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Should children who are visually impaired be allowed to participate in physical education class? Of course! Keeping active is essential to a child’s health and well-being. However, sometimes school personnel assume that a child with low vision or a child that is totally blind cannot participate in gym class because he/she is visually impaired. With the assistance of specially trained teachers of students who are visually impaired and in some cases, other professionals working in the field of visual impairment (for example, CNIB), schools can learn how to develop, accommodate, or modify the physical education program to meet the child’s needs.

At some point early in the school year, a brief assessment of the child’s ability should be assessed. This is best done by the physical education teacher (who has the expertise in physical development) in conjunction with the teacher of students who are visually impaired. If the child has additional physical disabilities, a physical therapist should also be included in the assessment. All children should be part of an active physical education program at school: it is inappropriate for the child who is visually impaired to be the scorekeeper all of the time or to sit on the sidelines while the rest of the class plays. 

Prerequisite Skill Development

If a child cannot throw or catch a ball, he/she will not be able to participate in a game of catch with classmates. Giving the child the opportunity to learn how to catch a ball (with or without a bell or some other sound-producing device inside the ball) in isolation, with direct 1:1 instruction by the vision specialist enables the child to perfect the skill prior to playing the game. Consequently, the child will likely have a more positive experience playing catch with his/her peers because he won’t be seen as the child who can’t catch the ball.

Another essential component to successful integration in physical education class is for the child to understand the rules of the game. Sighted children can often pick up the rules simply by watching a game. However, children who are visually impaired need to have someone explain the rules and accompanying movements to them before participating in the game.  

Finally, it is very important that the child build strength and endurance. For example, if a child with low vision quickly runs out of breath (keeping in mind that there are no other health considerations) and cannot endure jogging once around the track, playing a game of soccer will be difficult for the child. Parents can play a big part in helping their child develop the strength and endurance needed by encouraging physical activity at home after school and on weekends. Taking family walks through the neighborhood, hiking in the woods, cycling on a tandem bike or individually on a bike path, swimming at the local pool, or exercising at a fitness center or in the basement will benefit everyone, not just the child who is visually impaired.

Modification of the Environment, of Teaching techniques and Strategies, and of Activities

In order for children who are visually impaired to participate as fully as possible in gym class, some modifications may be necessary. Many of these modifications can be made simply by applying colored paint, tape, and other tactile materials or by ordering specially made equipment through various suppliers.

( Environmental modifications are physical modifications made to gym equipment, materials, or the field of play. Brailed or enlarged print rules and score cards are examples of modified materials. Modified gym equipment can include things like bright orange base-makers, beeping balls, soft balls, and Velcro mitts (to catch a tennis ball). Modified fields of play can include using florescent pylons or tactile tape on the floor to indicate where the boundaries are.

( Teaching techniques and strategies can be modified so that the child who is visually impaired can benefit from the instruction. Students who are totally blind will require physical guidance, tactile modeling, and verbal direction through the movements of certain activities. For example, teaching a blind child to skip with a rope is a complicated sequence of movements. The child will need to be physically guided through each step (hold rope ends in both hands, place midpoint of the rope so it’s behind the heels, swing both arms backward in circular motion over head, etc.) The vision teacher will likely have to model certain movements for the child (e.g. swinging the rope over his/her head) by allowing the child to feel the teacher’s arms as the teacher performs the action. Finally, the teacher will have to provide constant verbal feedback and directions to the student so he/she knows what’s happening and what to do next. For students with low vision, the teacher and/or peers can use the same techniques described above in addition to visual modeling. That is, the child can move closer to the teacher to observe the action at the distance he/she can see. The teacher can also reduce the speed with which the action is performed so the student with low vision can maintain visual contact with the teacher at all times.

( Modifications of activities allow children who are visually impaired to participate meaningfully in activities that might otherwise be unsafe or difficult to engage in without modification. For example, if a student playing in a game of soccer becomes disoriented, the referee can yell out a special command or blow a whistle three times, stop the game, and reorient the student so he/she doesn’t get hurt. Or, a student running down the ramp to perform the long-jump runs off-course and is stopped by the teacher before making the leap into the sandpit.

Listed below are some common strategies used with children who are visually impaired that enables them to participate in physical education activities. As long as the child is physically able to participate in the activity and the prerequisite skills needed for the activity are present, students who are visually impaired should be able to participate in most, if not all, of the physical education program.

( When running, the use of a sighted guide or peer is often the easiest accommodation. Students may also choose to run toward a sound source independently or to use the tether method of holding one end of a rope held by a sighted runner.

( When playing filed games such as shot put, standing long jump, or running long jump, tactile ground markers that help the student figure out where to place his/her feet will be helpful. Also, verbal guidance by a sighted peer or teacher will help the student orient him/herself before following through an action (e.g. throwing the shot put in the right direction).

( When participating in relay games, students who are visually impaired need to preview the relay course before going through it with a peer or independently. Verbal and physical prompts will help the student on track.

( When participating in a baseball game, the rules of the game may need to be modified, as well as the equipment and the pace of the game. A batting tee or t-ball stand may be used rather than having a pitcher pitch the baseball. The student may also throw the ball (rather than hitting it with a bat), use a beeping baseball or an oversized brightly colored ball. Orange pylons can be used instead of the standard, flat bases.

( When participating in swimming, lane ropes can be used for a guide for the student to swim next to. If there are no lane ropes, swimming in the lane next to the edge of the pool is sufficient. A tapper (long pole with sponge on the end) can be used for those students who swim competitively-a sighted person at each end of the pool gently taps the student with the tapper to indicate where the end of the pool is so he/she can flip at the appropriate moment. 

( When participating in aerobics, students generally require few modifications of the movements once they have learned them. Physical guidance, tactile modeling, visual modeling, and verbal guidance are techniques that can be used to teach individual aerobic moves. It is important that the verbal directions given by the instructor are clear enough for the student to understand what type of movement should happen next (e.g. left leg kick forward). Orientation to the workout space is also important, as the student needs to know where he/she is relative to others working out and to the instructor.

( When wrestling, students who are visually impaired are on a level playing field with sighted peers. Wrestlers start the match in physical contact with each other and remain in contact with each other until the end of the match. As long as wrestlers are wrestling on a mat, the student who is visually impaired will be able to feel when he/she has moved out of bounds.

Considerations:

Although the goal is to have all children participate in physical education classes, it is sometimes unsafe or impractical for the child who is visually impaired to participate in an activity. In such cases, the student should be included in discussions as to how he/she can participate safely. Or, alternate modifications can be made to the activity that the entire class can enjoy that includes the child who is visually impaired. For example, instead of playing hockey, the class can play goalball (a popular blind sport where sighted players wear blindfolds). Finally, the student can participate in a parallel activity that is similar to what the other students are doing.

It should be noted that sometimes, the ophthalmologist may recommend that certain activities be avoided for fear of possible damage to the student’s vision. For example, if a child has had a retinal tear repaired, a sudden hard blow to the head might detach the retina again. Parents and teachers are urged to err on the side of caution and ask the child’s ophthalmologist which gym activities pose a risk to the child’s vision.
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