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Opportunities Unlimited for the Blind




Opportunities Unlimited for the Blind’s mission: building life skills, self-confidence and independence for children and young adults who are blind or have low vision.

Including Campers with Blindness or Low Vision in YOUR Camp!
A few ideas on how to integrate a person with visual disabilities into a camp setting that will allow the camper to feel at ease and cared for while not stressing out your staff!

Things to Keep In Mind
· Camp Counseling is, for the most part, deciding what behavior is allowed and what isn’t and what is dangerous and what isn’t.  With kids with disabilities in your camp, you have to challenge your thoughts about what is acceptable and sometimes what is dangerous.  Not all is as it seems!

· Not all campers with blindness or low vision are the same.  Visual disabilities range from total blindness to just being too blind to drive a car!  Campers who are blind usually have a much harder time with day to day tasks than those who have some vision.  This just makes sense, since the world is built for people who can see.
· In the case of a camper with albinism or other condition that causes severe light sensitivity, caution should be taken. If the camper complains of eye pain or fatigue because of light, take them seriously, and they should always be allowed to wear their sunglasses  - and put on copious amounts of sunscreen!

· Some kids see pretty well in the daytime and can’t see anything at night.  Often no one in the school system has done anything about this because kids don’t go to school at night!  Be aware that these children will need extra help as it gets darker out.

Communicating

· This seems like a no-brainer.  These kids are blind, not deaf!  But 80% of human communication is NON-VERBAL.  Campers with visual impairments are not going to give YOU the visual feedback you are used to getting.  They may not look at you when you are talking to them, or may have odd behaviors that don’t mean what you think they mean.  You will have to think outside the proverbial box to analyze YOUR expectations as you communicate with your camper.
· Most kids don’t care if you say things like “I see what you mean” or “ do you see what I mean?”, but they don’t know what “this” is or where “that” is!

Helping – and not helping!

· Kids bounce!  Blind kids run into stuff.  Don’t rush to rescue them every time unless it is clear they are headed for danger.  They need to run into objects to help them navigate.  The hardest place to get around in is a wide open space like a ball field or parking lot.  No landmarks.
· Always ask the camper what help they need – or even if they need help.  Don’t just assume they can’t do something because they can’t see it. In fact, assume the opposite!
· Blind people have different ways of getting things done.  Think before you “step in” to help.  Sometimes your help isn’t what is needed!
· Be patient – but also be aware that some kids just take “FOREVER” to get stuff done, like brushing their teeth.  EVERYTHING is slower for blind kids.  They often need to be reminded that they need to keep moving so that others are not waiting for them for long periods of time.

· A lot of kids have what we call “learned helplessness”.  Too many adults in their lives have assumed they ‘can’t’.  Try to make camp a place that adds to the camper’s “I can” list without stressing them out too much!

· Some of our campers who are blind or have low vision may also have other disabilities like cerebral palsy or autism.  Common sense is really important with kids with other challenges.  You won’t be able to push kids with multiple disabilities to be as independent as someone without additional disabilities, but ALL should be able to do something new for themselves before camp is over.  Find something they can be successful at!
· Younger children typically will need more help than older ones, and a camper with some vision may want to use that vision as much as possible.  Sometimes campers need to be reminded to use their other senses, like hearing and smell.
Travel

· Orientation and Mobility is the term used for learning to get around as a blind person or low vision person, with or without a white cane, or O&M for short.  Most kids will have an O&M teacher and a Vision Teacher (VI Teacher, who will teach them how to read Braille, for instance) in school.

· Campers who are blind or have low vision should use their cane and travel independently whenever possible.  Holding on to another person allows the blind person to “turn off” their brain when walking from place to place and won’t help them become more independent.  They should be allowed to follow a group, and others in the group should be aware of the cane so they don’t trip.  This is critically important to a camper’s sense of accomplishment and well-being.
· Campers who are blind or have low vision should use their canes whenever possible. If they are causing trouble or being dangerous by using their canes improperly, they should be warned as to why their behavior is dangerous and could trip or hurt someone. 
· Good cane technique is either tapping or sweeping the ground, roughly shoulder-width apart. Younger campers, particularly, will sometimes exceed this limit.

· Canes are imperfect.  For instance, even someone sweeping correctly may not find a pole or separator between double doors until it’s way too late.

· Not all people with low vision use white canes.  Some have pretty good “walking around” vision, but they may not recognize people’s faces or read facial expressions.

· Campers who are blind or have low vision have learned to hear things that sighted people don’t, such as walls, even trees.  Your camper didn’t suddenly get their sight back when they found that doorway!  They just used their ears and maybe other senses better than you use them!

· Sighted guide: Sighted guide is a technique that should be used sparingly, but almost always in situations of potential danger where speed is important.  Fire and tornado drills – or the real thing – are times when using sighted guide is important.  The guide should keep their elbow bent at roughly a forty-five degree angle so as to provide a better surface to hold on to. The camper should be to the side and just slightly behind the guide. If going through a crowded or narrow area, the guide should bring their arm behind their back. This will let the camper know they should go behind the guide until out of the area in question.

· If using sighted guide to get from place to place, a camper who is blind or has low vision should be paired with as many people in the group as possible. This helps with socialization and breaking down barriers.

· If a camper is in a group and is trying to follow someone, they should be able to use footsteps and other sound cues to let them know where the group is. 
Sleeping and the Dining Hall

· Consistency helps when assigning sleeping areas or in the dining hall; campers will be able to find their place better if sitting at the same table for each meal —though not always with the same people, and if their bed is located in one specific area

· Tents or cabins should be easily identifiable by either a landmark or some sort of visual identifier, such as a contrasting piece of cloth for those who can see a little bit
· Assigning a specific task to a camper who is blind or visually impaired during cabin cleaning helps them feel as though they are contributing, and assists in building skills. Often, children who are blind or have low vision feel isolated at school or even among their families because it is assumed a blind person can’t clean or organize things.  This is not true, but it might take more directions and perhaps a different sense of “correct”.  
Eating/Food
· Eating skills are sometimes difficult, and many of our campers have been allowed to eat with their hands.  They can’t imitate others and learning to use silverware is something EVERYONE in the room has learned by watching.

· Using hands to eat everything is unacceptable, but it also can’t be fixed in a week.  Encourage campers to use their silverware whenever it seems reasonable, and let them know when it’s OK to use their hands, for fried chicken on the bone, for instance.

· Some kids will want help, especially with cutting their food.  Some parents just start when they are little and never quit.  Encourage the camper to try to cut their own food.  

· If dealing with things like bone-in chicken breast, it may be advisable to offer verbal assistance in cutting it up, unless the camper is not at a level where they can successfully do that without injury or significant mess
· Food will fall off the edge of their plate.  Let them know by telling them something is at 7 o’clock or 12 o’clock or whatever fits, if the child is old enough to understand clock numbers.
· What to do if the camper asks for help?  Ask yourself if you would do something like this for a sighted child at the same age or skill level as this camper. That includes allowing a camper to decide what foods should go on their plate, within reason.  You still need to encourage healthy eating!
· Some kids will do better using the European method of eating with their fork always in their left hand “upside down” and butter knife in the right hand as a pusher.  If you are well versed in this method, your camper might be willing to learn from you!
· Buffets are, generally speaking, not accessible. If the camper merely has to slide their tray along and the food is plated for them, that works. But if the camper has to get their own food, they will need a helper. This is not the preferred solution, but there isn’t a good way to handle a buffet without getting food mixed up and compromising food safety.
· In the case of food being brought to the table family-style, a blind or low vision camper should be passed a dish and told what is in it. If someone asks for a dish to be passed and a camper who is blind or has low-vision is the closest, they should pass the dish whenever possible.  They may need help taking an appropriate amount of food.  Give simple verbal directions, and avoid having more than one person give those directions.  It just confuses everything!
· Just because a camper who is blind or has low-vision doesn’t like something doesn’t mean they shouldn’t eat it, but camp might not be the right place to make this happen.  
Waterfront

· Water is the universal equalizer.  However, few children who are blind or low vision have good swimming skills.  Swimming is easily learned by watching others or imitating a teacher – not so easy to get all those body parts going simultaneously!  If you have time to teach a camper with visual disabilities to swim, you will have to think outside the box and do a lot of dry land exercises to get the motion right.  However, give them a lifejacket and a happy day is ahead! 
· Campers with visual impairments typically do better in the front of a canoe—paddling should be shown on land, hand-over-hand.  The person in the stern should be experienced at steering as the visually impaired camper in the bow may not be able to tell them there are rocks or trees in the way.  
· Kayaks, at least for the paddling motion, should be handled like canoes—the camper should be shown hand-over-hand how to paddle.  Kids with low vision may be just fine in either a canoe or a kayak single.  Kids who are totally blind are going to need a wide berth in a small lake with no one to run into, and someone with good direction giving skills nearby, or a double kayak with a sighted friend.  If they want to go alone and you have the right location, go for it!  It’s so freeing to be allowed to do something on your own!
Arts And Crafts

· Arts and crafts are best when using three-dimensional objects, such as shells, beads, feathers, wood and clay.

· It is probably best if a staff member works one-on-one with a camper who is blind or has low vision; this is what is often done in public school art classrooms to a greater or lesser degree.
· Try not to be judgmental.  Often kids with low vision or blindness will ask if something they have made “looks good”.  Who cares?  It should FEEL good to them – they made it!  Looks are not important here.

Campfires

· Roasting marshmallows or hotdogs requires sighted assistance to get started —the best option is to do it hand-over-hand with the camper

· Ketchup and other condiments should be dispensed by the camper, preferably at a table
· Campers should be able to tell where the fire is by heat and/or light, but they should be watched, just like a sighted camper, just to make sure they don’t accidentally walk or stumble into the fire
· Some campers who are low vision or blind are terrified of fire and heat. Respect that fear and help them understand how to use fire effectively without getting too close or making the child very upset.
Theater/Music Camps 

· Campers attending camps for theater or music may need a few extra accommodations.

· Few blind or low-vision persons use Braille music, but having the words for songs ahead of time can be helpful. If a Braille reader is attending a music camp where there will be vocal music, texts can be sent to the parent/guardian ahead of time. The same can be done for plays, and many of the more popular plays are available online.

· Often, campers will be able to learn music by ear, though this does have its draw-backs, particularly if the music is complicated and in the condensed time of a normal camp session. While extra practice sessions may seem practical, they would take away from the enjoyment of other camp activities.  Some of our kids are extremely good at memorization, however, so give them a chance!
Kids are Kids

· Remember - kids are kids, and kids with disabilities need the opportunity to be as “normal” as possible.  Give all your campers chances to help their peers, to learn to be givers, and to get a little crazy and goofy!

· Kids with disabilities are “watched” all the time by adults.  Try to let them form their own relationships – encourage all campers to think about how communicating is different when you can’t see. Encourage campers with visual impairments to understand campers with other disabilities.
· The most important thing about camp is that kids have fun!  If kids learn nothing other than that camp is fun, and that they can learn to do new things, then YOU have been successful!
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