
Including Children With Blindness Or Visual Impairments In Summer Camp Activities

When faced with fully including a child who is blind or visually impaired in your summer camp, it is important to remember that not all techniques will work for all children, not all sections of this pamphlet will be necessary for all campers affected, and some activities will be more adaptable than others. If at all possible, it is important to ask the child whether he or she finds the adaptations put in place workable or not, taking into account the child’s ability to verbalize and their level of skill.


First of all, it is important to know how much help a specific child might need. A younger child will, typically, need more help than an older one, although this is not always the case. Also, particularly if the child has some vision, they may either refuse help, or want to use their vision as much as possible. This can be frustrating, but should not necessarily stop help being offered.

Before we go too much further, it might be prudent to define the population we are talking about. A child who is blind will often have no or minimal vision, and most likely uses a cane. A child with partial vision may or may not use a cane, depending on the severity of the visual impairment, their comfortableness with their vision and their cane, etc.


While this pamphlet cannot cover everything that can come up in a summer camp environment, it seeks to address some of the more common concerns, and attempt to alleviate fear and concerns directors and staff may have about including a child who is blind or visually impaired in a summer camp environment. This document is growing, and if your concerns are not addressed here, you can call Gwen Botting, Executive Director of Opportunities Unlimited For the Blind, at (616)-755-2221. Alternatively, you can E-mail her at gwen@oubmichigan.org. She runs a summer camp designed for blind and visually impaired children, and can often come up with creative solutions to the problem of adapting summer camps.

Travel Around The Camp


Depending on the camp, this can be one of the easiest or one of the most difficult things to adapt. Given that a good majority of camp activities are undertaken as a group, it is relatively easy for a child who is blind or visually impaired to keep up with a group. That said, if the group is moving through rough terrain—say on a nature walk or over uneven pavement—a child may feel more comfortable taking someone’s elbow. This is usually accomplished by having the child hold the elbow of either a staff member or a fellow camper and walking either beside them or slightly behind them. The guide should keep their arm bent so as to provide a better area for gripping, and if going through a crowded or narrow area, the guide should bring their arm behind their back so that the camper can go directly behind them.

This kind of travel should not be used unless the child has asked permission, although sometimes—such as in an emergency situation—it is necessary. A child without good cane skills or adequate vision—particularly a younger child—may constantly either ask, or expect, to be guided around. While staff may want to help, and it may be best at times to offer an elbow, (typically by asking “Would you like an elbow”), independence should be nurtured when possible. Also, it is usually best to have the camper rotate guides among his or her fellow campers. This helps to break down barriers between campers, and helps with the acquisition of social skills.

If a child is clearly struggling to keep up with the group, it is appropriate to offer an arm or elbow so that they can catch up. The same is true if the camper is having a difficult time negotiating wherever the group may be going, or in a particularly crowded area—for example, a Baseball stadium. (The author of this pamphlet, who is totally blind, still asks for an elbow at Baseball games, even at almost twenty-three).
Eating And Negotiating The Dining Hall


Eating skills are one of the most difficult things to learn when you have a vision problem. Simple tasks, such as passing a platter of pancakes, can be very difficult. However, there are a number of ways to fully include a child with a visual impairment in meals.

Most summer camps this author attended usually had one group or cabin responsible for setting up a meal—putting out silverware, making sure the tables are washed, etc. Often, a camper who is blind or visually impaired can be left out of this. Finding tasks for them to do can be tricky. However, if you designate them to set out specific items all the time, and to make sure that there are enough of those items, it can both bring consistency and inclusion to the activity. Many blind and visually impaired children—particularly those in upper elementary or middle school—are very good at counting things and making sure there are enough. In a situation where you have, say, five tables with eight place settings a piece, you could ask that the child makes sure there are eight plates at each table. Just hand them a stack of plates—although not too many at a time—make sure they know where the tables are, and they ought to be able to do the rest.


This brings up another point: finding tables, objects, bunkbeds, etc. Someone with normal vision can be told “over here”, look, and see what is being talked about. A child with a visual impairment cannot necessarily do that. Finding things can be difficult, but consistency can help. For example, when first assigning bunkbeds at the start of camp—or other sleeping arrangements as appropriate—it is important to make sure the child knows where their bed is. For example, in a cabin with two rows of four bunkbeds each, a child with a visual impairment could be placed in the bunk closest to the door, either on the left or right side. Not only does this help in case there is an emergency, but they should be able to figure out where their bed is when entering the sleeping area.

While the same cannot be necessarily e said of the dining hall, consistency can help. If the tables are broken down by cabin/group, having a camper with a visual impairment sit at the same table for every meal can be helpful. It is much easier to say “The table you need is forward and the second one on your right”, rather than constantly calling out “Over here”. Even if where people sit constantly changes, having consistency can help. Making sure that whatever table the camper is sitting at doesn’t always contain the same people can also help with social skills and integration.


As to getting food and eating it, there are a few options available. Depending on the child’s level of skill, they can either get their own food or be told what is available and request an item. For buffet-style meals, I would recommend the second option. While this is less independent, buffets are notoriously not very accessible, and serving trays are often difficult to manage. (This also eliminates some food safety concern, given that children with visual impairments tend to touch their food more than children with normal vision). In the case of family-style eating, it really depends on the food and how comfortable someone is with that food. Soups, for example, can be very difficult to serve, but if its sandwiches or carrot sticks, the camper should be able to serve themselves, as long as they know what is being offered, and where it is located on the plate or tray.


As to eating itself, that is a subject which could be talked about for quite a long time. For now, I will say that it really depends on the food and the camper’s demonstrated skills. For example, if dealing with bone-in chicken, it is acceptable to help cut the bone out if asked to do so. What is not acceptable however, is for staff to cut up the food for the camper. In most cases, staff should use their best judgement and ask if they would do a certain thing for a fully sighted child the same age. (It should be noted that blind and visually impaired children can demonstrate maturity or immaturity on-par with their peers and/or ahead or behind, depending on the specific child). If a staff member is unsure, they can always ask, although this can sometimes lead to staff doing things for campers when they really shouldn’t.
Waterfront


One of the best things about summer camp is the waterfront, at least for most campers. If your camp has a lake, pool or river nearby, its likely that you will have swimming and/or boating in your schedule. Swimming is, surprisingly, one of the more adaptable activities for a blind or visually impaired child. Some are happier about swimming than others—unfortunately, I spent a good chunk of my swim time reading, although there were days that you couldn’t pry me out of the water as well.

Generally, if a child with blindness or a visual impairment is paired with a fellow camper for swimming—as is usually the case—there isn’t a problem. Usually, campers will find friends to buddy with, although they should be encouraged to find new friends and buddies as well. From there, things should proceed about as normally as they can for a summer camp waterfront.

If going boating—particularly canoeing—there are a few things to keep in mind. Campers with blindness or a visual impairment usually do best in the front of a canoe. It may take them a bit to get the handling of paddling, but if the staff are patient, it is teachable. The paddling motion should first be taught on land, hand over hand. Essentially, the camper should place their hands over the hands of a staff member who is using a canoe paddle the correct way, and the process should be repeated until the camper understands the motion. In the water, the staff member who is in the canoe—as is usually the case—should provide a lot of verbal help if at all possible. For example, if the paddle seems to be dragging a bit, the staff member could say, “Try extending a bit to your left”, or “switch to the other side”, etc.


Kayaks, unless the camper has demonstrated a love of boating and some skill, should probably be avoided.

Arts And Crafts

Arts and crafts, unfortunately, are rather difficult to adapt, though it is possible. Usually, if you’re working with three-dimensional items such as string, beads, shells, etc., projects are more adaptable. A camper who has a visual impairment or who is blind will need a lot of help, particularly with tying knots on small pieces, but they should be able to pick out items for use, such as those mentioned above. Depending on the project and size of the group, it might be prudent to assign a staff member to work with the camper one-on-one. The same often occurs in art classes during the school year, although the difficulty of being allowed to participate in art class is usually a first hurdle to overcome. That should not stop anyone from trying to adapt arts and crafts however; if you are willing to work for it, almost anything is either adaptable, or at least can be investigated as to whether or not it can be adapted.

Special Circumstances—Theater, Music, Service Learning, Leadership, etc.


If a camp has been specifically designated for a particular topic, there are a few things that can be done to adapt the camp. Materials relating to that topic—if relevant and available—could be sent to the parents of the camper in question to see if they can be transcribed. (As an example, while there is a Braille music code, most choral music focuses on the text. Typically, instrumental music, while adaptable, cannot be learned in a week by someone who is blind or visually impaired unless they have a significant aptitude for it). In the case of drama, plays can usually be transcribed into Braille or large print, or if they are popular enough—Shakespeare is probably the best example—they can be found online in a variety of formats.

Regarding camps such as service and/or leadership-oriented and other similar camps, it is important to find a way for a camper who is blind or visually impaired to participate. Teambuilding and group activities are not usually a problem—if something is visual, such as writing, a staff member can be a scribe, but when doing work out in the community, it can be difficult. Finding something that plays to the strengths of the camper in question—i.e., talking to the people that the camp is serving or counting bagged sandwiches—can be a good start towards inclusiveness.
Campfires


One of the other great things about summer camps are campfires and roasted marshmallows/Smores. Roasting marshmallows is one of those things that requires vision—there’s no way around it. While a camper with some vision may be able to do this independently, more often than not they will need help. Staff members can most easily help by doing it hand over hand with a camper; in this case, they should place their hands over the camper’s and help to move the roasting fork as necessary. (The same can be done for hotdogs, incidentally). It might actually be a good teambuilding exercise for staff to partner up with each other during staff training and roast marshmallows with one partner having their eyes closed, regardless if there will be a camper with any kind of visual impairment at the camp or not.


As to Smores, if you help the camper get the marshmallow off the roasting fork and pass them the other components, they should be able to construct their own Smores. The same should be true of hot dogs and hamburgers cooked on an open fire, although condiments would probably be best left up to the staff or fellow campers. If left to their own devices, campers with a visual impairment can go overboard with items like butter or ketchup.


Campfire songs should be fairly adaptable as well. Most of them, at least in my experience, are fairly simple and easy to learn. For better or worse, most blind and visually impaired people have fairly good memories, so campers should be able to pick up songs pretty quickly, particularly if they are returning campers.

Primitive Or Tent Camping

One of the camps I attended as a child and teenager usually had a night where we would spend it up at a relatively primitive campsite. (The site had Adirondack-style screened cabins). I have also done a fair amount of tent-camping in my life, so I hope that the following tips can make things easier for everyone.


Tents are rather like cabins, at least when you’re sleeping in them. A camper with a visual impairment should have a designated tent and spot, just like a person with normal vision. If your camp will be tenting a lot, or if the whole camp is in tents, you could set up a landmark to tell the camper wwith a visual impairment that a particular tent is the one they want. For example, a large rock by one corner could help them identify it, although care should be taken that ssuch a rock doesn’t become a tripping hazard. For someone with partial vision, a tent with contrasting colors could help in identification, or tying a cloth that the camper can easily see to the side of the tent could work as well.


When working on dinner—the camp that I attended always had us make up our own food parcels for cooking over the fire—a camper with a visual impairment should receive help, but not too much. Just like when getting help with a meal, they should be told what options are available, and perhaps helped to get the right amount so that there is enough for everyone. The same holds true for constructing snacks—ttrail mix comes to mind as the best example of this.

Cabin Cleaning

When it comes to cabin cleaning, a camper with a visual impairment SHOULD NOT be excused from it. Cleanliness is a good skill to have, whether you can see or not. Again, consistency helps here as well. If they are assigned a specific task every day—for example, beating any rugs that might be present, or making sure that any wet clothing gets hung on a clothesline—this can make certain they feel, at least mostly, like part of the group. Asking them to sweep or mop would not necessarily be a good idea, as those skills are somewhat difficult to learn. (If they volunteer, however, it is a good idea to give them the benefit of the doubt to see if they can do it).
Nature Walks


While we have already discussed movement in a previous section of this pamphlet, I feel it is important to have a section devoted to nature walks. A camper with a visual impairment of any sort is, usually, more in-tune with their senses. This does not mean that those senses are sharper—which is a common misconception among the sighted population—but it does mean that we pay attention to our surroundings more than the average person, largely because we have to. When the world ends at your fingertips, touch being the most immediate of our senses, you have to extend that world with your ears, nose and mouth, if applicable.

Nature walks provide a chance for a wonderful sensory experience. Some people with a visual impairment can identify a tree by the feel of bark or the shape of a leaf. They can sometimes identify birds just by sound alone, or tell by smell or the feel of the ground that the group is traveling through a swampy area. It might be interesting to see if any other campers who are fully sighted are able to do some of these feats—the easiest would probably be audio identification of birds, and this would show them that their blind and visually impaired peers are much like them. Conversely, it would show a camper with blindness or a visual impairment that they have something to contribute to the group, as many children feel isolated at school, mainly due to a lack of friends and others their age with similar problems nearby.

Conclusion


Ultimately, the success of including a camper who is blind or has a visual impairment will be determined by the camper’s willingness to integrate, their skill level, and the ability and willingness of the camp to work with the camper and his or her family. This pamphlet, while it cannot address everything, hopefully has listed some of the concerns about including these campers in your camps, and strategies for overcoming challenges that may arise. As always, if you have any questions or something specific that you would like answered, please do not hesitate to contact Gwen Botting, Executive Director of Opportunities Unlimited for the Blind, at (616)-755-2221. Alternatively, you can reach her at gwen@oubmichigan.org.

