Guiding Blind People who Are Wheelchair Users
Introduction

It is not unusual to find car drivers who have given a lift to the same passenger on the same route for many years.  Yet the passenger never really learns the way.  Drivers and passengers acquire information in different ways;  they have different needs.  The same is true of blind people;  people who are wheelchair users will need different information from people who can walk.  They will need to be taught routes in a way that makes sense to them.

RNIB publishes a leaflet, How to Guide a Blind Person, which explains how to help people who can walk.  This leaflet has been prepared by RNIB's Information Service on Multiple Disability to highlight the needs of blind wheelchair users.

Issues For Blind Wheelchair Users

There is a real risk that blind people who are wheelchair users and dependent upon other people to push them will spend much of their lives feeling powerless and out of control.  They may have no sense of where they are or where they are going, frequently feeling totally disorientated.

Blind people sitting in wheelchairs may have no real contact with the outside world, except through their sense of smell and hearing.  Their world may seem tiny:  their bottom on the seat, their back against the fabric of the chair, arms on arm rests, feet on supports, and sometimes even their head held in a particular position.  They may feel anxious about being hurtled through space - and their visual disability may make them feel even more isolated.

Hints

Concentrating on the route and the individual needs of wheelchair users should enable staff to establish the type and quantity of information that it is helpful to give.

Do not over-burden people with chat, and then omit to tell them vital information.  Many visually disabled people find it difficult to remember long and detailed descriptions.  Keep information short, clear and relevant.  

Guiding people in wheelchairs successfully takes time.  People will not learn routes if staff hurry, do not explain landmarks or chat to colleagues.  Staff need to be able to concentrate on the individual - just as they do when teaching other skills.

Never open or close doors with the foot rests of a wheelchair.  It is horrible for the user, and frequently frightening.

Guiding

Guiding people is about giving them information.  Whisking people along in a wheelchair denies them the right to learn about their environment.  If they have no idea where they are going, and with whom, they will not be able to demonstrate that they would rather be somewhere else.

Many wheelchair users have difficulty hearing what is being said to them while they are being moved.  This is particularly true in noisy environments, or were the person pushing the wheelchair is tall - they may need to bend down.  As most peoples' hearing is best at the front or at the side, it is helpful to face them 

and tell them, before setting off, who is pushing them and where they are going.  If the person pushing the chair has to change, the same procedure should be followed.

As people may have no physical contact with anyone, it is useful to place a hand on their shoulder from time to time.

Showing people where they are, by developing competent guiding skills, may reinforce language with people who have a limited understanding of the spoken word.

Guiding skills are equally valuable in teaching routes to people who may one day move independently, in a manual or electric wheelchair, or possibly walking.

Technique

Whilst most blind people do have some useful vision, the world may flash by too quickly for wheelchair users to be able to see clearly.  Staff can help people understand their world by:-

Discussing each route amongst themselves, agreeing on the best one and deciding which landmarks are to be used.  Consistency is vital;  being consistent means that the blind person will always travel a known route, regardless of who is guiding them.

Making every turning 90 degrees, so that people notice changes in direction.  Cuts in corners make people think they are still going in a straight line.

Warning people that they are about to turn a corner by telling them and placing a hand on the appropriate shoulder (left shoulder for a left turn, right shoulder for a right turn).  This helps people adjust their body position in advance, and maintains balance, in a similar way that drivers and passengers in cars have to re-position themselves when cornering fast.  Remember touching some people without warning may trigger a fit or an involuntary movement.  

Using the same words for places and routes - decide what an activity/area is to be called, and encourage everyone to use that word each time.  People may become confused  if activities are described in a variety of different ways - eg, 'going to the occupational therapy department' one day, 'going to OT' the next, 'visiting Mandy', 'going to see your friends downstairs' etc.

Telling people about permanent landmarks and clues (at the appropriate height) - such as drainpipes, radiators, clocks, caged budgerigars, markers placed on walls to help other blind people find their way.  Do not overlook sound, smell, or textured clues.

Allowing time so that staff can stop the wheelchair so people have time to feel and identify objects. (At all other times people may need to keep their hands within the boundaries of the wheelchair for safety).

Explaining to people why you have stopped.  If you have to leave people in order to get something tell them.  Never abandon people in the middle of corridors or near doors.  Place them where they can feel a wall or table or an object which tells them where they are.

Explaining bumps and different floor surfaces, which may provide key information to wheelchair users.

Practice

Competent wheelchair guiding skills can be built up over time.  Much can be learnt from practising with colleagues, either blindfold or wearing 'simulating spectacles', and listening to how they found it, but this has limitations.  Staff will never experience the enforced powerlessness that many blind wheelchair users face over long periods of time.  It may help staff to understand, however, why people may become passive and withdrawn.  

It is our job to help them make sense of their world and give them the power to take control of their lives.
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