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About ICEVI and The Educator

The International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI) is a
global non-profit membership network committed to promoting inclusive, equitable, and
high-quality education for individuals with visual impairment, including those with low
vision, blindness, deafblindness, and multiple or additional disabilities.

Since 1952, ICEVI has been a leader in convening stakeholders worldwide, fostering
collaboration, and driving meaningful change in the field of visual impairment.

ICEVI's flagship publication, The Educator, is a key platform for sharing insights,
research, and advancements in the education of individuals with visual impairment.
Published twice a year, The Educator is available for download from the ICEVI website:
https://icevi.org/.
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President’s Message

Dear Reader,

Warm greetings from the International Council for the Education of
People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI). ICEVI is committed to
strengthening efforts to ensure that children and adults who are blind,
deafblind or have low vision or additional disabilities can access
quality, inclusive education.

ICEVI and the World Blind Union (WBU) are leading a coordinated global Braille Literacy
Campaign titled More Braille, More Empowerment. In many countries, children and adults
who are blind or deafblind do not have the opportunity to learn Braille at school or even
go to school. Adults lack access to Braille materials, and educators often do not receive
the training or resources they need to support Braille Literacy. The campaign was
officially launched on 4th January 2026 on the birthday of Louis Braille, and is led by Co-
Chairs Dr. Frances Gentle, ICEVI Past President and S.K. Rungta, WBU President. This
is a multi-stakeholder partnership globally and from all sectors. We have enlisted support
with International and Regional organizations from developing and developed countries.
The campaign is also built on collaboration with vital contributors from the community of
individuals, educators, researchers, families and blind adults who are Braille users,
helping to shape the campaign through their knowledge, leadership, and lived
experience.

Over the past months, ICEVI has actively contributed to key global forums. These
included the World Blindness Summit and General Assembly of the World Blind Union in
Sao Paulo, Brazil (1-5 September 2025). ICEVI participated in the Women’s Forum,
announcing the July 2025 issue of The Educator featuring the theme of The Girl Child.
Each of the ICEVI Principal Officers gave presentations throughout the program of the
World Blindness Summit, sharing their expertise on inclusive education, accessibility,
literacy, regional development, and deafblindness. The soft launch of the Joint ICEVI-
WBU Global Braille Literacy Campaign was presented by the former Presidents of ICEVI
and WBU, Gertrude Oforiwa Fefoame and Martine Able Williamson at the General
Session. Additionally, at the official braille campaign exhibit booth manned by ICEVI
Principal officers, Gladys Correa, President of ICEVI Latin America and Birendra Raj
Pokharel, President of ICEVI West Asia Region, assisted with the videorecording of 35
delegates who expressed their thoughts about why Braille Literacy is important to them.
These testimonies are being shared as part of our braille literacy campaign throughout
the world!

Additional key forums to which ICEVI representatives contributed included the American
Foundation for the Blind (AFB) Leadership Conference in Washington, DC (November
2025), where ICEVI was represented by Susan LaVenture, and the Executive Board
meeting of the Accessible Books Consortium (ABC), held in Geneva in November 2025,
where ICEVI was represented by Dr Praveena Sukhraj-Ely.
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The ICEVI Executive Board met virtually on 9 December 2025 to conduct year-end
business. Governance changes were made following the resignation of Gertrude Oforiwa
Fefoame as President. In accordance with the ICEVI Constitution, the First Vice
President assumes the role of President in such circumstances. As | have been serving
as Vice President, the Executive Board formally recognised my appointment to the role of
President. We all value “Getty” deeply and are grateful for her strong and compassionate
leadership. We look forward to continuing to collaborate with her.

The Daisy Consortium and ICEVI has had a long history of collaboration together by
creating and co-leading the “Visual Learning through Technology Initiative”. Both
organizations have made a conscious decision to renew our partnership together by
signing a MOU to further develop our work and broaden our reach to support countries
and regions.

ICEVI is a non-governmental organization that has consultative status with the Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the United Nations (UN). As ICEVI President, | have
represented ICEVI at the 2026 ECOSOC Partnership Forum under the theme,
“Transformative, equitable, innovative and coordinated actions for the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development and it's Sustainable Development Goals for a sustainable
future for all’. The Forum was held at the United Nations Headquarters, New York City
(27 January 2026).

Another great achievement for ICEVI is that our newly designed website, icevi.org, was
launched during 2025. The website is currently under the direction and oversight of Akhil
Paul, Vice President of ICEVI, and serves as an accessible, interactive and informative
platform for our members and partners.

This issue of The Educator focuses on Physical activity, orientation and mobility, sport,
and recreation. The readers benefit from the many different perspectives from parents
and families of blind children and youth, blind adults who are mentors, and dedicated
educators and researchers. | extend my thanks to all the contributors for your insightful
submissions. We encourage you to share this issue widely to raise awareness that
children and adults who are blind can and do participate in physical activities for health,
enjoyment and achievement, further strengthening their independence.

Warm regards,
Ms. Susan LaVenture
President
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Editor's Message

Physical activity, orientation and mobility, sport, and recreation are often discussed in
terms of skill development, access, safety, and participation. In this issue of The
Educator, we are invited to look beyond technique and programming to something
deeper: the role that movement plays in identity, independence, confidence, wellbeing,
and joy for children, young people, and adults who are blind or have low vision.

The image on our cover captures this beautifully. It shows Cora, a confident and
determined six-year-old, leading her family along a winding path toward a pond in a new
park. Guided by sound, memory, and skill—and accompanied by her pink cane, Glinda
(the Good Witch)—Cora moves with purpose and concentration. As her mother, Brittany,
describes, her head is held high, her cane sweeps rhythmically with each step, and she
navigates curves and changes in terrain with assurance. This moment reflects orientation
and mobility skills practiced with her instructor and now applied meaningfully in a real-
world setting.

Cora’s story reminds us that orientation and mobility are not ends in themselves, but
enablers—of exploration, participation, leadership, and spontaneous play. From
confidently leading her family along the path to immediately turning her attention to
climbing a tree with her brother, Cora exemplifies what is possible when children are
supported to develop strong mobility skills and the confidence to use them. Her naming
of her cane and the sense of safety it provides speaks to the emotional as well as
technical dimensions of mobility.

The articles in this issue echo these themes across diverse contexts and life stages.
Contributors explore orientation and mobility instruction, inclusive physical education,
outdoor adventure, sport, recreation, health, and wellbeing—from local initiatives to
national programs and international collaborations. Together, they challenge deficit-based
narratives and ableist assumptions, and instead highlight strength, agency, creativity, and
possibility. Whether examining inclusive hikes, blindness sport, playground design, or the
intersections of identity and physical activity, the authors reinforce a shared message:
movement matters, and equitable access to movement is fundamental.

As Editor, | extend my sincere thanks to the authors who have contributed their expertise,
research, and reflections to this issue, and to the members of the Publications Committee
for their guidance, careful review, and ongoing commitment to the quality and integrity of
The Educator. | hope that, like Cora striding confidently toward her next adventure, this
issue encourages educators, families, policymakers, and practitioners to continue
building environments where people who are blind or have low vision can move through
the world with confidence, safety, and joy.

Regards,
Frances Gentle AO, PhD, DLitt
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Foreword - Moving Toward Possibility

Lauren J. Lieberman Ph.D.

Physical activity is more than movement — it's momentum. It's the rhythm of
independence, the pulse of participation, and the spark of discovery. For learners with
visual impairment, physical activity opens doors to autonomy, self-confidence, and
connection. Whether through orientation and mobility training, recreational play, physical
education, or competitive sport, movement becomes a medium for learning, expression,
and empowerment.

The January 2026 issue of The Educator is dedicated to exploring the transformative
power of physical activity across its many dimensions. Under the theme “Physical
Activity: Orientation and Mobility, Sports and Recreation,” we showcase educators,
researchers, practitioners, families, and individuals with lived experience who shared
their insights and innovations. This issue will spotlight how practice, policy, and
technology are reshaping access to movement — and how that access is reshaping
lives.

Expanding the Definition of Physical Activity

Physical activity for learners with visual impairment is not limited to gymnasiums or
playing fields. It begins with orientation and mobility — the foundational skills that enable
safe, confident navigation through space. It extends to recreational activities that foster
social engagement and joy. It reaches into the realm of competitive sports, where
athletes challenge limits and redefine excellence. It reaches into recreation where
individuals with visual impairments relax, enjoy and experience the outdoors.

This issue seeks to honour that full spectrum. We recognize that physical activity is not a
luxury but a right — and that inclusive opportunities must be built into every educational
and community setting. From early childhood to adulthood, movement is a critical part of
development, identity, and wellbeing.

Why This Matters Now

As technology evolves and inclusive practices gain momentum, we stand at a pivotal
moment. The tools to support physical activity are more advanced and accessible than
ever. Yet barriers persist — from policy gaps to limited training, from inaccessible
environments to underrepresentation in sport. This issue aims to bridge those gaps by
sharing knowledge, amplifying voices, and celebrating progress.

We believe that every learner deserves the chance to move freely, play joyfully, and
compete proudly. Through this issue, we hope to inspire action, foster collaboration, and
elevate the role of physical activity in education and beyond.
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Building Capability: A Collaborative Project between the Trinidad
and Tobago Blind Welfare Association and ICEVI's North
American-Caribbean Region - Orientation and Mobility Refresher
Course

Michael J. Bina, EdD
President, ICEVI North American-Caribbean Region

In 2023 Kenneth Surratt, the Trinidad and Tobago Blind Welfare Association (TTBWA)
Executive Officer, and Lakhan Seepersad, the TTBWA Services Manager, requested
assistance from the ICEVI North American Caribbean region to provide a week-long
capacity building Orientation and Mobility (O&M) refresher course for the country’s eight
instructors. Mr. Suratt and Mr. Seepersad saw the need to enhance the skills of the
country’s O&M instructors, a majority of whom were training by the Caribbean Council of
the Blind (CCB) in October 2013. The others were trained by the TTBWA instructors
using the CCB training modules.

The TTBWA teachers serve school age students and adult clients who are blind or have
low vision. In addition to teaching O&M skills, the Welfare Officers as they are called, also
provide counselling and individualized instruction in daily living skills and other
rehabilitation and education services. Their goal is to enhance accessibility, literacy,
integration, and independence to empower their students and clients to achieve their full
potential.

The weeklong workshop took place in San Fernando at the TTBWA offices from June 10-
14, 2024. The training was provided by Michael Bina, who at the time was the USA
Deputy President for the ICEVI North American-Caribbean region. The workshop
instructor initiated personalized email contact with the eight O &M teachers two months in
advance of the onsite training. This was done so the teachers and workshop leader could
become familiarized with each other. Each teacher was asked to submit a completed
needs-assessment questionnaire on previous level of training, experience, and what
areas of O&M they were interested in learning more about to enhance their skills. The
instructors were also asked to submit sanitized copies of O&M assessment and progress
reports. One of the goals of the workshop was to begin the process to revise TTBWA's
evaluation forms and assessment protocols.

The training was a mix of classroom instruction and guided practice application of travel
and orientation skills. When traveling with the cane, the teachers either wore sleep-shade
blind folds or visual occluders which simulated central scotomas, peripheral field losses,
refractive errors, or visual clarity impairments. Each instructor when under the sleep-
shade blindfolds or visual occluders was supervised 1:1 by a fellow colleague.
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The course content included 1) a review of the history of orientation and mobility as a
special education and rehabilitation related service; 2) the Berthold Lowenfeld blindness-
imposed losses and impact on those who are blind or have low vision; 3) O&M as integral
component of the Expanded Core Curriculum, 4) the critical importance of O&M in the
education or rehabilitation of a student or client, respectively; 5) the role of the instructor
and his or her professional relationship with students and clients; 6) the importance of
assessment and evaluation of a student or client to determine present levels of
performance, needs, and individualized goals and objectives; and 7) setting realistic
goals with high expectations.

Specific O&M skills were reviewed and opportunities provided for individualized guided
practice. These included human guide, forearm and lower arm protective techniques,
trailing, recovery of dropped objects, and soliciting assistance. Instruction centred on 1)
the purpose of the cane for protection, information gathering, and identification; 2)
tailoring the length of the cane to the height of the student or client and his or her pace
and gait; 3) the different types of folding or solid canes and material composition, i.e.
aluminium or fiberglass; and 4) the various types of roller or solid cane tips. Adequate
lateral arc coverage and the various cane techniques including two-point touch, constant
contact, three-point touch, and diagonal were reviewed with guided practice
opportunities. To enhance pedestrian safety, making the cane visible to vehicular drivers
when waiting to cross and “flagging the cane” when beginning the crossing were
emphasized. How to navigate crossing parking lots, ascending and descending stairs,
using elevators and escalators, and modifying cane techniques in congested areas were
covered.

Instruction focused on the importance of foundational body and orientation concept
development, route planning, address systems, cardinal compass directions, and the use
of the sun to determine directions. Steet crossings at intersections that have no controls
and those with stop signs and traffic lights were reviewed. The skills of using traffic
sounds to 1) align for street crossing; 2) determining when it is safe to cross; and 3)
correction for veering into or away from the parallel street were reviewed.

Outdoor travel in Trinidad and Tobago presented many serious challenges from a safety
and ease of travel perspective. The residential areas have very few if any sidewalks.
There is a lack of universal design features making widespread inconsistency in curbs,
sidewalks, storm drains, and irregular placement of electric power line poles and street
signs often in the middle of a sidewalk. The streets and roads are very narrow, and the
traffic is very fast moving. The TTBWA teachers pointed out that the drivers of the fast-
moving traffic are often inattentive and non-yielding to pedestrians, including those with
visual impairments. Accordingly, discussion centred on ensuring that their students and
clients employ “defensive pedestrian” skills exercising heightened cautionary skills to
ensure their safety. The lack of universal design from one block to the next is a barrier to
transferring skills. The inconsistency from one neighbourhood to another presents major
challenges. Accordingly, discussion centred on the necessity for individualized and highly
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tailored route planning unique for each student or client in his or her home area or school
or work site.

Student and client safety was a major focus. Discussion centred on 1) ensuring very
thorough review of medical and ophthalmologic reports; 2) first aid responses for
students and clients with diabetes, epilepsy, or cardio-vascular conditions; 3) where the
instructor should be during student and client travel to allow independence but also to be
in close enough proximity to intervene; and 4) other preventative measures including
thorough documentation of any student or client injury while on a lesson and reporting it
to a supervisor and the family per association policy.

Significant time was allotted reviewing visual diagnoses, associated conditions,
prognosis, functional implications, adaptations, and accommodations. Insights were
gained by the teachers performing mobility and daily living tasks while wearing sleep-
shade blindfolds or visual impairment simulators. Functional vision assessment
procedures were discussed. Other topics in a question-and-answer format included
auditory skill development, sound localization, tactile and bold line maps, and when is the
threshold reached for O&M services to be discontinued.

Each teacher was presented a certificate of workshop completion at a formal
presentation on the final day. The certificates signed by Mr. Surratt and presented by Mr.
Seepersad and Felix Cazoe, the President of the TTBWA board.

One week after the conclusion of the workshop each instructor was sent and returned a
workshop evaluation form.

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO
BLIND WELFARE ASSOCIATION

1y

: //:

o First row from left: Lakhan Seepersad, Kenneth Suratt, Felix Cazoe,

« Second row from left: Sheriza Lachmansingh, Reshma Ramlal, Shelly-Ann
Serrette-Moreno

e Third row from left: Shirley-Ann Allen, Sean Trim, Desta Silverthorn, Mike Bina,
Alana Cooper, Natalie Roberts-Elder
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Perspectives on the Provision of Orientation and Mobility
Instruction

Chris Tabb
Certified Orientation and Mobility Specialist (COMS (C))

| have only worked in the United States, and even within the boundaries of one nation, |
have seen vast differences in the amount of service provided to individuals who are blind
and low vision. | have worked at locations where the ratio of learners to instructors feels
sufficient to truly meet the needs of those learners; and, | have worked in locations where
the instructors are so few and far between that young people literally went for years or
their entire school career without direct service from an orientation and mobility specialist.
All of this occurring in the United States of America. | believe we all hope that our
learners can have sufficient instruction so that they will be able to pursue the
opportunities in life that they are interested in and passionate about. | believe we all want
our learners to be surrounded by a family and community that understand their unique
needs and are encouraged and supported in developing independence/interdependence
throughout their lives, especially as they reach adulthood, so they can be as capable,
competent, and confident as is reasonably possible.

Presently, there are places where parents are afraid to advocate for services in fear of
what their communities will think if funding needs to be directed away from activities like
athletics in order to provide for special education services. Some families are afraid of
retaliation on their loved ones or extended family who may work for public education
institutions if they press for special education services provided from those who are
trained in areas of blindness and vision loss.

What can we do in these circumstances? How can we bring about needed change? We
first need to be willing to admit that we are failing these young people. When we can do
that, we are ready to begin looking for solutions. If we persist in finger pointing, deferring
until they reach adulthood and are ready for vocational rehabilitation, etc. we have
missed critical learning opportunities. The ones who suffer are the learners and their
families. We have also set the family and the learner on a path of feeling that this is the
way it must be, and that their child will always be dependent. That is simply not the case.
Generally, there are others in any given region or state who are blind and low vision that
can serve as mentors through associations for the blind; there are multiple agencies
serving those with vision loss, such as those funded by monies received from Federal
programs such as State Vocational Rehabilitation agencies. When these groups consider
that most young people who are blind and low vision will eventually join their ranks and or
become their clients, it seems it would be logical that the earlier they intervene, the better
their chances of having capable adults in their midst. These organizations and individuals
can have tremendous impact on the young persons’ families, helping them begin to know
what success can look like for an individual who is blind and low vision. It helps families
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realize that it is possible for individuals who are blind and low vision to work, own homes,
raise families, run businesses, and any number of other pursuits.

As professionals, we can look at provision of support for families to help them teach their
children in areas of Expanded Core Curriculum (ECC), even when there are no
professionals within hours and hours of them. We can help inspire them to want more for
their children and help them know what is possible.

Here are some strategies to consider for providing training for families, so that in the
absence of regular instruction through an Individualized Education Program (IEP) that
includes those who are specifically trained in orientation and mobility, and other areas of
the ECC, young people will have encouragement to develop skills they will be able to
build upon for a lifetime.

Where possible, bring parents and or caregivers together to train and learn with one
another. This can be in a community building, a school space if permitted to do so, or
even a participant’s home. When a professional orientation and mobility specialist and or
an adult who is blind or low vision that has developed the skills that allow them to
function independently is able to be brought in to guide the group, activities can be
carried out by parents and caregivers using learning shades (occlusion or simulators).
This hands-on experience will help them develop the skills to do basic activities so that
they can then help their children develop and practice these skills regularly at home.
Even simple skills like learning to set the table for a meal, orienting to where clothing is
found for dressing, walking to the mailbox to retrieve the mail, walking around the block
and identifying when one has reached their own home. All these skills become the
foundation for greater levels of safe travel, both in the home and the community. Imagine
trying to do adult life without these basic skills. Create connections with others, both
those who are blind and low vision in the community as well as professionals who can
continue facilitating the development of skills through regular practice in the family
environment.

Where a professional is unavailable in person, a remote connection can be created so
that the professional can lead the group from afar, while parents and caregivers that are
present in the actual training environment can support one another locally. Where a
family is so remote or without transportation to get to a location where they can
participate, they can hopefully connect remotely to the training or perhaps view a
recording of the training so they can begin carrying out these activities with their children
at home. If families are not aware of what is possible, what successful adults who are
blind and low vision are capable of, they may never begin to hope that their child can also
develop these abilities for success in adult life. This absence of hope yields an
environment where the young person is never perceived of as being capable and that
often becomes their worldview.

Activities such as learning to find landmarks, discerning sensory clues in one’s
environment, and practicing listening skills, do not require university training, any more
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than teaching a young person who is fully sighted to operate a motor vehicle does. Often
the difference that gives the adult the confidence to begin the instruction is that they have
learned this skill themselves and can therefore impart it to their child. How can we help
these adults acquire the ability to do things non-visually or with low vision? What can we
do to build a bridge for their learning so they can then carry it to the young person in their
lives who so vitally needs the awareness that they can indeed do it as well?

Many, if not most, parents and caregivers will have to experience doing the activity before
they believe it to be possible themselves, and then by extension, encourage the
development of those skills with their child. What happens without this intervention, either
through local professionals or family members carrying out basic teaching? Often, the
apathy of learned helplessness settles in and becomes a way of life. The strategy of
waiting until a young person is old enough for vocational training only deepens the roots
of perceived helplessness and severely hinders vocational efforts that others, who have
had the benefit of basic skills development, so easily carry out.

Covid and Mobility of Individuals with Blindness or Visual
Impairment

Dr Bhushan Punani

General Secretary, Bind People’s Association (India) and Former Vice President of ICEVI
Global

Author's comments

The need for this group arose due to a telephone call from a blind lady sharing her
concern that people are not willing to help her when she needs assistance while crossing
a busy road in an unknown area. While her question was simple, we had no definite
answer. A WhatsApp post was created to invite people to share their suggestions as
regards the measure this blind lady should take to ensure that people shall come forward
and help her cross the road.

The concept was developed by Dr Bhushan Punani, Former Vice President of ICEVI
Global, with the support of Dr B K Panchal, Vidhi Shah and Chirantan, based on
comments and suggestions received from around the globe.

Recommendation 1: Use of Mobility Cane

A large number of people around the world participated in this discussion and shared
their thoughts. Based on comments of all the participants, the following recommendations
were made:

e Use a Smart cane, Torchit (sensor based handheld mobility device) or any similar
mobility device
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¢ Use mask and gloves and change the same as per need
e Keep a small bottle of sanitizer with you

e Sanitize your hands and white cane also

e Always use goggles

e Wash your hands with good soap or use sanitizer to sanitize your hands before
moving out and after returning to your place

ICEVI Mobility Technique during Covid or similar conditions

Based on feedback of respondents, ICEVI West Asia developed a cane technique which
is named as ICEVI Mobility Technique. A person with blindness should follow the
following steps while using this technique:

Step 1: Ask for help from a sighted person

Step 2: Take out Sanitizer bottle and sanitize hands of both Guide and yourself. Pour
sanitizer on your palm and that of guide by yourself

Step 3: Take out the folding cane and unfold it by yourself

Step 4: Take a tissue paper and wipe the tip of the white cane or folding cane by
yourself

Step 5: Take packet of rubber bands and ask the guide to take our one rubber band

Step 6: Show the picture of knot to be tied on the lower tip of cane which is printed on
rubber band packet

Step 7: Request the guide to tie the knot using the band on the lower tip of white cane

Step 8: Ask the guide to hold the rubber band in right hand and move forward and you
follow the guide holding hand grip of the cane

Step 9: When you reach other end of road, ask the guide to dispose of the band,
thank the guide and continue your journey using your cane.

(Video Film: Mobility Cane Technique)
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Caption: Demonstration of use of rubber band at the tip of the cane as cane user and
guide cross the pedestrian crossing to reach the waiting bus.

Recommendation 2: Use of Human Guide Technique during Covid or similar situation

In a standard human guide technique, a blind person follows basic techniques of human
guide such as touch technique, hand position (hold hand just above the elbow), distance
(blind person should be half feet behind) etc. Please don't come in direct contact with
your guide

ICEVI Reverse Human Guide Technique: During conditions like Covid when
maintaining social distancing is mandatory, a new technique “Reverse Human Guide
Technique” emerged through comments of participants of the WhatsApp group. In this
technique, a sighted guide directs the person while walking behind a blind person

Step 1: Person with blindness asks for help of a sighted guide

Step 2: Person with blindness explains human guide should give verbal instructions

while walking 3 feet behind him

Step 2: Person with blindness walks ahead and sighted guide walks behind

maintaining 3 feet distance

Step 3: Person with blindness takes out his/her white can and walks as guided by the
guide

Step 4: Sighted guide directs a person by giving instructions like, stop, walk slowly,
move right, move left, turn right, turn left, take right U turn, take left U turn etc.

Step 5: Guide announces that the final destination has been reached as desired by
the blind person
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Step 6: Person with blindness thanks the guide and walks across using his cane

(Video film: Human Guide Technique)

Caption: The human guide is walking behind the person using the cane as they cross at a
pedestrian crossing. Both are wearing masks and the cane user is wearing gloves.

Both these Cane and human guide techniques ensure social distancing of 3 feet;
completely avoid human touch between a person with blindness and the human guide;
ensure complete safety of a blind person; cane technique involves cost on sanitizer,
tissue paper and rubber band which is very much affordable; there is no cost involved.
The reverse human guide technique is very simple to follow; and it has scope of universal
application.

Recommendation 3: Other observations: During Covid pandemic or such other similar
situation, a person with blindness should:
¢ Avoid unnecessary movement in public places.

e Keep extra bags to put the things he/she purchases

e Follow all Govt. Guidelines on COVID in respect of lock down, knowing about
containment areas, restrictions on movement and use of public vehicles, social
distancing in public places, registration on relevant apps, sanitization of hands
while entering public places and wearing a mask etc.

e Not remove mask but speak louder if a person can't hear you and vice versa.
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e Listen to radio, TV or community radio for getting all relevant instructions and other
appropriate information

e Discuss with your employer whether it is possible to work from home.
e Order grocery and maximum essentials items and make payments as well online.
e Use Google maps wherever possible when moving outdoors

e Always carry bags/hand gloves/tissue paper/pieces of rough papers or pieces of
old clothes with you. Whenever you need help from someone you can use it. Also,
you can use it in lifts/on ramps/when and wherever you need to touch the surface.
After use immediately dispose it off carefully in dustbin by wrapping it in carry bag
or another paper.

e If possible, hire the same vehicle and/driver every time if you need to go out
regularly. If you have your own vehicle hire driver on monthly payment basis.

e Use sanitizer before and after taking help from someone.

The techniques described are demonstrated in the YouTube video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jpFHEtu7pQo

Inclusive Hikes for Adults and Youth

Dario Sorgato and Luca Gianotti

Noisy Vision ETS and Compagnia dei Cammini

The first rays of sunlight spill across the trail, brushing gold over a winding ribbon of earth
cutting through ancient olive groves and wildflowers in bloom. The scent of crushed
thyme rises with every step, mingling with the salt tang of a distant sea. Early morning
silence is broken only by the low murmur of voices and the crunch of boots on gravel, as
the group gathers, each carrying different senses and perspectives, all united by curiosity
and hope for the day’s discoveries.

NoisyVision, championing the rights and voices of those with visual and hearing
impairments, and Compagnia dei Cammini, a leader in organizing long-distance walks,
share a commitment to journeys that reach beyond physical distance to cultivate
inclusion and wonder.

Over the years, they have brought this spirit to trails far and wide: traversing the dramatic
cliffs of Portugal’s Rota Vicentina beside the roaring Atlantic, crossing wind-sculpted
dunes in the silence of the Sahara Desert, following shepherds’ trails through Sardinia’s
rugged interior, and wandering between ancient volcanoes and coastal villages in Sicily.
These journeys—each infused with shared effort, laughter, disorientation, discovery, and
awe—become more than hikes. They are living laboratories of perception, where every
participant learns not only to observe nature, but to feel it through others.

ICEVI The Educator, Volume 40, Issue 1, July 2026 20


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jpFHEtu7pQo

What distinguishes inclusive walks from more traditional experiences is the relationship
between those without impairments and those with visual or hearing limitations. Rather
than a dynamic of “service,” in which the former place themselves fully at the disposal of
the latter, these walks foster exchange—an encounter among equals. Roles are never
assigned; they emerge naturally. Often, sighted participants join without fully knowing
what awaits them, paying the same fee as walkers with blindness. Yet everything unfolds
with ease: when a blind participant needs an arm, a sighted one offers it. Walking side by
side, people get to know one another, sharing impressions, sensations, and thoughts.
After a few hours, pairs change again, just as spontaneously, and the journey continues.
There is abundant conversation, but for this very reason the guide sometimes proposes
moments of walking in silence—and here too, the magic returns. Attention turns inward,
the landscape recedes, and awareness takes on a new shape.

=
15

Caption: Group of youth crossing a bridge. They all wear yellow T-shirts, and one holds a
yellow flag.

During the trek along the Atlantic coast, moved by the immensity and restless energy of
the ocean, Dario Sorgato—himself diagnosed with Usher Syndrome—wrote a poem
imagining the sea speaking directly to humankind, urging respect, humility, and care for
its vast, untamed beauty. “Accompanying people with sensory impairments does not
mean having to constantly be at their disposal ... the exchange of experiences and
sensations is very enriching for the group,” Dario shares, highlighting the natural
reciprocity that arises between walkers.

Luca Gianotti, who has spent decades guiding trekking groups across Europe’s wildest
and most storied landscapes, calls his collaboration with NoisyVision one of the most
rewarding chapters of his long career. “Walking with someone who cannot see means
savouring the wonder of the journey even more,” he observes, noting how, on these
treks, every detail—the warmth of a stone wall in the sun, the rhythm of boots on soil, the
slightest change in the wind—becomes a shared revelation.
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A central part of the project is dedicated to young people—those who most need to step
out of their shell and discover the world. For them, we have created walks reserved
exclusively for youths, minors or just over eighteen, always in the inclusive spirit: half
sighted, half blind, visually impaired, or hearing impaired. The results are remarkable.
Young people absorb experience and knowledge like sponges, and walking is the ideal
medium for this. One especially meaningful journey brought together teenagers with
blindness or visual impairment with sighted peers who had emigrated from Africa, all
around seventeen years old. These young migrants—many of whom had reached
Europe after extraordinary and perilous crossings by boat—revealed deep empathy and
warmth, and a spontaneous atmosphere of joy and closeness emerged at once. From
another youth walk, a documentary film was created: a crew followed a route near Milan,
and the film moved audiences, achieving significant success and winning several major
awards.

Everyone walks at their own rhythm. Sometimes a sighted walker describes the blue
edge of the horizon, while another shares the sensation of a salty breeze or the perfume
of wild rosemary. The guides gently facilitate, but it is the group itself that learns, adapts,
and invents, weaving a net of trust and attentive presence. When someone asks about
the colour of wildflowers or what the waves look like from above, these become
opportunities not only to translate, but to deepen shared appreciation.

By the time the hike ends, what remains are the ways in which each journey—through
Portugal, Sardinia, Sicily, or across the sands of the Sahara—has opened new paths
within.

Caption: Team leaders stand together on the beach, with packs and looking happy. One
stands on a large piece of driftwood holding a NoisyVision yellow flag, and another hold
the leash of a black dog.
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For NoisyVision and Compagnia dei Cammini, these inclusive hikes continue to show
that walking together, side by side, transforms not only landscapes, but hearts and
minds.

You can find the inclusive proposals at www.noisyvision.org and www.cammini.eu

Link to the trailer of the NoisyVision documentary film: NOISYVISION — Trailer Docufilm
- Sub ENG

The film was shot during an inclusive hike for young people who walked from Lecco to
Milan along the Adda River. In the documentary, the participants share their personal
stories and their relationship with blindness or visual impairment.

How Students with Visual Impairment Redefined Adventure and
Ability: Courage on the Trail

Dr. Vimal Kumar Dengla

Secretary General, Asian Blind Union, and HSG and Chairman Trustee, National
Association for the Blind, India.

A group of students with visual impairment from the National Association for the Blind
(India) set out a challenging trek this year and carried more than backpacks like
determination, trust, and a powerful desire to demonstrate that adventure belongs to
everyone. What unfolded was not merely a day of trekking, but a transformative
experience revealing how outdoor activity, orientation and mobility (O&M) training, and
physical challenges can elevate confidence and break long-standing stereotypes.

As part of this, | spoke with several students and teachers who participated in the trek.
Their reflections revealed a compelling narrative of courage, teamwork, and discovery.
Each student approached the trail with unique strengths and returned with renewed self-
belief.

Among the trekkers, Virat Yadav, known for his quick adaptability shifting terrain; Lalima
Yadav, whose calm precision impressed even the instructors; and Arjun Kamble, whose
enthusiasm, steady encouragement energized the group during the most demanding
stretches. Their teachers described the outing as “eye-opening,” reaffirming that students
with visual impairment can accomplish remarkable feats when given the right training and
opportunities.

The trek was designed as a practical extension of O&M training. It's an opportunity to
apply classroom mobility skills in an unpredictable natural environment like navigate
uneven surfaces, follow auditory cues, maintain balance on variable terrain, and make
real-time decisions as the trail changed direction and elevation. The trail demanded quick
adaptation that placing each step firmly on gravel, interpreting the environment through
sound and touch, and adjusting instinctively to slopes and narrow bends.
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Caption: The participants are exploring and understanding the fort’s structure through
touch, with the support of their sighted guides.

“I realised | can trust my own steps,” Virat shared proudly, recalling the moment he
navigated a tricky curve without assistance. His teacher admitted that watching his
confidence grow with each step renewed her own faith in her students’ capabilities.

The experience also highlighted the emotional and recreational value of outdoor activity.
Lalima, often soft-spoken, described the trek as an awakening of the senses—hearing
rushing water, the wind brushing through trees, and the soft rustling of leaves. “It felt like
freedom,” she said. For learners with visual impairment, this sense of freedom is not just
uplifting but essential. Recreation and sports provide powerful outlets for self-expression,
confidence, and holistic growth.

For many teachers—some accompanying students on such a trek for the first time—the
experience was equally transformative. One teacher reflected, “Sometimes, as
educators, we underestimate our students. This trek reminded us that they often need
trust more than guidance.” Her words reinforce a key philosophy of O&M: independence
develops not through instruction alone, but through experience.

The trek vividly demonstrated that students with visual impairment are not defined by
their disability but empowered by the opportunities presented to them. It showcased
resilience, problem-solving, teamwork, adaptability, and above all, self-reliance. On the
trail, ability triumphed over assumption. Students led themselves, supported each other,
and inspired everyone present.
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Caption: A group of children are assisted by adults onto the boat. In the foreground is a
young child wearing a red cap and stepping carefully while two adults provide physical
support.

Caption: The children and some of the adults are seated on the sailing boat, wearing
hats. The sun is shining, the sails are unfurled, and several adults are standing to help
steer to boat.

Boating on the sea, the children enjoyed every wave, every sound, and every moment.

As an educator and advocate for inclusive mobility and sports, witnessing these students
navigate unpredictable paths strengthened my belief in a simple truth: when given the
right platforms, visually impaired individuals rise far beyond expectations. This trek was a
celebration of courage, independence, and the limitless potential within every person with
visual impairment.
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Author Profile

Dr. Vimal Kumar Dengla is a senior educator, disability inclusion advocate, Secretary
General of the Asian Blind Union, and HSG of NAB India. With decades of experience in
inclusive education, and rehabilitation, Dr Degnla has worked extensively to promote
equal opportunities for persons with visual impairment across India and abroad. He
frequently writes on disability rights, mobility training, and inclusive development.

Blindness Sports and Recreation

Yaw Ofori-Debra
Second Vice President, World Blind Union

Sports and recreation are crucial and indispensable ingredients in human growth and
development. Throughout history, societies have recognized this fact and have
committed time, energy, and resources to promote various games and competitions
locally and globally.

Despite the inherent benefits of sports and recreation for all people, many blind
individuals easily become susceptible to preventable health conditions such as
hypertension, diabetes, and cardiovascular diseases due to limited physical activity.

Benefits of Sports and Recreation for the Blind

e Physical fitness and coordination: Participating in games such as goalball and
football improves strength, stamina, balance, and agility. It enhances overall
fitness and physical wellbeing.

e Improved sense of direction and orientation: Regular physical activity helps refine
reflexes and strengthens sensory skills, including hearing, touch, and spatial
memory over time.

¢ Reduced health risks: Active engagement in sports helps reduce the risk of
obesity, hypertension, and other cardiovascular problems, which are often higher
among blind individuals due to minimal exercise.

¢ Increased confidence and independence: Sports and recreation can significantly
boost confidence and self-reliance among blind people. It encourages them to
trust their abilities and navigate their environment independently.

e Mental and emotional health: Competing and succeeding in sports not only brings
health benefits but also enhances mental wellbeing. It reduces stress, anxiety, and
depression while promoting a sense of achievement and purpose.

e Social inclusion and connection: Sports foster teamwork, coordination, and trust
among participants—both blind and sighted. By sharing experiences and
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challenges, blind athletes build friendships and a strong sense of belonging within
their communities.

e Advocacy and awareness: Sports serve as a powerful platform for raising
awareness and challenging stereotypes about blindness. Blind athletes who
compete and win laurels for their countries help reshape public perception,
promote dignity, and inspire pride and self-actualization.

Conclusion

It is my humble opinion that all national organizations working under the World Blind
Union (WBU) should adopt sports and recreation as an integral part of their
programmatic design. Encouraging blind and partially sighted individuals to actively
participate in sports will not only enhance their health and wellbeing but also promote
inclusion, empowerment, and societal transformation.

Sports and recreation are not just activities, they are natural needs for growth and
development for all humanity, including the blind.

Comprehensive health and wellness through the Sport and Leisure
team, Matawhanui hauora me te orange na roto i te tima
Hakinakina me te Réhia

Mark McLaughlin

Sport & Leisure Development Manager, Blind Low Vision New Zealand

The following report forms part of the Blind and Low Vision NZ Community Impact Report
2025. The full report is available at https://blindlowvision.org.nz/about-
us/governance/annual-reports/

The 2025 financial year was another busy and impactful one for the Sport and Leisure
team. Guided by the Enabling Good Lives Principles, our staff have empowered many
members to become more active and participate in hobbies of their choice, fostering
independence and building stronger community connections.

A key highlight was our continued partnership with the Spirit of Adventure Trust, which
saw six members aged 16 to 30 join the Inspiration Voyage. Living and working on a tall-
masted sailing ship provided a unique environment for challenge and growth, with
participants climbing masts and rowing to nearby islands. The experience was filled with
hard work, fun, and laughter, creating lifelong memories.

By establishing new connections in the regions, we have empowered members with
greater autonomy over the activities they participate in. We have observed that once
members are aware of an inclusive coach, activity, or organisation, they grow in
confidence to begin making these connections independently.
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A Pathway to Independence

One of our key successes involved supporting a member who wanted to become more
active, make new friends, and do something independently from their family and support
worker. Our team worked closely with them to unpack their goals and address the
emotional and transport-related barriers preventing them from joining group settings.
Through dedicated problem-solving and support, this member is now confidently
attending weekly club sport on their own and is working towards bigger life goals, such as
independent living.

Finding a New Purpose with Blind Tennis

This year, our team helped two clients join Blind Tennis for the first time, supporting them
every step of the way to ensure a smooth and enjoyable experience. The impact has
been profound, as new player Russell K. shares:

“The Blind Tennis Group is where | feel like | belong. The people are incredible...
From the very first time | met them; they didn’t feel like strangers at all. They’re
so warm, kind, and motivating. They’ve become like family, pushing me to
achieve more than | ever thought possible. We are all different and get coached
differently depending on our vision and adaptive needs, but together we’re just
playing tennis. Playing tennis has given me a new purpose... | feel like great
things are happening to me now and | am truly grateful to be a part of this.”

More Than Just a Workout

Our popular gym groups, where clients work out safely with a personal trainer, have now
been expanded to include Napier residents at a Napier City Council Gym. This initiative
not only benefits our members but also raises awareness among personal trainers about
running inclusive gym sessions. For many, these groups are a gateway to social inclusion
and renewed confidence.

“As | gradually lost my sight, | could do less and less. | live alone and was seeing nobody.
A Blind Low Vision NZ email offered gym classes which | made the effort to attend...
Those classes have changed my world. Not only did | improve my fitness, but | made
new friends there and made contacts which opened further opportunities. | am now
swimming and cycling, have entered the women'’s triathlon twice and ride in club cycle
races. | enjoy regular contact with my friends at Blind Low Vision NZ, and we are a great
encouragement to each other.”

Kicking Off Blind Football

Looking ahead, we are thrilled to have established a new partnership with the Wellington
Phoenix FC and Lower Hutt FC to kick off Blind Football, creating another exciting,
inclusive opportunity for our community to get active.
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Challenging Ableism and Championing Inclusion: A New Era for
Visually Impaired Physical Education in New Zealand

Stuart Sloman

BLENNZ Sport and Recreation Practice lead, Blind and Low Vision Education Network
New Zealand

New Zealand is a country deeply passionate about sport and recreation. Home to one of
the most iconic rugby teams in history, it's a bucket-list destination for many—celebrated
not only for its breathtaking landscapes but also for its easy-going, kind-hearted people.
In New Zealand, sport and recreation is not just a pastime; it's part of New Zealand
culture.

Yet, despite this rich sporting heritage and culture of movement, many young visually
impaired people continue to be excluded from mainstream physical education and
community sport. Such exclusion sharply contrasts with the very principle that inclusion is
not a privilege or a one-off program, but, in fact, a basic human right.

Too often, students are denied the opportunity to form their own opinions about sport.
Long before they have a chance to participate, assumptions are made—by educators,
peers, or even family members—that sport is too dangerous or not for them. Phrases
such as “l don’t know how to include you” become internalised truths as they are
reiterated time and again. When the opportunity does present itself to students, the harm
is done, confidence has eroded away, and a sense of belonging in physically active
spaces has whittled.

The exclusion is blatant for some; instead of taking part in physical education classes,
these students are taken to the library, with a teacher aide, as their mainstream peers
engage in activities that are “too challenging” to adapt. The result of this, not only
reinforces a sense of otherness but denies students physical, social, and emotional
benefits that come from sport and recreation.

In June 2025, the BLENNZ (Blind Low Vision Education Network New Zealand) Board of
Trustees made a landmark decision: the creation of a dedicated Sports and Recreation
Practice Lead position. The role, which runs from June to December 2026 with the
potential to become permanent, represents a significant step toward equity in New
Zealand physical education.

Stuart Sloman won the position. Having worked for BLENNZ for six years, his dedication
is deeply rooted in lived experience—being the son of a Blind Paralympian and having
navigated his own personal journey through sport and recreation. These personal and
professional insights uniquely position him to lead with empathy, authenticity, and a
profound understanding of inclusive practice.

The mission is clear and compelling: to increase participation of blind and low vision
young people in mainstream physical education and community sport. The role will focus
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on breaking down barriers, fostering inclusive practices, and ensuring that every young
visually impaired person can experience the joy, connection, and health benefits that
sport and recreation can offer.

This reflects a broader commitment to inclusive education and community engagement
and sets a precedent for an increasing number of visually impaired students to be more
involved in physical education in New Zealand in the future.

Sportproeftuinen: Building Inclusive Pathways to Sport
Participation in the Netherlands

Peter van Bleijswijk

Sportproeftuinen Initiative, October 2025

SPORT
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Caption: Logo of Sportproeftuinen Bussum — Sport Accessibility.

Abstract

The Sportproeftuinen (Sport Test Gardens) are Dutch “living labs” where sports clubs,
municipalities, and advocacy organisations collaborate to make physical activity
accessible for people with visual impairments. Using a twelve-theme inclusion model,
they integrate accessibility, digital inclusion, and legal awareness into everyday sport
practice. This article shares how local pilots in Gooise Meren evolved into a national and
European model that links research, policy, and lived experience.

From Local Idea to National Model

The Sportproeftuinen initiative began in Gooise Meren, a municipality near Amsterdam,
through collaboration between local athletics clubs, the Dutch Athletics Federation
(Atletiekunie), and the municipal sports office Gooise Meren Beweegt. Its core idea was
simple: remove every barrier—step by step, sport by sport—until inclusive sport becomes
the rule rather than the exception.

Each Sportproeftuin functions as a learning environment, testing solutions relating to
accessibility, safety, awareness, communication, and policy alignment. The approach is
cyclical: identify obstacles, co-create interventions, evaluate results, and share findings
nationally.
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Collaboration Across Sectors

Inclusion is achieved through shared ownership among multiple partners:

e Sports federations such as the Atletiekunie (Athletics Federation) and NL Actief
(Fitness Federation) provide national expertise and technical support.

¢ Municipalities ensure coordination, inclusion officers, and access to facilities.

¢ Advocacy organisations—including the Oogvereniging (Dutch Association of the
Visually Impaired) and Cliéntenbelang Amsterdam—contribute lived experience to
design and evaluation.

e Sports clubs and volunteers translate inclusion policy into daily practice.

e Research partners, such as the Knowledge Centre for Sport and Physical Activity
(Kenniscentrum Sport & Bewegen) and the Mulier Institute, collect data, document
outcomes, and provide evaluation tools.

This network ensures that inclusion is not a temporary project with an end date, but a
systemic responsibility embedded across the Dutch sports sector.

Examples from Practice

Local pilots illustrate how inclusion takes shape in practice:

¢ Running Blind and OldStars—programmes that help older adults and visually
impaired runners participate safely and confidently through guided running.

¢ Inclusive Athletics—visually impaired athletes integrated into mainstream athletics
clubs with trained volunteer guides and adapted equipment.

Findings from these and other pilots are compiled in the Digital Sport Blueprint, an open
learning platform supported by the Knowledge Centre for Sport & Physical Activity,
allowing organisations to replicate proven approaches in other regions.

Technology, Accessibility and Legal Awareness

Beyond sports facilities, Sportproeftuinen address digital, physical, and legal accessibility.
Through its twelve inclusion building blocks, the programme reviews:

o the digital accessibility of websites, registration systems, and communication tools;
¢ the physical accessibility of buildings, sports fields, and venues; and

¢ legal frameworks on safety, privacy, and data protection for athletes with
disabilities.

An Inclusion Scan is being developed to help clubs and federations assess their current
situation relative to national benchmarks and monitor their progress across the twelve
themes. This integrated approach ensures that accessibility and innovation never
compromise personal safety, autonomy, or data protection.
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Looking Ahead

The model now aligns with the Dutch Work Agenda and the UN Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities (2025-2030) and is being shared with European partners,
including the European Blind Union (EBU). Together, with other organisations, we explore
how inclusive sport environments can be scaled and sustained across Europe through
shared learning, research, and Erasmus+ cooperation. Sportproeftuinen will start in
Amsterdam with a focus on -inclusion sport scans and cooperation with the education
sector.

Lessons Learned

1. Start local, think systemic. Real inclusion connects community pilots to national
policy.

2. Co-create with people with disabilities. Their experience drives innovation and
sustainability.

3. Share and evaluate openly. Collective learning accelerates progress.

Conclusion

Sportproeftuinen demonstrates that inclusion is not a side project but a continuous
process that links physical, digital, and legal dimensions of accessibility. Physical activity
thus becomes more than movement—it becomes a pathway to confidence, safety, and
belonging for people with (visual) impairments across the Netherlands and beyond.

Author Bio

Peter van Bleijswijk is the founder and coordinator of the Sportproeftuinen initiative in the
Netherlands. He works as a volunteer and policy advisor at the intersection of sport,
inclusion, and accessibility, collaborating with municipalities, sports federations, and
disability organisations to make sport participation accessible for people with visual
impairments and other disabilities. He also volunteers with the Dutch Athletics
Federation, is a member of the EBU Sport Working Group, and participates in several
Dutch government pledges on inclusive sport and digital accessibility by the European
Disability Forum (EDF).
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Caption: Official launch of the Sportproeftuin Bussum at athletics club Tempo AV. In the
photo: the Chair of Tempo, the Chair of the Dutch Eye Association (Oogvereniging),
Representative of the Dutch Athletics Federation (Atletiekunie), the Alderman for Sports
of the Municipality of Gooise Meren, and the Initiator of the Sportproeftuinen (top right).
Date: June 2022.
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Laura—Challenges and Disappointments

Angelette Akkermans

Parent advocate, Foundation Mita Stimabo, creating inclusive environments for people
with visual impairment in the Netherlands.

“As | have always said: follow your instinct—your heart is usually right.”
Or, as my daughter’s favourite saying goes:

“I've never done it before, so | think | can do it.”

— Pippi Longstocking

Believing in possibilities when your child shows the way is essential. Letting go is really
just holding on differently. Trust their insight.

Laura is a woman with many dreams and many challenges. As a child, she gradually
became almost blind due to a series of medical complications following vaccinations.
After receiving the BMR vaccine, she developed a swollen knee. “No problem,” the
doctor said. “Not everyone has perfect knees.” But as a mother, something did not feel
right.

Laura had already been walking at nine months, yet suddenly she began stumbling. At
night, she cried in pain. Over time, it became clear that turning or moving her leg caused
discomfort. After many visits to doctors, the diagnosis was juvenile rheumatism. “No
worries,” we were told. “She will grow out of it.” Later examinations suggested that her
eyes might also be affected, but again we were reassured.

When Laura was four years old, she was diagnosed with a cataract in one eye. “Nothing
to worry about,” we were told—until the other eye was affected as well. Eventually, she
was referred to an academic hospital, where the true diagnosis became clear: uveitis, a
rheumatism-related eye disease. Each inflammation caused further vision loss. Atrtificial
lenses could not be implanted, as they would cause additional scarring and damage.

Laura is now 36 years old. She sees with one eye, and with that eye she has only 10%
vision. She is always tired and in pain and has since been diagnosed with rheumatism,
fibromyalgia, asthma, PCOS, and irritable bowel syndrome. Fortunately, she also has a
wonderful eight-year-old daughter, who gives her strength and motivation to keep going.

As a child, Laura had to insert and remove eye lenses every day. This was often
distressing and required help from neighbours, as she resisted strongly. Holidays were
difficult too, as no babysitter dared to take on this responsibility.

As parents, we eventually made a conscious decision: Laura would be allowed to
experience everything she dared to try. This included cycling independently to school,
obtaining a scooter licence, and participating in traffic. It also included extraordinary
experiences—parachuting, hot air ballooning, paragliding, horseback riding, and even
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driving a horse and cart. She participated in equestrian competitions using adaptations,
such as extra-large letter signs.

She tried driving a car independently but later decided for herself that it was too
overwhelming, which brought much sadness. We also took a helicopter flight over New
York so that the skyline could be captured on her retina. One of her greatest wishes—a
world trip to Australia and New Zealand—came true. She experienced helicopter flights
over mountains, glacier landings in New Zealand, encounters with orcas in San Diego,
swimming with dolphins, and earning an Open Water scuba diving licence.

Her first dive was in the clear waters of our beloved Bonaire (Mi Dushi Bonairu). She was
amazed to see so many fish—quite different from the dark waters of the Dutch coast,
where visibility is poor.

School brought many challenges, but Laura always wanted to try. She completed her
schooling as one of the top students in her class and later studied law, economics, and
tourism at university level. There were painful moments too—such as realising that
driving a car or becoming a helicopter pilot would not be possible. Instead, her dream of
aviation was reshaped into a long internship with a helicopter unit at an air force base.

Despite graduating cum laude and repeatedly being named “top student of the year,” full-
time employment proved difficult. She had to leave her position at Shell after nine months
due to physical overload. This pattern repeated itself: she was capable, admired, and
highly valued, yet her body could not sustain the demands. Still, she volunteered at the
Historic Flight organisation and became a trusted executive secretary. Everyone wanted
her as a colleague—she is kind, calm, and dedicated—but her limited physical capacity
remained a challenge.

Horse riding became a constant source of joy and confidence. She began with a black
Shetland pony named Mi Dushi. Later, she learned to drive a horse and cart, often
accompanied by her father, who could see further ahead. Riding through the woods
together gave her peace, independence, and strong social connections within the riding
community.

When she outgrew her pony, we searched carefully for a horse that could “look ahead”
for her. Eventually, she found the perfect match—a New Forest horse named Cedra. We
secretly purchased Cedra and revealed her as a surprise during the Dutch celebration of
Saint Nicholas on 5 December. Although Laura was already ten, the moment was
magical. When she realised that Cedra was hers, tears flowed freely. It was a gift never
to be forgotten.

The story continued: To our surprise, Cedra was pregnant, and in May a foal was born.
He was named Goofy, after my grandfather. Our family eventually cared for three horses,
all of whom Laura could work with confidently. Many peaceful hours were spent riding
through the woods—moments of trust, connection, and calm.
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In December 2024, we had to say goodbye to Cedra at the age of 28. Laura organised
the farewell herself, helping her manage the grieving process. Today, Goofy and Mi Dushi
enjoy their retirement in our pasture and stable, lovingly maintained despite the effort it
requires.

Scuba diving deserves special mention. In Bonaire, Laura earned her Open Water
certification with a wonderful instructor, Divemaster Alvin, who guided her patiently into
the underwater world. She was able to keep her lenses in and see extraordinary details—
juvenile fish, coral, turtles. We had the theory book enlarged in the Netherlands so she
could study independently, and later donated it for use by visually impaired residents of
Bonaire.

With every dive, a turtle appeared—something not even guaranteed in Bonaire. Whether
boat dive or shore dive, she was completely at peace underwater. We often joke about
the only “virus” without a vaccine: Bonairitus. Once you experience the warmth and
generosity of the people and the beauty of the island, it never leaves you.

The greatest gift you can give your children is time—not computers, phones, or
expensive presents. Follow your heart and instinct. They are usually right, no matter what
professionals may say. Trust your own feelings and keep going.

There are even diving schools, such as one in Indonesia, that allow people who are blind
to experience the underwater world. Possibilities exist—if we are willing to believe in
them.

For more information, visit https://www.mitastimabo.nl/; or email mitastimabo@planet.nl.

Who Am |? Sports and Disabled Identity in a Personal Tone
Maria Rita Hoffmann, Ph. D.

Institute for Disability and Social Participation, Barczi Gusztav Faculty of Special
Education of E6tvds Lorand University

“Absolutely no sports, just whiskey and cigar!” This legendary quote directed my life for
about 50 years. The quote is attributed to Winston Churchill (Marinov, 2018), the similarly
legendary Prime Minister of Great Britain from 1940 to 1945 and from 1951 to 1955
(European Commission, n.d.). However, no sources have been found so far to verify that
Churchill had ever said the secrets of a long life are hidden in the goldish colour of
whisky and the warmth of armchairs (Marinov, 2018). The opposite, that is, do sports
instead of drinking whiskey and smoking cigars, however, has been emphasized so many
times that those who are concerned easily get fed up with any sports propaganda and
feel well-backed by the Churchillian slogan until something unusual happens either to
them or around them.

The reason why | started to question the truth in the quote is a simple and typical, yet
still, an instructive story. As | was asked to share that story, | thought to investigate what
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Churchill really thought of sports. By now | have even discovered that the quote is an
urban legend as there was one sport Sir Winston Churchill fell in love with and that was
polo: “a horseback mounted team sport” (McVeigh-Keeling, 2021).

| was proud to belong to those blind guys who ignored active sport life. After a while |
realized that most of us got weaker and weaker, developed several ilinesses. Whenever
we talked, we, laughingly referred to the Churchill quote in warm armchairs while hoping
to have a long and prosperous life like he did. We gained body weight and wisdom in
giving reasons why doing sports should be neglected. Tens of years went by, and | was
disappointed to experience that long walks were much too tiring, and sad to see how
these blind guys weakened. The fact that most of them were people of my generation or
younger was also shocking. | dreadfully watched them growing fat and ill. They scarcely
went out to programs but locked themselves into their own worlds as they were almost
unable to leave the places where they lived.

| knew very well that | had to do something in order to avoid a frightening future. What |
did not know, however, was what, where and how. At that stage | did not care about the
why-nots of the past. | thought that phase should come later.

The first phase was to find an answer to the question of what sports | could benefit from
the most. Some people told me to be very careful and do nothing because of the retinal
detachment | had in 1996. Some others told me to do very few physical exercises. So, |
consulted an acknowledged physiotherapist, but she said she would not risk another
retinal detachment since | am legally blind and such an accident would definitely blind
me. Again, some others told me to go swimming as swimming is the safest kind of sports
in such a case. Although swimming sounded the best and safest option for the purpose, it
was the most unrealizable sport for me as | had water phobia. My former pupil, now a
friend who led the Sports and Leisure Association for the Visually Impaired, LASS
(Gombas, 2013) in those times, suggested doing yoga. | joined the yoga classes the
Association offered though | realized that starting with yoga to wake up my body from her
long sleep was rather painful, so | soon gave it up. The answer to my first ‘what’ question
was it is certainly not yoga to start with.

But even if we give up, life in general gives us chances. They often come unexpectedly.
The only thing we must do is to recognize them.

The second chance to change my passive lifestyle came in 2017 when my best friend
and colleague, Maria, broke her left leg and ankle. She had an operation on both.
Consequently, she needed some physiotherapy afterwards for quite a while.

When Maria recovered, we both decided to reframe our lives and do something active.
The actual reframing started with Joli, Maria’s physiotherapist. We did physiotherapy—
weekly. Since the summer of 2017, Joli has carefully been planning the exercises taking
into consideration the constant risk of a retinal detachment in my case. First, sure, she
was afraid, but she knew doing sports does not necessarily result in retinal detachment
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even in the case of people at risk. So slowly, lesson by lesson, step by step, task by task,
| experienced the changes in my body and mind.

In the summer of the same year, 2017, the 17th World Aquatic Championship was held in
Budapest. One day, right after our training session, it turned out that Joli is a master
swimmer who was preparing to participate in the FINA events for masters. The second
challenge to do sports and a new chance for learning to swim shaped, which neither
Maria nor | wanted to miss. So, we began to persuade Joli to teach us swimming.
Although it took a while to convince her, we managed and in February of 2018 we started
our swimming lessons in the School of the Blind where there is a small pool, ideal for
beginners. The answer to my ‘where’ question was at a place that is accessible and not
crowded. At a place where orientation does not take away too much energy from us so
that we can focus on what we must improve.

From February onwards we went into the pool each week. | knew it was a now-or-never
chance. Joli, the master swimmer, was patient with me. She was aware of the challenges
| had met during workouts before, how much my body had improved, and she never
forgot about my fear of water so she could plan the tasks accordingly. Beside her
professional support, there was another factor to consider. It was to face and manage my
weaknesses in sport-related activities. | learnt to accept not being good at things, such
as floating. Maria, coming from the Danube bend, was progressing fast, but | did not
worry about advancing slower than my friend, nor did | mind being special in this respect.
| was mentally prepared for swimming.

It was the beginning of June when [ first floated for about 30 seconds. The answer to the
‘how’ question is patiently, consistently and regularly.

Experiencing success empowers you.

Since 2018 | have reached the stage of feeling safe in water and a good level of
backstroke. | am learning freestyle and breaststroke, but this time with another trainer.
The change happened because Joli felt that both Maria and | need a master who is
specialized in teaching and training, so she connected us with Csaba, the guy Joli finds
excellent at his job. Although Csaba was first afraid of teaching two visually impaired
women in their 60s, now he is motivated and demanding. Currently, Maria and | have one
workout with Joli on land and one swimming lesson with Csaba in the world-famous
Duna Arena (2018).

The third chance life provided is yoga. For about 16 years LASS has been organizing
yoga camps outside Budapest. As doing some sports regularly has been changing me
bodily and spiritually, | took part in three of the most recent camps. | was amazed to
experience that my body is now ready to do plenty of asanas. Still, | should be careful
because of my retina. And of course, | am careful. But it no longer means to stop doing
sports, especially because when | broke my left leg and wrist one and a half year ago, it
was easier to get back my usual way of life because | was doing sports in line with my
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actual abilities and status. Gradually and gradually, | returned to the pool and do
exercises using my left wrist and leg.

When | realized | must take steps towards a healthy life, | did not think of the why-nots of
the past. If | had done so, | would surely have found powerful excuses. Most of us had
worried parents with regards to moving, a minimum of one ‘bad’ PE teacher, frightening
experiences, and failures. The time comes when most of us have had enough of the
constant expectations to overcome our disabilities. Like it or not, we cannot overcome but
live together with our disabilities in dignity. Both our bodies and minds need help to bear
our disabilities. Doing sports does that job to a great extent.

While | was writing this account, | thought over that, beside me, who else was
responsible for me not doing sports, not helping my body and mind for more than fifty
years. | think, however, it is much better to look ahead and consider who can be
responsible for motivating and helping blind and low vision persons to do sports,
whatever age they are at. Perhaps all of us.
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Music for Sports, Sport for Music—Thoughts on a Sound Mind and
a Sound Body

Maria Magdolna Flamich, Ph. D.

Institute for Disability and Social Participation, Barczi Gusztav Faculty of Special
Education of E6tvds Lorand University.

It all started with singing. |, together with the conductor, stepped onto the stage, looked at
the orchestra and the audience, then let the conductor know, | was ready to begin. The
first beats became my heart beats, | stood straight as part of the orchestra, or rather, part
of the musical piece, and after so many years of dreaming about singing with a
symphonic orchestra, | started singing. The concert was held in 2019 at the Budapest
Music Center (BMC, 2019). The title was Riding in Harmony: The Budapest Strings’
Charity Concert. It was a full-house event, because luckily, people like donating if they
see it is worthwhile. That night it was well-worth as the concert was for the benéefit of
Osszhang Alapitvany (Harmony Foundation) to buy tandem-bikes and inspire people with
visual impairment to ride.

The idea of a concert came from an unforgettable experience of riding a tandem bike
along the steep and winding roads up to The Benedictine Abbey of Tihany (The
Benedictine Abbey of Tihany, n.d.). The adventure was part of a blindness awareness,
‘inclusive’ tour around Lake Balaton (Banfalvi, n.d.). Some twenty couples tandemed
together to demonstrate that blind people are able to play sports and music, and that we
are active, reliable members of the society. Despite the old and mainly urban bikes, we,
the participants, were enthusiastic as we are very rarely given the chance to bike. Most of
us do not care about awareness activities, we go for the joy of riding. For several years
now the tandem-bikes and bikers take the same awareness trip, but in most cases the
abbey is left out. No wonder.

When | first was invited to take part in the trip, | was afraid of not being good enough to
ride along the five days, so | joined only for a short time, in fact two days. But when | felt
the freedom that tandem biking gives us, | knew | would prepare physically as well as
mentally as this activity means more than a desire to be free. | knew | can have the joy of
freedom if | do my best, not just travel as a piece of luggage on the bike. And the
following summer | joined the group for the whole trip. Still, due to the lack of time, | could
invest very little energy in doing sports.

Two or three years later, in one 2017 February morning | broke my leg and ankle. As they
had to be operated on, | needed physiotherapy to regain strength. As | wanted to be
active as soon as possible, | found a physiotherapist to help me. Working with her made
me realize that this is the best chance ever to start doing some sports.

After the regular treatments, my friend and colleague Rita and | decided to continue
physiotherapy with the same therapist, Joli, as she is a strict, consistent expert and a
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warm-hearted person who is neither afraid of, nor over-admiring of, blind people. We met
week by week and after a while she switched onto being a coach rather than a therapist
and the physiotherapy meetings became workouts.

Doing sports in one way or another tempted me, but, for quite a while, | resisted such
temptations despite the fact that at the School of the Blind | would have an excellent PE
teacher. My teacher knew everything about blindness and sports. At her lessons we, for
example, learnt long-jump, used the vaulting box. She regularly held athletic training for
those who she found talented. She managed to convince some of us to do sports beyond
the PE lessons. She thought | would make a good athlete, but as | always dreamed
about being a musician, | chose practicing the piano instead of sweating in the gym.

Playing music well, however, requires physical fitness. It is especially true in the case of
singing because the whole body takes part in the process of making music. First of all,
breathing is of major importance. “Breathing is the foundation of all solid vocal
production” (Friedlander, 2017). My friend and role model, Montserrat Caballé, for
example, emphasized the significance of breathing techniques. Her primary voice
teacher, Eugenia Kemeny, a Hungarian former athlete and a Wagnerian soprano, made
her students spend a whole year on “vocal exercises and breath training before
approaching real music” (Pullen & Taylor, 1995; Symphony, 2018). | knew, unfortunately, |
could not afford that much time.

My accident in 2017 was a turning point with regards to doing sports. In 2018, | put
swimming on my list of activities for two main reasons. First, | was brought up by the
River Danube. My father taught me to love and respect water in general and the River
Danube in particular. Owing to my father, | have always felt water is familiar to me.

And secondly, Joli turned out to be a master swimmer. So, we started improving my
swimming technique.

COVID had a great impact on my sports activities. This is how yoga came into my life.
Some of us at the Sports and Leisure Association for the Visually Impaired, LASS
(Gombas, 2013), regularly attended online yoga classes, because by that time not only
had | learnt in theory but also experienced in practice that playing music could be
improved by playing sports and vice versa.

In 2018, my students asked me to renew and lead the school choir. Some months later,
former students of the School for the Blind joined the choir because they wanted to sing
and belong to a circle which accepts their diverse abilities. This is how the school choir
turned to be The Legato Choir of the Blind.

Working with present and former students, | can see to what extent (the lack of) physical
exercise influences the choir members’ endurance, discipline and physical well-being in
general. Although | have not yet undertaken any research, | can observe the differences
between those who do sports and those who do not regularly attend any physical

training. Breathing exercises, however, help me demonstrate the significance of physical
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activities and help choir members see how they can improve. Now the choir has grown
into a friendly circle, and they often inspire one another both in music and sports
contexts. They have been learning to sing the piece in quartets. This activity requires
discipline stamina, and the ability to concentrate—key features to success in music and
sports.

On November 25th, 2025, the Legato Choir of the Blind took part in the gala concert of
celebrating 200 years of blind people’s education in Hungary. The choir performed
together with the Danubia Orchestra, one of Hungary’s leading orchestras (Danubia
Orchestra, n.d.). The choir members as well as the orchestra had a once-in- a-lifetime
experience. When on the stage, the choir and | stood straight and looked at conductor,
Hamori Maté, and his orchestra. We were part of the music. And also, part of an
incredible success.

The empowering concert clearly showed that music and sports together enjoy priority to
let the world know that blind people are ready to be included. This fact can be a directive
of their education in the forthcoming 200 years.
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Introduction: An Education Lens on a Broader Global Campaign

On World Braille Day, 4 January 2026, the International Council for Education of People
with Visual Impairment (ICEVI) and the World Blind Union (WBU) launched the joint
Global Braille Literacy Campaign, titled More Braille: More Empowerment. The campaign
is deliberately broad in scope. It spans advocacy, human rights, public awareness,
cultural recognition, technology, publishing, research, and education. It seeks to highlight
Braille as a fundamental literacy system and a foundation for participation in society.

This article focuses specifically on education. It explores what the campaign means for
early childhood services, schools, teachers, families, curriculum, and education systems;
and why Braille literacy must be claimed as a central educational priority for learners who
are blind or have low vision.

Adopting an educational lens within the braille literacy campaign is particularly important.
Over recent decades, technological advances have transformed classrooms, and
education systems have moved strongly toward inclusive, mainstream schooling. While
this transition has brought important benefits, it has also coincided with declining access
to specialist knowledge, including Braille instruction, and with assumptions that
technology can replace tactile literacy. The Global Braille Literacy Campaign challenges
those assumptions. It builds on the momentum of the Braille 200 celebrations in 2025
and seeks to translate that energy into educational improvement: in teacher preparation,
curriculum design, classroom practice, assessment, and student outcomes.

From an educational perspective, the campaign’s core message is clear: without access
to Braille literacy, inclusive education remains incomplete.

Campaign Vision and Goals

The ICEVI-WBU Global Braille Literacy Campaign is a global commitment to recognising
Braille literacy as a right, not a privilege, empowering people who are blind, deafblind, or
have low vision to learn, participate, and shape their futures. While the campaign spans
advocacy, media, research, technology, and policy, its educational purpose is central: to
ensure that every learner who needs Braille has timely, high-quality access to Braille
instruction, materials, and support throughout their educational journey and beyond.

The campaign commenced on World Braille Day, 4 January 2026 and will conclude on
World Braille, 4 January 2028. Its success will be measured against the following seven
goals:
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e Promote global recognition of Braille as a fundamental and lifelong literacy
medium for children and adults who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision.

e Expand the availability and equitable access to Braille, including Braille reading
and writing materials in multiple formats and languages.

e Support the effective teaching and learning of Braille reading and writing, starting
in early childhood and continuing through all stages of education and lifelong
learning.

e Encourage the availability and use of a multiplicity of Braille input and output
solutions to facilitate reading and writing of Braille including but not limited to,
mechanical and electronic Braille machines, refreshable Braille displays,
embossers, and digital tools that support Braille literacy and inclusion.

e Implement culturally relevant advocacy and media campaigns in all ICEVI and
WBU regions to promote the rights of individuals to access and use Braille.

e Develop and disseminate accessible informational resources on Braille codes,
teaching strategies, national Braille authorities, device options, and relevant
policies.

e Undertake research that highlights the educational, social, and economic benefits
of Braille literacy and informs national and international policy and practice.

Together, these goals position Braille literacy not as a specialised service on the margins
of education, but as a core component of inclusive, equitable, and high-quality education
systems worldwide.

Braille as Literacy: A Pedagogical Foundation

From an educational standpoint, Braille is not an accommodation; it is a literacy system.
Braille enables direct access to spelling and grammar, sentence structure and
punctuation, text layout and formatting, mathematics, science and music notation, and
independent reading and writing. Research consistently shows that Braille literacy is
associated with higher levels of educational attainment, employment, and independence
among blind adults (Ryles, 1996). Longitudinal and classroom-based studies also
demonstrate that systematic Braille instruction supports literacy development in young
learners in ways that audio alone cannot (Emerson et al., 2019).

Listening is not the same as reading. Dictation is not the same as writing. Audio access is
valuable, but it is transient and cognitively demanding. Without tactile access to written
language, learners are denied opportunities to inspect, revisit, compare, edit, and reflect
on text as text. Braille therefore functions as the tactile equivalent of print, enabling
learners who are blind to engage with language in the same structured, durable, and
analytical ways as their sighted peers (Swenson, 2016). This is especially significant in
subjects such as mathematics, science, and technology, where symbolic precision and
spatial structure are central to learning.
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Braille Literacy as a Gateway to STEM Learning

Access to Braille is particularly critical for success in science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics (STEM). STEM subjects depend heavily on symbolic notation, spatial
layout, and the ability to inspect and manipulate representations such as equations,
graphs, tables, chemical formulae, and programming code (Smith et al., 2020). For
sighted learners this is visual; for learners who are blind it must be tactile. Braille provides
this precision.

Mathematical and scientific notation in Braille allows learners to read and write equations
accurately, follow multi-step problem-solving processes, compare elements within an
expression, and engage independently with complex symbolic systems (Aslan, 2025:
McBride et al., 2025). Audio access alone cannot support this level of engagement. It
places heavy demands on working memory and makes it difficult to review, compare, or
notice structural patterns.

Without Braille, many learners are effectively excluded from higher-level STEM, not
because of lack of ability, but because of lack of access. The global braille literacy
campaign advocates for early introduction of mathematical notation in Braille, access to
tactile graphics and manipulatives, teachers trained in both Braille and STEM pedagogy,
and assessment systems that recognise Braille as a legitimate reading and writing
medium.

Early Literacy and the Importance of Timing

Literacy development begins well before formal schooling. Sighted children encounter
print through books, environmental labels, drawing, and shared reading from infancy.
Children who are blind require equally rich tactile literacy experiences (Ferrell, 2011).

Delays in the introduction of Braille are common and may result from the parents’
uncertainty about visual prognosis, the child and family’s overreliance on residual vision,
lack of trained personnel, or beliefs that technology can substitute for literacy. However,
research shows that late introduction of Braille is associated with reduced literacy
performance relative to benchmarks, just as late introduction of print would be for sighted
learners (McDonnall et al., 2025). The campaign therefore promotes early identification of
tactile learners, early exposure to Braille and tactile materials, and early support for
families and educators.

Inclusion—and the Braille Literacy Gap

Inclusive education policies have rightly led to more learners who are blind or have low
vision being educated in mainstream schools. This has enhanced social participation and
broadened access to curricula. However, it has also created a significant structural
challenge.

Most mainstream teachers receive little or no preparation in the educational implications
of visual impairment, tactile learning methods, Braille literacy, or accessible curriculum
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design (Brown & Beamish, 2019). As a result, Braille instruction is often limited to short
withdrawal sessions; classroom teachers feel unprepared to integrate Braille into daily
literacy teaching; and Braille may be delayed, discouraged, or replaced by audio access.
This produces a paradox: learners are physically included, but pedagogically
marginalised. The campaign therefore emphasises that inclusion of touch learners
without access to braille and tactile information is not inclusion, and that mainstream
systems must be supported to develop the knowledge, confidence, and structures
required to support Braille learners effectively.

Teachers: The Cornerstone of Braille Literacy

Teachers are central to literacy development. For tactile learners, equitable access to the
curriculum requires access to educators who possess specialist knowledge of Braille
codes and pedagogy, understand tactile literacy development, and can integrate Braille
into everyday classroom practice. Yet in many systems, specialist roles have been
reduced, and professional learning opportunities remain limited. The campaign therefore
prioritises strong pre-service pathways, ongoing professional learning, recognition of
specialist expertise, and collaborative models linking specialist and mainstream teachers
(Croake et al., 2024; Farrand et al., 2024; McLinden et al., 2017).

Conclusion: Braille, Education, and Empowerment

Louis Braille’s tactile reading and writing system was an educational revolution. Two
centuries later, the challenge is not whether Braille still matters, but whether education
systems will continue to invest in it. The Global Braille Literacy Campaign is therefore
about educational equity, literacy justice, and the right of every learner to full access to
language and knowledge.

More Braille means more literacy.
More literacy means more learning.
And more learning means more empowerment.
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Braille Literacy in Education and Employment
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Braille literacy remains a critical foundation for education, employment, and full
participation in society for people who are blind or have low vision. Yet access to braille
instruction, materials, and technology continues to vary widely across regions and
education systems. The ICEVI-WBU Global Braille Literacy Campaign responds to this
reality by placing braille literacy at the centre of a global conversation about inclusion,
opportunity, and long-term impact.

The campaign’s focus on advocacy, information sharing, and research reflects a shared
understanding across the education community. Literacy is not only about access to
information. It is about developing the skills needed to learn, work, and engage
independently throughout life.
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Research perspectives on braille literacy

Research has consistently shown a strong relationship between braille literacy and
positive life outcomes. A landmark study published in the Journal of Visual Impairment
and Blindness (Ryles, 1996) found that adults who learned braille as their primary
reading medium were more likely to be employed, attain higher levels of education, and
achieve greater financial independence than those who did not. These findings confirm
what educators have observed for decades. Braille literacy supports not only

A 2024 study by McDonnall, Sessler-Trinkowsky and Steverson, published as Use of
Braille in the Workplace by People Who Are Blind, surveyed 304 employed adults who
are blind or legally blind in the United States and Canada and found that 66.1 percent
reported using braille at work, and 52.6 percent used refreshable braille technology for
tasks such as reviewing text, editing and working with numbers.. Braille was most often
used where precision matters, such as reviewing text, working with numbers, checking
spelling, and navigating structured information.

Braille use in educational and work settings

In education settings, braille literacy is increasingly supported through a combination of
tactile and digital approaches. Paper braille remains essential, particularly for early
learning, while refreshable braille displays and braille note takers allow students to read
and write in braille while engaging with digital content used in inclusive classrooms.

Educational organisations such as Perkins School for the Blind note that refreshable
braille displays can supplement paper braille by allowing students to read and write
braille while accessing electronic text used in educational settings. When paired with
computers or tablets, refreshable braille displays and braille note takers help students
participate more fully in classroom activities, complete assignments, and collaborate with
teachers and peers.

Independent third-party reviews also illustrate how braille technology supports learning
and productivity in real settings. Reviews published in AccessWorld, for example,
describe students and professionals using braille note takers to draft documents, manage
coursework, and work with mainstream applications. Reviews of refreshable braille
displays similarly highlight their use for reading and editing text accurately when paired
with computers and smartphones, reinforcing their role as practical literacy and
productivity tools. HumanWare’s long-term involvement in braille literacy

HumanWare’s involvement in braille literacy has been shaped by more than three
decades of collaboration with educators, rehabilitation professionals, and organisations
serving people who are blind or have low vision. Since its founding, the company has
focused on developing braille and assistive technology solutions that support learning
and productivity across the lifespan, from early education through to employment.

Beyond product development, HumanWare’s education focused approach emphasizes
classroom integration, teacher support, and long-term usability. Its education programs
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highlight how braille note takers, refreshable braille displays, and low vision tools support
curriculum access, independent reading and writing, and participation in mainstream
learning environments.

Expanding access through regional initiatives

In many parts of the world, students still lack basic access to braille and assistive
technology, limiting their educational opportunities. HumanWare has been involved in
initiatives aimed at expanding access in under resourced settings, including partnerships
with schools, universities, and local organisations in parts of Africa.

In many parts of the world, students still lack basic access to braille and assistive
technology, limiting their educational opportunities. HumanWare has been involved in
initiatives aimed at expanding access in under-resourced settings, including partnerships
with schools, universities, and local organizations in parts of Africa. One publicly
documented example involved the provision of digital magnification devices to visually
impaired students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa. The initiative was
described in a news article published on 21 July 2022 (Volume 10, Issue 32) on the
University of KwaZulu-Natal website, outlining how the devices supported students’
access to academic materials and participation in university studies. Other initiatives over
the years have included providing braille and low-vision technology to schools,
supporting teacher training, and working with non-profit partners to address practical
challenges such as shipping and local support.

While free technology alone is not a sustainable solution, these initiatives have
demonstrated tangible impact. They have helped educators and institutions see what is
possible when students have access to appropriate tools, and they have supported
broader conversations with governments and education systems about long term
investment in inclusive education.

Connecting practice with the Global Braille Literacy Campaign

The ICEVI WBU Global Braille Literacy Campaign provides a framework for connecting
research, practice, and collaboration at a global level. lts emphasis on advocacy,
information resources, and research aligns closely with the experiences shared by
educators and organisations working on the ground.

As Dr. Frances Gentle, Past President of ICEVI, has noted, meaningful global change
happens when organisations step forward with purpose. The campaign invites partners to
contribute not only technology or funding, but knowledge, experience, and sustained
engagement. HumanWare’s participation reflects this shared responsibility to strengthen
braille literacy through education systems, workplaces, and communities worldwide.

Braille literacy remains as relevant today as it has ever been. When supported through
effective instruction, appropriate technology, and collaboration across sectors, it enables
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learners to build strong literacy skills and carry them into further education and
employment.

The Global Braille Literacy Campaign highlights an important truth. Access to braille is
not a marginal issue, but a central one. By aligning research, practice, and leadership,
the campaign and the organisations that support it aim to ensure that braille literacy
continues to open doors, not only in classrooms, but throughout life.

Research
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Abstract

NETFIT® is a health-related, criterion-referenced fitness assessment system that is used
mandatorily from grades 5 to 12 in Hungarian schools to evaluate students’ fitness levels.
In 2016, the Hungarian School Sport Federation adapted the test system for students
with special educational needs (SEN), enabling nationwide evaluation of their fitness
results as well. The aim of this study is to present the physical fitness of Hungarian
students with visual impairment based on the NETFIT® measurement results from the
2023/2024 school year, and to compare these results with those of typically developing
students.

Methods: In the 2023/2024 school year, 4620 students (2980 boys and 1640 girls) were
registered as SEN students in the NETFIT® online system, and 2435 of them had at least
one recorded result from the NETFIT® tests. Among them, 31 students were registered
specifically as students with blindness or visual impairment (BVI). Sixteen students (7
boys and 9 girls) were reported by the administering teachers as having low vision or
severe low vision. Their mean age was 15.35+2.78 years (range: 11.4-19.73). For 15
students (9 boys and 6 girls), teachers reported a diagnosis of blindness. The mean age
of blind students was 16.5+3.9 years (range: 12.31-24.91). The results presented reflect
the fitness status of these students with BVI based on the NETFIT® assessments.
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Results: Overall, the findings indicate that students with BVI display significantly poorer
fitness than their typically developing peers. Students with blindness show even weaker
health-related fithess compared to students with low vision. Particularly noteworthy are
the 20-meter shuttle run results: while 57.58% of typically developing students reached
the Healthy Fitness Zone, only 6.67% of students with blindness and 22.22% of students
with low vision achieved this level. The low rates of Healthy Fithess Zone achievement in
handgrip strength (28.9% among blind students and 12.99% among students with low
vision) draw attention to the need for bone-strengthening activities in this population.

Conclusion: The results highlight the importance of regular physical activity for youth with
BVI in the prevention of non-communicable, lifestyle-related diseases.

Keywords: Students with blindness or visual impairment, physical fithess, NETFIT®

Introduction

Since the 2014/2015 school year, Hungarian legislation (Act CXC of 2011; EMMI Decree
20/2012) has required the annual assessment of the physical fitness of all students in
full-time school education—from grade 5 onwards—using the NETFIT® system (National
Student Fitness Test System).

NETFIT®is a health-related, criterion-referenced fitness test battery composed of nine
tests associated with four fitness profiles that are closely linked to health. The tests
include:

e body mass index (BMI; body mass and body height),
e body fat percentage estimation,
e 20-meter shuttle run test,
e curl-up test,
e trunk lift test,
e push-up test,
e handgrip strength measurement,
¢ standing long jump test,
o flexibility test (sit-and-reach).
(Kaj et al., 2014; Kaj et al., 2019)

The health-related nature of NETFIT® stems from both the selection of tests and the
method used to evaluate the results. Instead of comparing a student's performance to
normative standards (age-specific averages), NETFIT® evaluates each student against
external criterion-referenced health standards. These standards represent minimum
performance thresholds that indicate reduced risk for various lifestyle-related diseases
(Kaj et al., 2014). The health standards were established in 2013 based on a
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representative regional sample of 2602 Hungarian students aged 11-19, stratified by
school type, region, age group and sex (Karsai et al., 2013; Csanyi et al., 2015).

The categorization of NETFIT® test results into fitness zones is also based on scientific
evidence (Karsai et al., 2013; Csanyi et al., 2015; Laurson et al., 2015; Castro-Pifiero et
al., 2019a; 2019b; Lang et al., 2019; Saint-Maurice et al., 2018; Welk, 2011).

A test result can fall into one of three zones:

e Healthy Fitness Zone (HFZ): indicates adequate performance associated with
good health and age-appropriate functional capacity

e Needs Improvement (NI);
¢ Needs Improvement — High Risk (NI-HR).

For instance, in terms of body composition, adolescents classified as overweight or
obese (BMI) have a 4-6 times greater likelihood of developing metabolic syndrome
compared to their peers in the Healthy Fithess Zone. Among obese students, this
likelihood increases to approximately 8—17 times when compared with normal-weight or
overweight students (Laurson et al., 2015).

According to the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (KSH), at the time of the introduction
of NETFIT® (2014/2015 school year), 82 016 students were diagnosed as having special
educational needs (SEN). Hungarian public education law defines SEN students as those
who, based on the opinion of an expert committee, have motor, sensory (visual or
auditory), intellectual, or speech disabilities; multiple disabilities; autism spectrum
disorder; or other psychological developmental disorders (such as severe learning,
attention, or behavioural regulation disorders). For many SEN students, performing the
standard NETFIT® tests was difficult or impossible due to their condition; thus, adaptation
for SEN populations became necessary.

To establish a scientifically grounded adaptation, the Hungarian School Sport Federation
conducted a multi-stage study between September 2016 and September 2017 involving
1208 SEN students, including 56 students with visual impairment (Kalbli, 2019; Kiraly et
al., 2019). As a result, the NETFIT® system was expanded to allow the assessment of
fithess among SEN students as well. Because SEN populations are heterogeneous, even
within the same category, the adapted system includes flexible, individually adjustable
test options. This flexibility is ensured through the inclusion of recommended and optional
tests (Kalbli, 2019; Kiraly et al., 2019; Kaj et al., 2019). Optional tests may serve as
alternatives to recommended ones, allowing the administering teacher to select the most
appropriate test based on the student’s individual abilities and needs. The core and
alternative tests of NETFIT® are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Core and Alternative NETFIT® Tests

(asterisk = alternative test recommended for students with visual impairment)
Fitness Profile Core NETFIT® Tests Alternative NETFIT® Tests

Body Composition &
Nutritional Status

Waist Circumference, Body Fat

Body M Ind
ody Mass fhdex Percentage

10 m Shuttle Run; Target Heart Rate
Aerobic Fitness 20 m (or 15 m) Shuttle Run Test; YMCA Step Test*; One-Mile
Walk Test*

Trunk Lift: Push-
runk Lift; Cadence Pus Modified Cadence Curl-Up*; Seated

M loskeletal : [-Up;
grip gt 9 Chest Press; Flexed-Arm Hang
Long Jump
Flexibility Sit-and-Reach Test Modified Thomas Test; Modified
Apley Test
Additional Tests - Balance Test*

Aim of the Present Study

The aim of this study is to present the 2023/2024 NETFIT® results of students with
special educational needs—specifically students with visual impairment—and compare
these results with those of typically developing students.

Methods

Description of the Measurement Tool

All NETFIT® fitness assessments are carried out in schools by physical education
teachers, using a centrally provided standardized equipment set and unified testing
protocols (Kaj et al., 2014; Kaj et al., 2019).

For students with special educational needs (SEN), the measurements include nine core
tests across four fitness profiles as well as additional optional tests (see Table 1).
Assessments are conducted annually during the second half of the school year, between
January and May. Teachers then record the results in the NETFIT® online system using
each student’s unique measurement ID.

The evaluation and zone classification of test results follow the procedure published in
the second edition of the NETFIT® Manual (Kaj et al., 2019). For certain SEN categories,
modified health standards—derived from research—are applied, also detailed in the
manual.
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To ensure comparability with typically developing students, the present study reports only
the results of the core NETFIT® tests completed by students with visual impairment.

Description of the Study Sample

According to data from the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (KSH), in the 2023/2024
school year, a total of 104,865 students in Hungarian public education were diagnosed as
having special educational needs. Among them, 613 were identified as having low vision
and 67 as having blindness (KSH, 2025).

In the NETFIT® online system, schools are required to indicate the presence of SEN only
if they use the adapted NETFIT® test version when assessing a student. Consequently,
the study sample includes only those visually impaired students whose schools explicitly
opted to employ the adapted test procedures.

Based on this, 334 educational institutions reported SEN status for a total of 5413
students in the NETFIT® system. Among them, 31 students were registered specifically
as having visual impairment. Of these, 27 students had at least one valid NETFIT® test
result during the 2023/2024 school year.

Given the relatively small sample size, the study does not provide grade- or sex-specific
analyses. Only those test results are presented for which valid zone classification was
possible.

Subsample: Students with Low Vision

In the 2023/2024 school year, teachers reported a diagnosis of low vision or severe low
vision for 16 students (7 boys and 9 girls) in the NETFIT® system. These students
attended 13 schools representing all Hungarian regions except Western Transdanubia.

Age characteristics:
e Mean age: 15.35 £ 2.78 years
e Youngest: 11.4 years
e Oldest: 19.73 years
Students from grades 5 through 12 were represented in the subsample (minimum 1 and

maximum 4 students per grade).

Subsample: Students with Blindness

Teachers reported a diagnosis of blindness for 15 students (9 boys and 6 girls) in the
NETFIT® system.

These students represented 3 schools, of which 13 students attended a single special
education institution in Central Hungary.

Age characteristics:

e Mean age: 16.5 £ 3.9 years
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e Youngest: 12.31 years
e Oldest: 24.91 years
Grade distribution:

e 6 students in grade 5

2 students in grade 7

3 students in grade 9

3 students in grade 10

1 student in grade 11

Table 2. Number of Students with Valid Results per Test

Low Vision / Severe Low Vision Blindness

Test (n) (n)
Height 12 6
Weight 12 6
BMI 12 6
Body Fat Percentage 12 6
Trunk Lift 11 9
Cadence Push-Up 12 10
Cadence Curl-Up / Modified Curl-

Up 12 9
Standing Long Jump 10 12
20 m Shuttle Run 9 15
Handgrip Strength 12 9
Sit-and-Reach Flexibility 12 9
Results

Body Composition and Nutritional Status

Based on the tests assessing body composition and nutritional status, both students with
low vision and students with blindness showed lower rates of achieving the Healthy
Fitness Zone (HFZ) in BMI and body fat percentage compared with typically developing
peers (Figures 1 and 2). Students with blindness demonstrated the poorest results.

For BMI, HFZ achievement rates were as follows:
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e 63.58% among typically developing students

e 50% among students with low vision

e 33.33% among students with blindness
Overweight and obesity rates derived from BMI were:

e 66.67% among students with blindness

e 33.33% among students with low vision

e 25.77% among typically developing students

These results indicate substantially poorer body composition in students with BVI,
particularly in those with blindness.

Figure 1. Healthy Fitness Zone Achievement Rates in BMI Among Typically Developing
Students and Students with BVI

BMI
o e |
80% 17.07% 33.33%
70%
60% 50.00%
50%
40% 63.58% 50.00%
30%
0,
20% 33.33%
10%
oo 10.64% Lol
0
Typically developing children Students with blindness Students with low vision

severe underweight HFZ NIZ mNIHRZ

Body fat percentage results offer an even more nuanced picture of body composition
among students with BVI.

Prevalence of overweight or obesity based on body fat percentage:
e 29.57% among typically developing students
e 33.33% overweight among low-vision students (no obesity identified)
e 50% obesity and 16.67% overweight among students with blindness
e Total non-HFZ (blindness): 66.67%

These findings show that two-thirds of blind students exhibit body composition levels
considered unhealthy from a health-related fithess perspective.
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Figure 2. Healthy Fitness Zone Achievement Rates Based on Body Fat Percentage
Among Typically Developing Students and Students with BVI
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Cardiorespiratory Fitness

The 20-meter shuttle run test—which is strongly associated with the risk of developing
cardiovascular diseases—revealed the most striking differences between groups.

HFZ achievement rates in the shuttle run were:
e 57.68% among typically developing students
o 22.22% among students with low vision
e 6.67% among students with blindness
Proportion classified into the Needs Improvement — High Risk (NI-HR) zone:
e 22.94% among typically developing students
e 55.56% among students with low vision
e 86.67% among students with blindness

These results indicate a markedly elevated cardiovascular risk for students with BVI—
especially those with blindness.
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Figure 3. Healthy Fitness Zone Achievement Rates in the 20-Meter Shuttle Run Among
Typically Developing Students and Students with BVI
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Musculoskeletal Fithess

Students with BVI performed substantially worse than typically developing peers across
all musculoskeletal fitness tests (Table 3). With the exception of the curl-up test, students
with blindness consistently showed lower HFZ achievement rates than those with low
vision.

Table 3. Healthy Fitness Zone Achievement Rates in Musculoskeletal Fitness Tests
Among Typically Developing Students and Students with BVI

Typically

g Blindness Low Vision
Test Developing
(HFZ | NIZ) (HFZ / NIZ) (HFZ / NIZ)
Trunk Lift 54.70% / 45.30% 33.33% /66.67% 36.36% / 63.64%

Cadence Push-Up

Cadence Curl-Up

71.40% / 28.60%
93.10% / 6.90%

10.00% / 90.00%
77.78% [ 22.22%

41.67% / 58.33%
75.00% / 25.00%

Standing Long Jump 74.40% /25.60%  -/100.00% 50.00% / 50.00%

Handgrip Strength

Handgrip strength, a key indicator associated with bone density and overall
musculoskeletal development, also showed notably low HFZ achievement rates among
students with BVI:

e 58.07% among typically developing students
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e 28.9% among students with blindness
e 12.99% among students with low vision

These values emphasize the importance of bone-strengthening activities for children with
BVI.

Figure 4. Healthy Fitness Zone Achievement Rates in Handgrip Strength Among Typically
Developing Students and Students with BVI
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Flexibility

Flexibility (sit-and-reach) results also reveal weaker performance among students with
BVI —particularly those with blindness.

HFZ achievement rates:
e 60% among typically developing students
e 58.33% among students with low vision
e 11.11% among students with blindness

These results highlight significant flexibility limitations, especially in the blind student
population.
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Figure 5. Healthy Fitness Zone Achievement Rates in Flexibility Among Typically
Developing Students and Students with BVI
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Conclusions and Summary

Our findings clearly indicate that students with BVl demonstrate poorer physical fithess
compared to their typically developing peers.

Overall, both students with low vision and students with blindness show markedly lower
rates of achieving the Healthy Fitness Zone (HFZ) across almost all NETFIT® tests.
When comparing the two visually impaired groups, students with blindness consistently
display weaker health-related fitness than students with low vision, a pattern that
suggests a higher risk of developing various lifestyle-related diseases.

Particularly noteworthy are the results from the shuttle run test, which is strongly
associated with long-term cardiovascular health outcomes. While 57.58% of typically
developing students achieved the Healthy Fitness Zone, only 22.22% of students with
low vision and a mere 6.67% of students with blindness met this criterion. Given that
shuttle run performance is closely related to future cardiovascular disease risk, these
findings point to a significantly elevated risk among youth with BVI.

Students with BVI also performed worse in musculoskeletal fitness and flexibility tests.
These deficits are associated with an increased likelihood of developing metabolic
syndrome, lower-back pain, and other musculoskeletal problems later in life.

The results of the handgrip strength test are especially concerning: only 28.9% of
students with blindness and 12.99% of students with low vision achieved the Healthy
Fitness Zone, compared to 58.07% of typically developing peers. Since handgrip strength
is strongly linked to bone density, these results underscore the need to promote bone-
strengthening physical activities within this population.

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that visually impaired students require complex,
targeted physical development interventions. Ensuring equal access to physical activity
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opportunities is crucial for improving their fithess and overall health and for preventing
lifestyle-related diseases associated with insufficient physical activity. Deficits in
cardiorespiratory fitness, musculoskeletal strength, and bone-strengthening activity all
contribute to a higher long-term health risk, underscoring the need for:

¢ inclusive and adapted physical education practices,

e professional development and training for teachers,

e appropriate infrastructure and accessible environments,

e and a supportive pedagogical approach that encourages regular physical activity.

These measures collectively can contribute to improving both the fithess and quality of
life of students with BVI, while reducing long-term health risks.
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Come Play ... Exploring the Playground Experience for People
who have Blindness and Low Vision.

Silveira, S., Tait, K., Holloway, L., Anderson, L., Loke, L., Butler, M., &
Reinhardt, D.

Caption: A person and a child who is blind feeling a tactile sculpture in a playground.

Introduction

Play is one of the inherent rights of children across the world. The importance of play is
recognised by key organisations such as UNESCO in Article 31 of the United Nations
(UN) Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) and World Health Organization
(WHO) Guidelines for Physical Activity (WHO, 2024). Play positively contributes to all
aspects of a child’s development and brings a deep sense of connectedness and
wellbeing for the child and their family.

Playgrounds are spaces where children commonly play. Playgrounds should be inviting,
joyful, safe and inclusive spaces, encouraging the child to move, explore, socialise and
use their imagination. Playgrounds should also have a degree of challenge for children
that extends their abilities. Playgrounds should be welcoming spaces for all people
including those with blindness and low vision, and Cerebral Vision Impairment,
collectively referred to as BLV in this paper. According to the Australian Children's
Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) (2018), Reggio Emilia's early childhood
education referred to the environment as “the third teacher”. Physical spaces and play
materials can have many outstanding benefits including strengthening motor skills and
promoting social, emotional, physical, and cognitive development (Vize, 2013). However,
people with disabilities, including people with BLV and their families may find themselves
excluded from playgrounds due to unsuitable design and equipment.
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Australia has long recognized the importance of inclusion through foundational policies
such as the Disability Discrimination Act (1992) and the National Disability Strategy
(2010-2020) (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2014). These frameworks advocate
for equitable access to public spaces, highlighting the need for inclusive community
infrastructure, such as playgrounds. However, while the legislative intent is clear,
significant gaps remain in translating these ambitions into tangible, accessible
environments for children with disabilities. The persistence of physical, social, and
attitudinal barriers—ranging from inadequate playground design to insufficient community
awareness—reflect a disconnect between policy rhetoric and implementation. Ultimately,
it is essential that community playgrounds evolve beyond symbolic inclusion into
meaningfully accessible environments where all children and their families can participate
equally, feel welcomed and included.

Although some advances have been made to address the physical barriers to play such
as the “Everyone Can Play” initiative (NSW Government, 2019), the same progress has
not been seen in purposeful design to include people with BLV and their families. This
research project aims to understand what is currently happening around the world in this
area, to determine how increased inclusion and accessibility could enhance the lives of
children with BLV. This paper provides an overview of an Australian project that is
exploring how access to playgrounds can be improved for children with BLV by learning
about playgrounds through audits and the user experience. The project is being
conducted by the authors and has been funded by a grant from the Australian Research
Council (Project ID DP240100824). The project has Human Research Ethics Committee
approval with the University of Sydney (2022_HE000648).

What makes a playground “Accessible?”

Accessible and inclusive playspaces can allow children with disabilities to participate in
various physical and social activities that promote cognitive growth, such as exploration,
teamwork, and role play, helping to nurture their creativity and imagination. As a vital part
of childhood, play encourages physical, social, emotional, and cognitive stimulation.
Therefore, when constructing learning environments in classrooms or community play
areas, it is essential to cater for different learning needs to enable participation by all
children, regardless of their abilities. This participation helps children with disabilities
relate to their peers, develop self-confidence, and have activities that are fun and
educational, just as much as those available to children without disabilities.

Inclusive playground design plays a crucial role in shaping the daily experiences of
children with sensory challenges, influencing their ability to engage in physical movement
and their opportunities for meaningful social interaction (Moore, 2025). Such practices
might include the use of universal design principles, adaptive equipment, and layout
strategies that encourage interaction between children of all abilities (UNICEF, 2021). It is
essential that the design and materials used in both community spaces and schools are
more than just functional - they must actively encourage engagement, exploration, and
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interaction, and be crafted in a way that eliminates barriers to participation. Then, no child
will be left behind. When all children feel welcomed and included in playspaces, these
playspaces become a place of belonging and contribute significantly to social cohesion.

While public playgrounds provide valuable opportunities for outdoor play, social
participation, and inclusion for children and families, a variety of barriers still exist that
limit full access and participation (Boyle et.al., 2022). Unfortunately, many current
playgrounds and community spaces lack accessible features such as smooth surfaces,
ramps, and adaptive play equipment. This can prevent children with mobility issues from
fully participating in play activities (Moore, 2025). Furthermore, not all playgrounds have
equipment that caters to children of all abilities. For instance, swings with harnesses,
wheelchair-accessible play structures, walkers, sensory play panels and other assistive
devices are often missing (Park, et.al, 2021).

Anecdotally we know that accessibility and inclusion is an issue on the playground
specifically for people with BLV. There are existing resources that address this such as
the Designing Playgrounds webpage (Perkins Learning, 2015) and others that provide
general recommendations to promote accessibility of outdoor spaces, such as the
Outdoor Accessibility Framework (VISIO, 2024); this framework is available in English
from VISIO by request. However, there are few studies that examine the experience

of BLV users and their families, looking specifically at the efficacy of recommendations for
BLV accessible playground design. Some related research has been conducted, such as
Columna et al (2017) who explored ways of promoting increased physical activity with
families, but substantial gaps remain. There is a need to gather further evidence that
accounts for the unique context of playgrounds. This should include the equipment and
features that make hazard zones difficult to define, providing navigation landmarks, and
supporting independent play for children who have BLV across a wide range of abilities.

A well-designed inclusive playground could promote a sense of belonging by creating
opportunities for shared experiences, collaboration, and friendships among children with
and without disabilities (ACECQA, 2012). Truly 'inclusive play areas' should allow all
children to interact naturally and freely with each other, regardless of ability. By contrast,
traditional play environments may reinforce exclusion through physical and social
barriers, leaving some children with additional needs feeling isolated or marginalized.
This can be the case for children with BLV and their families who often face unique
barriers in a world that is still learning how to include them. Their participation in play,
especially in playgrounds, can be complicated by obstacles which often prevent them
experiencing the joy that play can bring. The case studies presented in this paper
demonstrate these barriers and the impact on two children with BLV.

Case Studies: Two children with BLV and their playground experiences

This section presents two illustrative case studies, formed from a combination of survey
responses submitted by 41 parents and carers of children with BLV.
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David is a 4 year old boy who has been born with moderate low vision. He has a
playground located close to his home which his family take him to for play and to meet
with friends. It's a good place for David to practice his orientation and mobility and he can
use his white cane on the walk to the playground and while walking on the pathways in
the playground.

When he is in the playground, his family notices that David is a bit scared to explore on
his own. The playground doesn’t have a tactile map or ground indicators. It also doesn’t
have contrasting colour or consistent sound landmarks to help him find the equipment
and activities he enjoys, or to help him avoid the areas that could be dangerous, like
poles and swings. As the playground is often busy and noisy, David gets confused about
where equipment is located and it is hard for him to keep up with the other children he
meets. David’s family also worries about his safety, so they stay with him all the time.
This means David plays more with adults than other children.

David finds it hard to be in parts of the playground that aren’t covered to provide shade
from the sun. Being in the direct sun makes it difficult for David to use his vision and
causes fatigue. This upsets him and he tells his parents that he wants to go home while
his siblings want to stay longer.

There are some areas in the playground where David can easily play with other
children—on a large swing which three children can use at the same time, and on a
spinner with four seats. He relies on his parents to get him on and off the equipment but
once he is seated, he enjoys the movement. David’s favourite playground equipment is
the swing, flying fox and the musical instruments.

David’s family feel his playground experience could be improved by more shade, tactile
markings, contrast and sound, especially on the games that are in the playground—
noughts and crosses or tic-tac-toe. David’s family would also like water play areas to be
added as well as clear pathways between the play activities. Although there are
challenges for David, his family keep going back to the playground as it is nearby and
they know that physical play is important for many areas of David’s development and
enjoyment as a child. They are planning to hold his 5th birthday party in the playground
so the family will visit more often to help David become familiar with the playground
layout and equipment.

Sarah is 7 years old. She has been born with a significant physical and intellectual
disability and Cerebral Visual Impairment. She uses a wheelchair, so her family have
chosen an inclusive playground that has ramps to bypass stairs and a paved pathway
throughout the playground. The playground also has accessible parking and an
accessible toilet that the family finds very helpful.

At times, Sarah’s parents transfer her out of her wheelchair and Sarah loves sitting in the
sand pit and digging with her brother. This playground also has accessible equipment
that is adapted for her physical disabilities such as the accessible flying fox, and the
musical instruments at a suitable height—drums and musical tubes. She will point at the
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things she can see or hear that are of interest like the high contrast spinners or the sound
of the chimes. This is more difficult when there are a lot of children playing, or in parts of
the playground that have more natural elements. There are tactile sculptures, but Sarah
can only touch a small part of them because they are so tall.

Sarah loves the accessible water play area in this playground, which is raised to her
wheelchair level. Sarah loves to splash in the water and listen to the noise it makes. She
plays with other children with and without disabilities in this area, making both Sarah and
her family very happy. Her family would like to have raised sand pits in the playground to
allow her to play while she is in her wheelchair.

Sarah’s family appreciate the inclusive playground but find that most of the adaptations
acknowledge her physical disabilities but not her vision impairment. They think if colour
or things that are moving or shiny were used in the right spots, Sarah might notice the
important things like faucets in the water play area. This would also allow Sarah to show
her family what she would like to do. The family wishes there were more things she could
touch and explore rather than just bang or spin. They also would like more activities
where Sarah could play with other children like she does in the water play area.

Discussion

A good playground experience for children who have BLV allows them to play like and
with other children, to interact with play equipment, and to develop their physical and
social skills in a safe and inclusive environment. However, most playgrounds don’t
adequately represent childhood disability. Most playgrounds have been designed with a
normative understanding of a child’s cognitive processes and mobility, lacking
opportunities for children with diverse abilities, including those with BLV.

A review of relevant literature and the playground project presented in this paper have
identified three “invisible” barriers that might explain why children with BLV are
experiencing difficulties when it comes to participating in public playgrounds. These
invisible barriers include: (1) limited understanding of universal design and playgrounds,
(2) social exclusion due to community attitudes, and (3) a lack of co-production or co-
design. The impact of each factor and how they appear to be inhibiting inclusive
playground experiences for children with disability (and children with BLV in particular) is
now explained.

(1) Limited understanding of universal design and playgrounds: According to
Wegner et al. (2025), while the concept of universal design (UD) is widely prompted by
policy frameworks, the lack of clear guidance on how to translate UD principles into
practical interpretation creates ambiguity among urban designers. This confusion
appears to be leading project managers, council committees and urban planners to apply
UD principles inconsistently with minimal policy checklists. Findings by Moore et al.
(2022) highlights the notion that despite legislative and policy commitments, the lack of
professionals’ knowledge and training programs in inclusive playground design prevents
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inclusive benefits to all children. Therefore, across many countries, including Australia,
the lack of implementation strategies and practical guidelines for inclusive playgrounds
appears to be adding to the visible physical challenges and a lack of sensory equipment
in community playgrounds, for children with BLV.

(2) Social exclusion due to community attitudes: Ableism is a set of beliefs or
practices that devalue and discriminate against people with disability (People with
Disability Australia, 2025). Studies conducted by Glass & Flemmer (2024) and Lynch et
al. (2020) have focused on the lack of positive community attitudes towards children with
disability and their families, suggesting that an ableist approach constrains social
inclusion. The notion of an ableist public attitude to people with disability aligns with
several studies conducted by Wenger and colleagues (2021; 2022). In their most recent
study, Wenger et al. (2025) found that children with disabilities reported that children
without disabilities rarely choose to make friends with them when attempting to play in
community playgrounds, leading to feelings of social exclusion. In a recent study
investigating toddler playground safety by Tait, Silveria & Reinhardt (2025), parents
indicated that they had not seen children with disability attending their local playground
and that the inclusive play equipment was poorly maintained and unclean. This is a
further cause of social exclusion of children with disabilities at local playgrounds.

(3) The lack of participatory design: Last, an absence of collaboration between
designers, children with disability and their families limits the responsiveness of inclusive
public playspaces (Roberth et al., 2025; Wenger et al., 2025). For instance, Wang et al.
(2025) and Yildirim et al. (2022) both suggest that urban designers and council members
often struggle to apply inclusive design principles effectively. This difficulty results when
community playground design is based on project planners’ assumptions of general
community need and financial budgets, rather than designing parks and playgrounds
based on users’ specific needs. This hypothesis corresponds to a study conducted by Tait
et al. (2023), which argues that inclusive playgrounds require collaboration and co-design
initiatives with families and children with disability, in order to eliminate both physical and
social barriers.

Overall, the preliminary findings of this project indicate that it is a combination of limited
understanding of inclusive frameworks, inadequate sensory accessibility, and an
insufficient collaboration of stakeholders that hinder the development of truly inclusive
universally designed playgrounds. Clear guidance and co-design practices are needed to
enhance the inclusivity of participation for children with BLV and their families (Tsouvalis,
et al., 2025).

The aim of the current project is to investigate why children with BLV continue to face
barriers in Australian public playgrounds despite the presence of inclusive policies. Due
to the limited research in Australia, this paper examined international and national studies
to develop a comprehensive understanding of the barriers to date. However, across the
reviewed literature, a consistent finding highlights the importance of involving children
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with BLV and their families to ensure that playgrounds reflect their actual needs rather
than professional assumptions.

It is the plan of this project team to involve children with BLV and their families through
co-design methodologies to develop evidence-based strategies (Reinhardt, et al., 2023).
Ultimately, it is a collaboration among local authorities, designers, children with BLV, and
their families that will improve inclusive playgrounds, and promote shared community
values that will ensure that inclusive playground design moves beyond the current
generic playground design checklist requirements (Roberth et al., 2025). Co-creating
equitable and inclusive playgrounds will enable children with BLV to exercise their right to
play as a fundamental right for every child (United Nations, 1989) and develop their
physical, cognitive, and social skills (Gibson et al., 2017; Tait et al., 2023).

Next Steps

To date, studies of playground accessibility have been generalised for children of all
disabilities or based on very small numbers and case studies (Brown et al., 2021). Given
this research gap, our Australian Discovery Project DP240100824 is taking a multi-
pronged approach to explore playground accessibility for children with BLV. Our ongoing
work is summarised in Figure 1, with project activities that include reviewing the existing
literature; conducting surveys of relevant stakeholders including children, parents/carers
and vision and education professionals; and auditing playgrounds onsite and auditing
online information about individual playgrounds.

Research How can we improve playground accessibility
Question for people with blindness and low vision?

. Onsite
Research Audit of audits of

surveys online Interviews
Methods Y

. . existing
information
playgrounds

Figure 1: Summary of the research questions and activities of the Australian Discovery
Project on accessible playgrounds.

Surveys

It is important that the limitations and challenges related to the full playground experience
are understood, particularly through the voice of the user. To gain perspectives of the
people most likely to supervise a child with BLV in a playground, two Australian groups
were surveyed including parents/carers and professionals such as Orientation and
Mobility specialists, specialist vision teachers, parents/carers and other professionals.
The surveys asked questions about access, playground equipment and safety features,
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ease of independent movement by the child and any concerns held by the person
supervising the child.

Audit of Online Accessibility Information

Families of children with BLV may choose to carefully select a playground before they
visit with their child. To help this choice, many families will go online to find out if there is
useful information available about issues like access and suitability for children with
disabilities. We are auditing Australian playground websites to determine whether they
include the types of information that families need to know before visiting the playground
with a family member with BLV. We are also considering whether this online information
is accessible using technology such as screen readers.

Onsite Audits of Playground Accessibility

Given the lack of online information, it is necessary to visit a playground in person to
determine whether it is truly accessible for people with BLV. To formalise these
evaluations, we developed a playground audit tool based on existing tools and guidelines
(NSW Government 2019; Lynch 2019) but with greater emphasis on factors of
importance to families with BLV. Onsite playground visits also offer an opportunity to find
examples of best practice and pitfalls to avoid for future playground designs. The audit
tool is available for anyone to use via the link at https://forms.gle/HF3xoXVHJn6t5Jvy6. In
addition to gathering data for research purposes and advocacy, we hope that it can help
raise awareness of issues relating to playground design.

Interviews

The research group is using semi structured interviews both with individuals and groups
to engage stakeholders, to understand current and past experiences with playground
design related to BLV. This includes the standards and guidelines they have referred to
and their vision for inclusion for BLV users in the future. The group of stakeholders is
diverse including designers and architects, people with BLV and family members,
professionals from the BLV field, local council members and other individuals and groups
that have experience to share, or those who may influence the implementation of any
recommendations. Anyone interested in being interviewed can contact us to register their
interest.

A matrix for understanding an accessible playground journey

Based on an initial review of prior work on playground accessibility for people with BLV,
we proposed a matrix for inclusive playground design (Reinhardt et al., 2023). The matrix
defined_four basic design considerations: arrival (how do we get there?), orientation
(what is where?), the playground (who do we play with and what do we play on? with
whom do we play and with what?) and family (what about my tribe?). Play activities were
further divided into play/movement/learning (how do we move?), tactile sound/smell
(what do we experience?) and spatial attributes (in which space do we play in?).
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Based on case studies and interviews, we here propose an expansion of the matrix
(Figure 2) to include preparation, beginning with building the necessary skills and
confidence to visit a playground and selecting a suitable playground before arrival.

Built environment

) . Social
L) * Equipment provides e ) ]
Preparation .. diverse and inclusive [ * Interactions with
* Skills building o play opportunities o ;’thélﬁ . ‘
= Confidence buildin * Visual environment — . amily dynamics
¢ . Self-determination

* Selecting a lighting, contrast and

playground colour and confidence

Play activities

Arrival . Hazard reduction and Play. action and
. * Getting there warnings lea\rfmng .
* Orientation . Y
.. « Choosing what to play . Sens_ory_ experiences ®
.. on and who to play Navigation between ..

with play spaces

Figure 2: Expanded matrix for Inclusive Playground Design

Summary

This paper has recognized the need for playground designers and authorities to consider
the needs of people with disability, including those with BLV, so they can participate in
playgrounds in meaningful ways. Playgrounds should be welcoming and enjoyed by all,
ensuring safety while challenging the user to extend their abilities. While there has been
little focus and research on inclusion of people with BLV in playgrounds, this project is
building a foundation of knowledge by drawing on the experience of users. We
encourage readers of this paper to complete the onsite audit in playgrounds in their own
countries. These responses will contribute to continue to build a global understanding
and an improved experience for people with BLV.
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Introduction

Orientation and Mobility (O&M) supports people who are blind or have low vision to
navigate their environments safely and independently. It involves developing skills such
as spatial awareness, route planning, environmental analysis, hazard identification, and
safe travel techniques.

Through the creation of 3D models of school campuses, street crossings, and venue
layouts, and testing these with people who are blind, we have explored the role of 3D
printing in O&M practice. This work draws on findings from the Australian Research
Council Linkage Project led by Monash University, and the work of NextSense. The
project investigates how 3D printed tactile models can improve access to spatial
information and support the development of O&M skills. This article also highlights the
detailed guidelines available through the Round Table on Information Access for People
with Print Disabilities and discusses implications for practice, collaboration, and future
research.

3D printing and its relevance to O&M

Enhancing spatial understanding

Traditional O&M tools such as tactile maps, verbal descriptions, and real-world
exploration remain central to practice, yet they can be limited when representing
complex, unfamiliar, or large-scale environments. Spatial concepts such as orientation,
distance, and environmental structure can be difficult to convey through verbal
description and considerable skills are required to use traditional tactile maps. 3D printed
tactile models provide a concrete representation of these concepts and are therefore
easier to understand (Holloway et al., 2018; Toyoda et al., 2020). They allow safe
familiarisation with the layout of buildings and campuses, the structure of intersections,
street crossings and roundabouts, the relationship between streets and pathways, and
the placement of landmarks and orientation cues (Seth et al., 2023; Holloway et al.,
2022).
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Figure 1: 3D printed tiles of roundabout, street crossing and cul de sac (street closed at
one end) printed at NextSense to teach road crossing, understand traffic flow and build
mental maps of intersections to cross the street safely.

In addition to full 3D models, 3D-printed tacticons—small tactile icons designed to
represent common environmental features—provide consistent, recognisable symbols for
landmarks such as entrances, stairs, and bicycle paths (Holloway et al., 2023). Because
they are three-dimensional and physically distinct, tacticons overcome many of the
limitations of traditional 2D tactile graphics, which often rely on abstract symbols and
legends that can be difficult to interpret.

Figure 2: 3D printed tacticons printed by Monash University for the Melbourne
International Flower and Garden Show. Icons include first aid station, water stations,
toilets and food stalls/restaurants.
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Supporting pre-travel learning

Pre-travel familiarisation is a core component of O&M. At NextSense, we created 3D
printed models of a school campus to allow a student to explore the environment before
visiting. This reduced anxiety, increased preparedness, and supported more confident
travel. Through tactile exploration, learners can identify key decision-making points,
understand route sequences, anticipate potential hazards, and practise problem solving
strategies. This preparation enhances independence and supports safer travel.

Figure 3: A 3D printed school campus created by NextSense. Each building includes a
button that plays an audio description of the location. This model supported a student in
locating and navigating to classrooms and other areas of interest.

Practicalities

The cost of 3D printing has decreased significantly over the past decade. Entry-level
printers are now available at low cost, and filament is inexpensive. For example,
reproducing a 3D-printed tile of a street crossing can cost less than printing the same
information on swell paper. 3D printed models should be kept away from high
temperatures but are otherwise durable and easy to clean.

Millions of 3D models are available for download online, most of them free. It is always
worthwhile to search or browse for an existing 3D model before designing something
brand new. Thingiverse' is the largest repository of free models across many categories,
with some collections created specifically for touch readers. For customised maps, Touch

! www.thingiverse.com
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Mapper? is a free online software that generates tactile graphics or 3D models of maps
using OpenStreetMap data. Terrain2STL?2 is another free online tool that you can use to
easily create 3D topographic models based on your chosen location and scale.

As part of the ARC Linkage Project, we created evidence-based guidelines providing
practical guidance on when and how to use 3D printing effectively. The Guidelines for
Producing Accessible 3D Prints (Round Table, 2024 ) are freely available online from the
Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities at
https://printdisability.org. They outline best practices for deciding when 3D printing is
appropriate, where to find suitable designs, how to select software, and how to ensure
models are accessible and usable. They also provide recommendations on scale,
textures, labelling, and testing with end users.

Conclusion

3D printing expands the tools available to O&M specialists by offering flexible, tactile
ways to communicate spatial information. As adoption grows, the development of shared
standards, including tacticons, textures, and symbol sets, will be essential to ensure
consistency and usability.
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Most exclusion doesn’t happen through explicit discrimination. It happens
quietly, through inaccessible assessments that produce data gaps
institutions mistake for deficits
(Cunningham et al., 2025; Landes et al., 2025)

We are often told that one poor test result will not affect our prospects.
But what happens when an assessment is impossible to complete and the system quietly
counts that against you anyway?

Across education systems, professional training, certification regimes, and employment
pathways, assessment processes are frequently designed for speed, standardisation,
and legal defensibility. Accessibility is too often treated as an adjustment rather than a
design principle (Liu et al., 2024; World Bank, 2023). The result is a system that
unintentionally undermines its own stated goals.

Although the manifestations differ by context, the underlying failure is consistent across
sectors and jurisdictions. If institutions claim to value inclusion but rely on assessment
tools that systematically filter out disabled candidates, the issue is not individual
performance. It is design failure (Dolmage, 2023).

As a corporate governance professional who also navigates education, certification, and
hiring systems as a disabled candidate, | have experienced this failure from both sides. |
have seen how assessment logics established early often in educational settings are
later reproduced in professional, regulatory, and leadership selection processes.

Inaccessible assessments do not create “missing data”. They create manufactured
deficits, which institutions then misinterpret as evidence of reduced competence
(Mertens, 2014; Messick, 1995).

The Reality Behind “We’ll Ignore that Part”

A familiar scenario plays out across education, certification, and employment systems:

e A qualified disabled candidate progresses successfully.

e They encounter an inaccessible assessment.

e A decision-maker reassures them: “Don’t worry, you don’t need to complete that
part.”
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This reassurance appears inclusive. In reality, it exposes a system that was never
designed to accommodate difference (Laitusis & Karvonen, 2025).

This is not simply a diversity issue. It is a strategic, governance, and credibility failure
with long-term consequences for talent development and leadership pipelines.

How the System Silently Fails

The failure is structural and predictable:

¢ A candidate encounters an inaccessible assessment (for example, visual puzzles,
motor-speed tasks, diagram-heavy reasoning, inaccessible digital platforms, a
timed visual task, or a platform incompatible with assistive technology) (Kunnan,
2018).

e The assessment is informally “waived.”

e The process continues, but the candidate now carries an unacknowledged
disadvantage.

e Feedback is delivered in vague terms such as “not the right fit.”

What is rarely acknowledged is that the waived assessment is not forgotten. If a disabled
candidate completes only two out of five assessments because only those two align with
Universal Design principles, the system registers a data gap. That gap is rarely treated as
neutral. Instead, it is quietly interpreted as a competence deficit (Liu et al., 2024; World
Bank, 2023).

This is not usually the fault of individual educators, assessors, or managers. It is the
outcome of assessment architectures that were never designed to accommodate
disability (Dolmage, 2023). As a result, disabled candidates often leave these processes
questioning their own ability, when the true barrier was access, not aptitude.

The Myth of the “Modular” Process

Many institutions assume assessments are modular: remove the inaccessible component
and proceed unchanged.

In practice, assessment systems function as interdependent structures. Once embedded,
their components shape evaluation norms, comparison frameworks, and decision-making
heuristics (Laitusis & Karvonen, 2025).

When a core component is removed, the resulting gap is often filled by:

e unconscious bias,
e assumptions about capability, and
e suspicion regarding “incomplete information.”

The promise to disregard an inaccessible assessment does not resolve the problem. It
produces a data deficit, and the system penalises the candidate for it (Landes et al.,
2025).
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The Inclusion Paradox

A central paradox defines modern assessment systems: institutions publicly champion
inclusion while operating processes optimised for efficiency, standardisation, and risk
mitigation.

The consequences are systemic:

¢ Rigid processes: “We cannot change the assessment” signals that inclusion was
not considered at the design stage (World Bank, 2023).

e Coded feedback: “Not the right fit” often masks structural incompatibility, not
individual inadequacy.

¢ Procedural defensiveness: Fairness becomes about defending the process rather
than evaluating outcomes (Messick, 1995).

When systems designed to identify talent consistently exclude disabled candidates, the
issue is not malfunction. The system is functioning as designed but against its stated
values.

From Compliance to Leadership Responsibility

Inviting disabled learners or candidates into inaccessible assessment systems, and then
informally disregarding inaccessible elements, is not inclusion. Compliance is the
minimum standard. Inclusion requires leadership, foresight, and design competence
(Mertens, 2014).

Whether in education, training, certification, or employment, assessment designers and
decision-makers are responsible for the systems they operate. Where data gaps arise
due to inaccessibility, those gaps must not be interpreted as evidence of diminished
capability (Cunningham et al., 2025). Moving beyond compliance demands a shift from
reactive accommodation to intentional design, supported by governance frameworks that
prioritise equity from the outset (World Bank, 2023).

The following eight principles offer a foundation for redesigning assessment systems
across sectors and jurisdictions:

e Audit for Reality: Go beyond compliance checklists. Evaluate assessments for
genuine accessibility, involving disabled experts and practitioners.

¢ Design from the Start: Apply Universal Design principles at the outset.
Accessibility is sound pedagogy, ethical leadership, and effective governance (Liu
et al., 2024).

e Account for True Cost: The cost of accessible design is far lower than the cost of
lost talent, attrition, and reduced innovation.

¢ Require Meaningful Feedback: Eliminate vague evaluations. Feedback must be
role-relevant, evidence-based, and free from assumptions linked to inaccessible
assessments.
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¢ Avoid Comparative Bias: Never compare partial assessment data from disabled
candidates with full datasets from others. Skewed comparisons institutionalise
bias (Messick, 1995).

¢ Protect Candidate Dignity: Assess capability without penalising difference. No
candidate should be made to feel responsible for inaccessible systems.

¢ Guarantee Accessible Alternatives: Accessible alternatives are a legal and
ethical obligation, not an optional accommodation or cost-saving measure (World
Bank, 2023).

o Strengthen Governance Oversight: National regulatory bodies should establish
clear governance over how assessments are designed, administered, and
interpreted. Where data gaps exist due to inaccessibility, results must not be
selectively shared or misused in decision-making.

Bottom Line

Institutions frequently declare that people are their greatest asset. Yet systems that
systematically exclude disabled candidates reveal a gap between stated values and
operational reality. Organisational culture is shaped by what is tolerated. Future
leadership is shaped by what is designed.

The disability data deficit is not a neutral absence of information. It is a product of design
and using it in decision-making constitutes systemic exclusion (Cunningham et al., 2025;
Landes et al., 2025). Exclusion by design is still exclusion. The responsibility now lies
with decision-makers to redesign assessment architectures so that disabled candidates
are evaluated on competence, not on the limitations of the system.
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The Evolution of Disability Rights and Rights-Based Advocacy

Charles Mossop B.A., M.A., Hon, D.Litt.
Life Member, World Blind Union, British Columbia, Canada

It is surprising that many people assume persons with disabilities constitute only a very
small minority of the world’s population, but this is not so. Our earth now boasts 8 billion
inhabitants, and the World Health Organization (WHO) estimates 15%, or 1.2 billion,
meet at least one of the criteria for the possession of a disability, defined as a physical or
mental condition limiting an individual's movements, senses, or activities. Those statistics
make the disabled community the largest minority in the human family, and within that
minority there are more than 200 million persons who are blind, partially sighted, and
deaf/blind, but that figure is a conservative estimate at best. Accurate and comprehensive
data collection is often hampered by long-standing cultural sensitivities surrounding sight
loss. Contrary to what many people still seem to believe, individuals living with sight loss,
or any other disability, are not deficient, defective, or damaged; they are but a reflection
of the diversity of the human species.

For millennia, people with sight loss have been shunned and marginalized, or sometimes
even burdened by superstitions crediting them with abilities to foretell the future or cure
disease. Sadly, such attitudes and beliefs still persist in places, and that means the work
of public education and advocacy is far from finished. It will not be finished until every
person who lives with a disability experiences the independence and equality of
opportunity enjoyed by those who are fully abled. Advocacy remains a constant
necessity, but today it can be carried on in a different context from before, thanks to the
existence of international treaties and conventions regarding the rights of human beings
in general, and persons with disabilities in particular.

To gain a fuller understanding of this relatively new situation, it is necessary at the outset
to be clear about what a right actually is, and it is not especially complicated.

A human right is a human need enshrined in law.

The two key words here are need and law, and the historical development of the concept
of human rights has been an interplay between those two elements, which were
oftentimes at variance with one another. Put in the simplest terms, it has been a question
of who needs what, and how is it to be obtained?
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Law

To begin, let us look back at the notion of law itself. All human societies from earliest
times have had to arrive at an understanding of what people should and should not do.
We have no idea what our earliest ancestors did about that, but we do know that in
largely non-literate societies today, laws exist with full force, despite their not being
written down. The art of writing provided a durable means of recording laws, and the
archaeological record provides us with insights into the first known bodies of codified
laws. It appears that while priests and storytellers attended to recording epic poems and
heroic tales, kings and potentates were eager to have their words, pronouncements, and
laws set down for their subjects to learn and obey, and for posterity to marvel at.

Beginning with the Babylonians 4000 years ago, codified laws have also come down to
us from ancient Egypt, Sumer, India, the Middle East, China, and the many other lands to
which writing spread, eventually reaching Western Europe in the wake of the advancing
armies of Rome around the beginning of the Common Era. The Romans brought with
them a highly refined legal system which they imposed upon those they conquered, and
traces of it can still be found deeply embedded in western law to this day.

These ancient codes of law tended to comprise lists of things a person must and must
not do and often included obligatory punishments—some quite imaginative—for
transgressors, but as legal systems evolved, they became increasingly complex and
provisions gradually emerged governing people’s rights. Such rights were far from
universal, however. Roman law offers a prime example in the numerous statutes
enumerating the things Roman citizens had a right to do, and non-citizens had no right to
do. The same was true of Magna Carta, signed in 1215, long after the Romans had left
Britain, which laid out the rights of the nobility to enforce the feudal system to their
benefit, and also limited the king’s authority over his nobles and the church. By way of the
Great Charter, therefore, the nobility enshrined in law what they saw as their needs when
it came to preserving their position and power. The ordinary folk, far removed from such
lofty affairs of state, operated under the everyday rules and customs of daily life which
were ultimately solidified into what became known as the common law.

In the west, therefore, the legal rights of individuals were defined on the basis of who and
what they were; be they aristocrats, rich merchants or landowners, artisans, serfs, or
slaves.

Human Needs

As legal systems were developing through time, defining proper behaviour through the
enforcement of physical laws, philosophers and thinkers were also hard at work on
questions about life, society, and proper behaviour as defined by moral laws. As far back
as ancient Babylon, for example, it was declared that those accused of breaking the law
had the right to be presumed innocent until proven guilty—a principle some western
liberal democracies pride themselves on having originated—and that right was clearly
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written into the legal code. In India some 2500 years ago, Jain thinkers declared all
creatures, from humans down to the invisible beings that may be in the air we breathe,
possessed the right to life, and the most devout of the Jains swept the ground before
them as they walked, so as to avoid stepping on any living thing, no matter how small.
This concept of the right to life was embedded in a moral, rather than a legal, code, but
among Jains, its force was the same, if not stronger. Subsequent schools of Indian
philosophy and spiritualism dwelt on issues of a similar nature, but none became as rigid
as Jainism.

The concept of universal needs-based rights possessed by all people simply by virtue of
their being alive was as yet far in the future, but the first stirrings of that idea can be seen
as far back as the fifth century BCE in Greece, where the three titans of political
philosophy, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, debated and wrote about the rule of law. They
struggled to describe what they envisioned as an ideal society, and to decide what role
the populace should play in formulating laws and public policy. Around 375 BCE, Plato
wrote his seminal work, Republic, in which he explored ideas of justice and happiness
and described a utopian city-state ruled by a philosopher-king where all laws would be
just and fair. Plato foresaw that in such a society the ruled would be happy because they
would have the right to expect fair and equitable decisions from their rulers. That same
issue had already been pondered in China by Kong Fuzi, the Master Kong, better known
as Confucius, who died in 479 BCE, at least fifty years before Plato was born.

Rooted in a moral and ethical code of conduct, the teachings of Kong Fuzi propounded a
doctrine describing the correct behaviour for educated men and members of the
governing class who should be chosen strictly on the basis of merit. He argued that
people have a moral right to expect proper behaviour from their political and social
leaders, and his student, Mencius (Meng Fuzi), extended this principle to the point that if
rulers cease to behave as they should, the people have the right to remove them from
office, by force if necessary. Put another way, the people have a need to be content, and
if their rulers cannot preserve that contentment, they should go. Kong'’s influence proved
to be enormous throughout Asia, persisting to this day, although his code of conduct has
been much amended and altered over the centuries.

While eastern concepts of human rights generally continued in a non-legal vein, western
thinkers were moving in a slightly different direction which ultimately led to the confluence
of law and social philosophy, leading to the eventual emergence of the concept of rights
as needs enshrined in law. Absolute monarchies ruled in Europe throughout the Medieval
Age—a one-thousand-year epoch from roughly the mid-5t" century CE to the mid-15t"
century CE—justified by the belief in the divine right of kings to rule, while the ordinary
folk possessed only the obligation to work for their lords and masters and keep quiet.
True, the aristocracy and the monarch were required by custom and consensus to
provide protection to their subjects and underlings, but this feudal system was really a
vast network of economic interrelationships in which might made right. To be sure, it
provided social stability of a sort, but the bubonic plague of the 14t century sounded its
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eventual death knell. There followed a lengthy period of social and economic dislocation
and adjustment which ultimately gave rise to the Enlightenment with its tidal wave of new
and transformative thinking. While European adventurers were discovering the New
World, European thinkers were discovering the ancient world, such that elements of
Greek and Indian philosophies merged with new western social and political ideas. In
Francee, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) asserted all men were free and equal,
and this idea grew and flourished in the latter half of the 18" century.

In 1776, the American Declaration of Independence encapsulated this new thinking when
it stated it to be self-evident that all men are created equal, and are endowed with certain
unalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. This view
of rights as a natural endowment was incorporated into the United States Constitution as
the Bill of Rights in 1791, giving these rights the force of law, and thus, after so many
centuries, we can observe the first tentative appearance of human rights as we
understand them today. As the Constitution evolved and was amended, other rights were
enshrined, such as freedom of speech, the right to security, and so forth, as other human
needs were identified and defined.

The proud words of the Bill of Rights ring somewhat less grandly, however, when we
remember that many of the substantial men who signed off on them were slave-owners.
These newly minted rights were highly selective, applying, in effect, only to educated
white men of property. Slavery persisted in the United States until the end of the Civil War
in 1865. One is reminded of what George Orwell wrote in his satirical novella Animal
Farm in 1945: All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.
Notwithstanding their selective nature, however, those ideas, combined with a number of
economic grievances, spurred the American colonists to decisive military action and the
eventual severance of ties with Britain.

Hard on the heels of these tumultuous happenings in America came an event that
changed Europe—and some say the world—forever; an event directly descended from
the ideas of the Enlightenment and the American War of Independence. The French
Revolution of 1789 upended centuries-old convictions of divinely appointed monarchies
and immutable social structures. Amid cries of liberty, equality, and fraternity, a new age
was proclaimed, the French monarchy was swept away, and representative bodies
established to govern the French people. The changes were momentous, and too
numerous to mention, but suffice it to say the result was a brutal war in Europe lasting
until 1815, and the lavish rights and freedoms promised did not necessarily transpire.
Nevertheless, the American and French Revolutions set the stage for a century of
dramatic change which, when combined with the Industrial Revolution of the 19t century,
altered and destabilized much of the world order. During this time, the rights of some
segments of society were greatly enhanced, while the 18" century Enlightenment ideals
were largely forgotten as European powers expended their empires, and upper class
America enjoyed what Mark Twain called the Gilded Age. These dynastic, imperial, and
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economic interests soon collided with each other, and the world hurtled headlong towards
global conflict.

It was not until the end of the First World War in 1918 that ideas of human rights were
reawakened and concrete discussions began to take place at both a theoretical and
political level. The framework for this was the League of Nations, but that experiment in
international law and cooperation failed for lack of support, and the aftermath of the war,
coupled with profligate economic policies led to the Great Depression of the 1930s when
the rich got manifestly richer. That period of social convulsion, together with the post-war
suppression of Germany, gave rise to World War Il and a seismic shift in thinking. The
sheer magnitude of that conflict, the millions of dead, and the unspeakable horror of the
Holocaust, or Shoah (Calamity) spurred nations to attempt the creation of a new and
more secure world order founded upon respect for all human beings and a robust code of
international laws. Awareness of the dangers posed by nuclear weapons and the Cold
War, added a very pragmatic urgency to the situation.

Accordingly, in the years following the cessation of hostilities in August 1945, the United
Nations (UN) came into being, and as time went on, its numerous agencies were
established along with other global entities: the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), the
United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), and many others. Parallel to
this, global financial and economic institutions such as the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the World Bank (WB) and its numerous subsidiary regional banks, the International
Lanor Organization (ILO), the World Trade Organization (WTO) were set up. The
International Court of Justice (ICJ), sometimes called the World Court) was established,
as was the International Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague. All these entities appeared
over time following the war as part of a deliberate effort to remedy economic and social
inequalities and settle legal disputes between nations. The aim was to create an
interdependent global community of nations under international law, which would, it was
hoped, lessen the chances of future wars. It was, and still is, a noble cause, but its
success thus far is debatable at best. Nevertheless, that thinking provided the soil within
which our present-day concept of human rights grew and flourished.

Following the Nuremburg war crimes trials of 1945-46, revulsion over Naziism and the
Holocaust prompted many politicians, educators, philosophers, and ethicists to call for a
clear statement on human rights. Accordingly, a committee was struck, chaired by
Eleanor Roosavelt (1884-1962), and in December 1948, UN Resolution #217 set forth
the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN UDHR) in Paris, where
the UN was housed at the time. It was a declaration only, and did not, therefore, have the
force of law, but it was a momentous step forward in that it proclaimed transcendent
rights, which is to say, rights possessed by all persons everywhere simply by virtue of
their being alive on earth. Such an idea was dramatically new at the time, but much of
what the Declaration said echoed earlier philosophies and ideologies. For example, in the
words of the Declaration, it was intended to guarantee the worth of all human beings, and
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it proclaimed the right of all people to dignity and equality. It declared the right to life,
freedom of movement, freedom to receive and provide information and ideas (education),
and contained a prohibition against all forms of slavery and torture. We can easily find
parallels to the Jains of India, the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the
American Bill of Rights. The great difference, however, lay in the concept of universality,
something which we have seen took centuries to appear.

Although the UN UDHR is now fairly generally accepted as a guiding principle, it was not
unanimously supported at its inception. Critics declared it to be nothing more than a
reflection of purely western perceptions and moral values, and thus not universal at all,
but be that as it may, the Declaration has been a catalyst for more and wider political and
social discourse throughout the rest of the twentieth century and beyond.

As noted, the Declaration did not have the force of law—indeed, the concept of
international law itself was still in its infancy in 1948—so the rights it enumerated, even
though they addressed perceived needs, were largely theoretical principles, not
enshrined in law as we now understand human rights have to be. However, as this new
thinking developed, many conventions and treaties followed the UIDHR throughout the
last half of the twentieth century, and these instruments were not simple declarations; on
the contrary, they were adopted by the UN and given the force of law There were
agreements on a person’s civil and political rights, the elimination of discrimination
against women, the rights of children, and even a revision of the Geneva Convention on
the Rights of Prisoners of War, to name a few. One can argue forever about the
effectiveness of such statements, but surely it is better to try to establish a standard of
proper behaviour than to do nothing at all. That is a discussion for another time, but in
any case, nowhere in any of these new instruments was there mention of the rights of
persons with disabilities. When that issue was raised, the most frequent response was
that the agreements already in place applied to all people, including those with
disabilities, and therefore a separate treaty was unnecessary.

While that position did postpone the matter for a time, there was a far more insidious and
pernicious suggestion being made. It was said by some that people with disabilities did
not require special mention, because they did not have the same needs as abled
individuals. Do they need education if they cannot learn? Do they need economic
freedom if they cannot work? Do they need freedom of movement if they are unable to
travel? And the list went on. These questions were seldom voiced publicly, and were
always veiled in diplomatic, if patronizing, words, but this writer can attest to them having
been asked from his own personal experience as he advocated for himself as a person
with a disability. Sadly, it seems they are being asked in some quarters again today.

By the turn of the 215t century, it had become abundantly apparent there was a need for
an international legal instrument concerned specifically with the rights of persons with
disabilities, and so in 2001 discussions were begun on the task of framing the text. Many
international disability organizations worked together after first securing sponsorship from

ICEVI The Educator, Volume 40, Issue 1, July 2026 88



the Group of Latin American and Caribbean Countries (GRULAC) and the added support
of Mexico. These countries all agreed to present the document to the UN General
Assembly for adoption; something the disability organizations were, of course, unable to
do themselves. The work took five years, but in 2006 the UN adopted the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the UN CRPD. Like all such UN instruments, the
Convention could not come into force until at least twenty member states had ratified it,
and that was accomplished in 2008, and it became the first and only international treaty
specifically delineating and protecting the human rights of persons with disabilities.
Today, over 200 countries have ratified or acceded to the Convention.

The cardinal point about the Convention is that it is not a simple declaration of belief or
intent. On the contrary, it is international law, such that once a country ratifies it, that
country is required to implement the provisions it contains, and can be held to account if
it does not. In all the millennia of human history, persons with disabilities have never
before been in the position they are now, and the Convention’s provisions form the legal
framework for what we now refer to as rights-based advocacy.

So, what does the CRPD say? It says, in essence, that persons with disabilities possess
the same human rights as everyone else, and can be summarized this way. The
Convention guarantees that persons with disabilities shall have the right to participate
fully in the social, cultural, economic, political, and artistic life of their communities, their
countries, and the world. That statement encompasses everything one can think of:
education, employment, freedom of movement, and so forth, and, to borrow the words of
the UN UDHR, it guarantees the worth of every person with disabilities. The Convention
enumerates the rights individually, of course, but having done so, it adds a statement of
the most profound significance. It says those rights are universal, indivisible and
interdependent, and interrelated, and what that means is that a country that has ratified
or acceded to the Convention must implement all its provisions. It cannot pick and
choose one over another, since to accept one is to accept all, and to ignore one is to
ignore all. Each individual right, for example, employment, depends upon all the others
for full realization. It is ludicrous to argue a person has the right to employment, but not to
education or freedom of movement.

Excellent as this all sounds, however, a country’s ratification of the Convention is not the
end of the story. Unless its provisions are complied with, the Convention is merely empty
words on a piece of paper. Compliance may be a legal requirement, but experience
clearly shows us we still must advocate for it. Ratification is only the first, and perhaps
the easiest, step in the process of claiming the rights the Convention guarantees, and it is
a sad fact that ratification notwithstanding, these rights are being abridged or even
ignored in far too many countries today as changing political and social ideologies
reshape our world.
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Advocacy

Now that we have seen how the concept of human rights in general, and disability rights
in particular, arose through the growth and development of legal systems and social
ideologies, the stage is set for a consideration of the advocacy which has now to be
undertaken. Today, in concert with Disabled Persons’ Organizations (DPOs) around the
globe, teachers advocate on behalf of their students, parents their children, and adults for
themselves individually and collectively. However, this advocacy is not quite what it used
to be.

At this point, let us be clear on what advocacy actually means. The definition usually
used is that advocacy is the public support for, or recommendation of, a particular cause
or policy. The vital thing to remember is that when we advocate today, we are not asking,
cap in hand, for some sort of unique or special beneficial treatment. On the contrary, we
are claiming the rights bestowed on all persons with disabilities by the UN CRPD. A
country’s compliance with the provisions of the Convention is not an act of largess or
charity, it is an act of justice under the law.

So, when we approach a lawmaker, a government department, an organization, a
storeowner, or any other person or entity as an advocate, we do so within the context of
rights, not in search of a favour to be granted by someone’s good will. This definitely
does not mean, however, we go in and thump on peoples’ desks and make vociferous
demands. | have seen people try that approach, and it always ends badly. It never works,
and it is not what rights-based advocacy means. Yes, it can be frustrating, if not
infuriating, at times, but a balanced, measured approach is always best. Here are some
suggestions to bear in mind.

To begin with, it is important to become fully familiar with the UN CRPD. We cannot
represent our rights or the rights of others to someone if we don’t know what they are.
We should also be aware of our own country’s legislative framework within which
compliance with the CRPD has to take place. If need be, we should be ready to quote the
Convention as well as domestic laws as they relate to the issues we are discussing. It is
likely the persons or groups we are talking to will not know much about the Convention, if
they know anything at all, so we must make sure we have the high ground if we run into
trouble.

Next, we must be sure we talk to the right people. If we are looking for a remedy to a
situation or problem, we need to talk to someone who can actually do something about it.
If we talk to someone else, they will most probably listen politely and then forget about us
the moment we leave. Of course, it is sometimes necessary to see other people on our
way to the right people, such as in a government department, but the axiom still holds.
Know who you need to speak to, and do what is necessary to get to them. In short, we
must do our homework.

When presenting our case, we should be assertive, but never aggressive. No one likes to
be bullied, and we will always do better if we form a good relationship with whoever we
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are talking to. In many ways, good relationships lie at the very heart of successful
advocacy.

Although it may be tempting to circle about our points, we should remember the value of
other people’s time. It is usually best to come to the point and be forthright, but without
being forceful.

Never threaten or even sound threatening. To threaten is to destroy the possibility of
establishing good relationships. Strive to be diplomatic. It is not always easy to stay calm
when dealing with a person who is treating us as if we are nonentities or people of no
significance simply because we are blind or have some other disability. It is hard to
endure verbal pats on the head, but in the end, diplomacy always wins out.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we need to be exceedingly careful when making
public statements. We should never try to embarrass anyone into taking action. No one
likes to be embarrassed, and this is particularly significant when dealing with
governments, because of all people on this earth, it is politicians who most hate to be
embarrassed. So, if we speak on an advocacy issue in public, we need to be very
circumspect. We may embarrass our government into action once. If we are really lucky,
we might do it twice, but our chances of future positive engagement will likely be ruined.
We might achieve one or two victories in the short run, but we will have burned our
bridges. Politicians have variable memories which can be short or very, very long, as they
may deem expedient!

As we go about the work of representing ourselves or other persons who are disabled,
we should strive to persuade, not with pressure, but with patience; correct, not with
criticism, but with care; and advocate, not with anger, but with authority.

And where does that authority come from? It comes from the power of our conviction that
our cause is just, and from the provisions of the UN CRPD—the disabled community’s
Bill of Rights!

Our strength lies in our unity of purpose, and in our shared determination that people with
disabilities will not be marginalized or ignored. Moreover, our advocacy will be all the
more effective if we speak with one voice. Dedicated, committed people all saying the
same thing and sending the same message can move mountains. The CRPD has stated
what persons with disabilities are entitled to, so advocacy now has a clear focus and
unity is paramount.

There is a story about a king who ruled in ancient times, and he had two sons. As he
grew older, he began to worry that after his death, his sons would quarrel and weaken
the kingdom, rendering it vulnerable to attack from its neighbours. So, one day, he called
his sons to him and gave them each a stick of wood. He told them to break their sticks in
half. After they had done that, he told them to put the two halves together and break
them. This they also did, but then he told them to put the four sticks together and break
them. This they could not do, and the lesson is clear. In unity there is strength.
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So, as we continue our advocacy work, we should take with us our understanding of
disability rights as found in the UN CRPD, take our research, our determination to
succeed, and the story of the ancient king and his sons. Remember the four sticks, and
stick together! Stick up for our students, our children, our loved ones, and ourselves.
Understand our rights, and theirs, and claim them proudly. They were centuries in the
making, but they are here now.

Invitation to Contribute to Future Issues

The Educator is published biannually to foster “connection” within the global disability
community—facilitating knowledge exchange, resource sharing, and emotional
connections through case studies and personal stories. The Publications Committee
welcomes submissions of articles, reports, reviews, and position papers, as well as
contributions on VI education programs and models. These submissions are intended to
engage ICEVI members and partners, parents and caregivers, leaders and
administrators, researchers and higher education students, technology suppliers and
consumers, and practitioners in the education, health, and rehabilitation sectors.

Themes and submission deadlines for upcoming issues

July 2026 issue: Technology and Al — submissions due by May 31, 2026

January 2027 issue: Parent, family and community partnerships — submissions due by
November 30, 2026

July 2027 issue: Early intervention and early childhood development and education —
submissions due by May 31, 2027

Submission Guidelines

Please send your submissions to Publications@icevi.org.

e Language: English

e Author information: Include your name, title, country location, and contact details
e Format: MS Word, Arial 12-point font, double line spacing, left-aligned paragraphs
e Style: Avoid complex jargon; define acronyms, abbreviations and technical terms.
e Length:

o Scholarly manuscripts up to 5000 words, must comply with ethics
requirements for original research and include permission to use the
material.

o Reports, reviews, program descriptions, position papers, etc.:
Approximately 1500 words
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e Figures and tables: Must be numbered and clearly labelled
¢ Media: Photos and videos are welcome

o Please obtain permission from parents/caregivers for photos of children
aged under 18 years, or verbal permission for photos of adults.

o The ICEVI Consent Form may be downloaded from the Publications section
of the ICEVI website: https://icevi.org/educator/

o Include a brief description or caption with each photo

Join ICEVI: Expand Access to Inclusive Education for People with
Visual Impairment

Convene ideas. Connect people. Influence change.

Globally, 2.2 billion people live with visual impairment, with many children—especially
girls and those with multiple disabilities—facing serious barriers to education. For over 70
years, the International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI)
has united a global network of educators, advocates, and policymakers to advance
inclusive, equitable, and quality education.

Why Join ICEVI?

Becoming a member of ICEVI means joining a movement to remove barriers and expand
educational opportunities worldwide. Members benefit from:

* Engagement with global leaders and decision-makers

* Collective impact through multi-sector collaboration

* Influence on education policy, research, and funding

» Opportunities to share knowledge and participate in global advocacy
Membership Opportunities

ICEVI offers various membership levels for organizations and individuals—from global
leaders in inclusive education to small institutions, researchers, and advocates. Members
contribute expertise and shape ICEVI’s global strategy while benefiting from high-level
networking, recognition, and shared learning.

Partner with Us

ICEVI welcomes partnerships and sponsorships for key global initiatives, including the
ICEVI Braille Literacy Global Campaign, in partnership with the World Blind Union.

Join us and help create a world where education is accessible to all.

Contact Details
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For information about ICEVI membership, publications, and initiatives:

Email: publications@icevi.org; info@icevi.org ; Website: www.icevi.org
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