize this shift of control. 
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at least two other family-identified valued life out
comes were addressed in addition to health: (a) having 
access to a variety of places and engaging in meaning
ful activities and (b) having a social network of per
sonally meaningful relationships. The ways in which 
the team chose to address improvements in Tim's 
health, in this case at a community setting with other 
people, created additional opportunities to pursue ad
ditional valued life outcomes. 

New opportunities frequently prompted both pro
fessionals and parents to change, expand, and raise 
their expectations regarding the ways in which the stu
dents could participate in school, at home, and in the 
community. The mother of a high school student with 
deaf-blindness came to consider supported employ
ment as a realistic and attainable outcome for her 
daughter, something she previously said she would not 
have even considered. This mother's optimism was 
rooted not in speculation but in the reality of her 
daughter's high school experiences. As her mother 
said, "She's a teenager; she's got money; she's getting 
minimum wage." 

Study participants reported that COACH facilitated 
planning that contributed to a variety of affective and 
social changes for the students in this study. Seem
ingly small changes in student behavior reportedly 
were viewed as highly significant by team members. 
For example, as one special educator shared, Mary is 
now 

... acknowledging the presence of people and 
saying "Hello" in her way; it's with eye gaze. It's 
turning the head in the right direction. Turning 
toward the speaker, the voice; and usually with a 
movement of the eyes and either an exaggerated 
mouth movement, she does it almost like a yawn. 
It looks like a yawn but it's not, and a smile. 

A mother contrasted her son's previous educational 
program in a self-contained classroom for all children 
with severe disabilities and his educational progf,ain 
based on COACH planning in a general class this way: 

He is so different now. He is more social. Oh my 
God he loves the kids so; It's unbelievable! He 
really is so happy now, you know. And I used to 
say to them (school staff), I think we will put a 
goal on his IEP that he will only eat one button off 
his shirt a day, and that is what he did; he would 
just sit there and chew his shirt. It's just, there 
was no stimulation, there were no friends, and 
when a kid now (in regular class) says to him like, 
"Joe, stop chewing your shirt!", he stops. 

Use of COACH was reported to prompt more use of 
natural supports. As one special educator explained, 

... we started to see things like kids wheeling her 
down the hall without an adult beside her or find-

ing ways for related service people to learn how to 
get her goals in or her motor issues in the context 
of what other children were doing . . . So I saw 
those kinds of chain reactions occur as a result of 
COACH. 

Study participants reported that when teachers cre
ated climates conducive to interaction among stu
dents, " ... they (peers) know when he needs some
body with him so the kids automatically go to be with 
him." A mother explained, 

If she needs something, if she needs help opening 
the paint, I mean she'll tap one of the other kids 
and hand them the jar like, "you know, l can't get 
this cover off," And they have gotten so they've 
been as excited as I have. "Hey, it's like Holly 
wants me to open it! Holly asked me to do it! She 
asked me to do it! She's communicating!" 

Condusiim. 

This study explored the experiences of professionals 
and families who used COACH as part of 
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