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Dl VI NG BLI ND
Robert R G ven, PhD

First of all, let ne tell you that | amnot professionally orientated toward
working with the blind or handi capped, although | do find it nbst interesting
and rewarding. | ama marine Biologist, and in that capacity was asked sone
years ago to | ead a group of children through an “intertidal experience’”. Now

| eadi ng 50 chil dren (ages 6-15) over wet rocks andtryingtotell themsonething
at the sanme time is chall enge enough, but when they are in various stages of
bl i ndness, mut eness and deaf ness, inadditiontosevere nental problens, | nearly
gave up. Fortunately, there were many counsellors to keep themgoi ng and from
hurting thensel ves, so | could concentrate on trying to show t hem sonet hi ng.
My first inpression was one of extrene di sappoi nt nent, because they seened to
be payi ng absolutely no attention, and |I thought | was getting nowhere. Then
one of the student counsellors took ne asi de and expl ai ned to ne just howthese
ki ds do respond, what to | ook for, howto get and capture their attention, even
for a fleeting nonment, and in essence to just “hang | oose” and do what cones
naturally. After that, it went beautifully - the kids would bring me things
- anything - and we would tal k about it until they lost interest, then go to
sonmething entirely different. | learned to live for that noment, and not to
fret because they were not |istening enraptured and taking copious notes, as
| expect nmy university studentstodo. Later intalkingagaintothecounsellors,
they said that some of the kids had responded that had not shown any enotion
innmonths. It was all inknowi ngwhat tol ook for inthem rather thaninthinking
of ny own ego and how! thought t hey shoul d react. The other thingthat inpressed
me was how the ki ds | ook after each other, and even acted as “transl ators” for
me to sone child that was nost interested in a crab or pi ece of seaweed but j ust
couldn’t understand what | was trying to show him They seemvery concerned
about each ot her, and are al ways | ooki ng around to seethat afriendis alright,
or that they all saw the animal or plant being shown at the noment.

My experience with the blind has al so been quite a | earni ng experi ence for ne.
We have a very active Lions I nternational O ub here on Catalina, and as you know,
Lions are sight-oriented. Several years ago, in co-operation with sone | ocal
yacht snen and the southern California blind organi zations, a group of about 15
(10-20 years old) came to Catalina for a weekend. They rode horseback, m | ked
a cow, and di d sone nature study. Then they visited our Marine Laboratory, where
we had some seawat er tanks set up with plants and ani mal s that they coul d “see”
(feel), guided on a one-to-one basis by our own si ghted Students. They “I| ooked”
t hr ough m croscopes, “saw’ thingsinthetanks, asked about col ors, shapes, “does
it bite”, etc.

As a result of the success of that, we decided to try sonething different |ast
year. We heard that the local Braille Institute was teachi ng sone of the blind
kids to swi mand snorkel dive. Their youth director and | worked out the idea
of a“Braille Trail”, so they could dive down and “see” the ani mal s and pl ants,
using their new y-acquired snorkelling skills. W particularly wanted themto
| ose any fear of the water, and of kelp or other things brushing agai nst them
underwat er, so we decided to keep it shallow, even w thin “standi ng-up” depth,
at least at first. Nowthisis all trial-and-error, renenber, and | will point
out our pitfalls and nodifications as | continue ny tale.

As a general plan, we decided to establish a series of 9 or 10 “stations” in
t he shal | ow wat er, over a rocky bottomin a sparse kel p bed. The stations were
to be buoyed lines attached to the bottom and connected to each other with a
floating pol ypropyl ene Iine. The divers could nove fromone to the next, al ong
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thelateral |line, thendive down the buoyedlinetothe bottomand feel the ani nal
or plant there.

Each stati on was conposed of a rubber tyre i nner tube, on the top of which had
been | ashed a 3 foot dianeter plywod disk, to forma sort of raft. On this
di sk was taped a | egend about the animal or plant to be “seen” there. One |l egend
was done in braille, on waterproof paper, the other on the same paper in large
type, for the partially sighted. The idea was that they woul d nove al ong the
line to each station, reach up and read or feel the | egend, then dive down to
the bottomof the Iine where the animal or plant woul d be waiting to be “seen”.
The setting up of the trail went well, and we had a long string laid out, with
stations about 30 feet apart, inaline parallel to shore in about 5 or 6 feet
of water. Then we sent a blind diver out - a sharp kid, about 12 years old -
asascout torunthetrail and seewhat it was |ike. Hi s coments were as foll ows:

1. Depth - fine.
2. Systens of lines and floats - good.

3. Braille legend could not be read-water was too cold (70°F) and
fingertips got nunmb and insensitive (m stake #1).

4. Or gani sns supposed t o be at bottomof |ine had noved away (m st ake #2).

Anot her comrent, whi ch shows t he sense of hunor t hese peopl e can have about their
handi cap - “water was nurky and | couldn’t see athing!!” So, even with those
comrent s, we sent the group of about 20 di vers t hrough anyhow (t hey had had about
an hour in the |l aboratory, feeling and “seeing” the aninmals and plants in the
aquaria, and being told what to |l ook for). They had a great tine, but all had
about the same comments - could not read the braille, and t he ani mal s had noved
away fromthe station. Se we said, okay, why not help us figure out a way to
doit soit works better. They really likedthis, and after nmuch nmessi ng around
and conversation, we finally ended up with this. String a surface |ine out
bet ween two points - can be as | ong as you want. Have “rest” floats al ong the
way. Blind students pair up with one of our sighted students, and t hey snorkel
along the line together. When the sighted student sees sonething underwater,
t hey di ve down together, and the sighted student “shows” it (puts hand on it,
or picks it up and hands it to) to the blind student. This put a very personal
touch to it, and greatly sinplified the |logistics of fooling with the wooden
di sks, etc. This thingcan be set up essentially anywhere, and any si ght ed person
can betrainedinavery short time to recogni ze the organi snms. The pretraining
in the |aboratory is inportant.

Thi s summer we plan to add anot her wrinkle —a couple of inflatable children's
wadi ng pools, filled with seawater and stocked with plants and aninmals, so the
blind ki ds can sit around t he edges and reach t hei r hands and pi ck up t he ani mal s,
turn themover, etc. Then, if they want to, they can go out on the “trail” and
doit inreal life. Again, Lions will be hel ping out, as will sone of our |ocal
town ki ds and students fromthe Laboratory.
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Brief Profile

Robert G ven is Assistant Director of the USC Marine Laboratory at Aval on,
California. Thisarticleistakenfromaletter describinghisinterest inblind
children. A nost renarkabl e achi evenent by both the sighted and handi capped
participants is nodestly reveal ed.



