Top Tips For Working With Blind
And Visually Impaired People On
Community Heritage Projects

‘100 YEARS AND STILL SERVING’

Introduction
During 2014 Sight Support Derbyshire was awarded
funding by the Heritage Lottery Fund for an art and
history project to commemorate both the centenary of
the First World War and 100 years since the start of the
charity, which helps blind and visually impaired adults
and children throughout the county.
The project involved around 40 of the charity’s adult
blind and visually impaired members as well as children
and young people from the charity’s Chesterfield Youth
Group.
A period of research involved the participants attending
talks about the First World War, visiting Derby Museum
and the National Memorial Arboretum, and going to the
Staffordshire Regiment’s recreated First World War
trenches.
Inspired by their findings and assisted by community
arts organisation Spiral Arts, the members then created
a piece of tactile artwork in the form of a decorated
banner.
Jenny Anthony, Spiral Arts, said: “We wanted
to create a piece of work that everyone
could take part in making.

“We wanted the
banner to reflect World
War One but not necessarily to be a
war banner, and we were inspired by seeing
and holding the embroidered postcards sent by
soldiers to their families.
“We worked with each member to fully utilise their
individual sight capabilities. With the young people,
we focused on animals that were used in the war, or
were mascots, such as monkeys, horses, sea lions and
camels.”
The banner is decorated with embroidered postcards,
felt animals and box-pleat pockets. Each pocket
contains an artefact to examine by hand.
As part of the project members have put together some
‘top tips’ for engaging other blind and visually impaired
people in similar projects.

Communication
If you know someone has sight loss try and find out their
access needs before you meet so you are prepared.
When you approach anyone with sight loss, identify
yourself with your name. Do not assume they will
recognise your voice if you have met before.
When you meet someone you could say: “Welcome,
let’s shake hands,” and then take the lead by shaking
their hand.
Reduce background noise if possible as listening will
be used more than other senses.
When you take them into a room, describe the room
if they haven’t used it before, e.g. “There is a big
table that we will all sit round on the right and there
is a coffee machine on the left.” Let everyone in the
room introduce themselves so they have some voice
recognition to people’s names.
Use a well lit room but be aware that fluorescent lights
can cause glare on certain floors and shiny areas.
If offering a seat, give them a verbal clue, e.g.
“Would you like to sit in the chair on your
left?” Explain the type of chair, e.g.
low, high or swivel.

Explain where things are
located, and tell them if anything has
been moved since a previous meeting or visit.
Do not move any of the person’s belongings without
their permission.
Always describe things with words rather than gestures
as a person with sight loss may not be able to pick
up body language, e.g. “I am smiling at what you just
said.”
“It was great that the museum hosted us for a
private showing of the collection, you got a real
sense of what they were trying to achieve.”
Some people with sight loss may be able to read
material in large print on paper or a computer.
If the person is using a guide dog, avoid patting,
stroking, or giving food to the dog when it is working.
This is usually when the dog is wearing a harness.
Make sure breaks are allowed to water and walk the
dog.
If you need to leave the room let the person know so
they are not left talking to themselves.

If you offer a drink, tell the person where the cup or
glass is when you place it down, e.g. “Your tea is directly
in front of you on the table.” Don’t give the person a drink
in their hand unless you tell them where they can put it
down if they need to.
Never say something that isn’t useful, such as: “The
paper is in that cupboard over there,” or “You can sit on
the blue chair at the back of the room,” as they may not
be able to see them.
Use everyday language. Don’t avoid words like “see”
or “look” or talking about everyday activities such as
watching TV or videos.
Always ask first to check if help is needed.
Relax and be yourself!

Accessible Community Projects
If you know beforehand that visually impaired people will
be attending an exhibition, talk or display, talk to them
and find out what is going to work best for them.
If you are providing written information for an event,
produce some large print versions if possible using
a clear font and text size 16 or over.

If you are having a
permanent exhibition or display,
consider Brailled signs and information
and also an audio description where appropriate.
Think about tactile exhibits – are there things that visually
impaired people can hold and touch? This may include
replicas of the ‘real thing.’
“I want people to treat me like a ‘normal’ person! I
can’t see very well at all but I am still interested in
the world around me. I like people to let me know
what’s going on.”
If people can’t actually hold or touch exhibits, think about
reducing other barriers, e.g. glass cabinets, as the glare
can reduce visibility.
Aural history is becoming increasingly important and
popular. Listening to readings, first hand experiences and
dramatisations is very accessible for visually impaired
people.
If you have, or are planning a community history/heritage
project not everything is going to totally accessible for
visually impaired people, but small adaptations can make
a big (and appreciated) difference.
Sight Support Derbyshire provides advice and training to
other groups and organisations. Please feel free to get in
touch if you would like more information.

Who we are
Sight Support Derbyshire is the only locally based
charity working with blind and visually impaired adults
and children in Derbyshire. We have been helping
people with the practical and emotional effects of sight
loss for over 100 years.
We have a range of services available from hospital
services, low vision assessments and rehabilitation to
social groups and children’s activities.
With paid staff and the support of over 200 volunteers,
each year we help over 11,000 people in the county.

Contact us
Sight Support Derbyshire (Head Office)
Suites 2.2-2.10, 2nd Floor
Litchurch Plaza
Litchurch Lane
Derby DE24 8AA
Tel: 01332 292262
Email: enquiries@sightsupportderbyshire.org.uk
Website: www.sightsupportderbyshire.org.uk
www.facebook.com/sightsupderbys
@SightSupDerbys

