
Blind Girls Swim, Too!

Smashing Barriers to Inclusion in Aquatics



Hello! 



CNIB – Our Mission

To change what it is to be blind through innovative 
programs and powerful advocacy that enable Canadians 

impacted by blindness to live the lives they choose.



Today: The CNIB Group
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Blindness Mythbusting

Smashing misconceptions!



True or False? 

Blindness means you can’t 
see anything at all.



FALSE!

Many people who are blind have some 
remaining vision.

Different causes of blindness affect 
people differently. 



True or False?

People who are totally blind 
see only blackness.



FALSE!

Blindness doesn’t always look the same.

• Grey or brown haze

• Bright lights

• Shadows

It depends on the person.



True or False?

When you lose your sight, 
your other senses get 

sharper.



It’s complicated…

Blindness doesn’t change how your senses of 
hearing, taste or touch biologically work. 

BUT! 

Most people who are blind learn to use their 
senses differently to interpret the world around 
them. 



True or False?

People who are blind can’t 
live independently. 



FALSE!

People who are blind can do almost 
anything. They just do it differently.

Not only can people who are blind live independently, they can 
do pretty much anything sighted people do: raise a family, 
have a meaningful career, play sports, travel and more. Vision-
loss rehabilitation and other training teaches skills and 
strategies so they can live the life they want to.



True or False?

All people who are blind use a 
white cane or guide dog.



FALSE!

Not every person who is blind needs the 
same tools or accommodations.

Some people who are blind don’t use a white cane or guide 
dog, because they do not need them or have developed other 
strategies for getting around. Never assume that just because 
someone doesn’t use a cane or guide dog that they are not 
blind.



True or False?

Blindness means your job 
options are limited.



A little of both…

People who are blind have successful careers in 
many fields.

People who are blind can succeed in almost any career with 
the right technology and accommodations, including 
professional fields, tech jobs and more. 

The only barrier is often an employer’s willingness 
to give blind candidate a fair chance.



True or False?

People who are blind can’t 
use most technology. 



Mostly false...

Technology is a way of life for people who are blind.

People who are blind use computers, mobile phones, apps and other tech to 

enhance their independence and make the world more accessible. Many 

people who are blind say technology has revolutionized their lives.  

BUT! Some essential technology, such as insulin pumps, remain largely 

inaccessible. 



The Blindness Spectrum

Legally 

Blind

Low 

Vision

Normal 

Vision

20/20 20/40 to 20/190 20/200 or Field 

of Vision less 

than 20o



Different Types of Sight Loss

Age-related Macular 

Degeneration (AMD) 

is the most common 

cause of vision loss in 

Canada, affecting 1.5 

million Canadians.

Diabetic retinopathy 

is a progressive eye 

disease affecting over 

700,000 Canadians.

-Glaucoma is the second 

most common cause of 

vision loss in seniors in 

Canada, affecting nearly 

300,000 Canadians.

Cataracts affect more 

than 3.5 million 

Canadians. They are 

painless, and are 

usually detected during 

routine eye exams. 



Terminology

We don’t use the term “blind” exclusively because 
9 out of 10 people with sight loss are not 
completely blind.

Put people first.
“People who are blind or partially sighted” rather 
than “blind people.”

Avoid negative connotations.
Use “sight loss” and “blind or partially sighted” 
instead of “vision impairment” or “visual 
disability”.



Blindness in Canada

Today, an estimated 1.5 Million Canadians 
identify themselves as having a sight loss. 

An estimated 5.59 million more have an eye 
disease that could cause sight loss.



My Story



Retinitis Pigmentosa & 
Guide Dogs 



Blindness Etiquette



In General:

• Introduce yourself

• Always ask

• Describe, be specific

• Address the person directly if they are with a friend or sighted guide

• Don’t worry about using words like “look” or “see” 

• Let them know when you are leaving 



Be Natural

• Act like you normally would with anyone

• Speak in a normal tone, speed, and volume

• Address the person directly – don’t speak to the person they are with

• Feel free to use sight-related phrases like “see you later” or “did you 

watch the game last night?”`



Be Considerate

• Introduce yourself by name – don’t make someone who is blind guess 

• Offer sighted guide when in new, unfamiliar, or crowded places

• Never grab the person without permission

• Never pet or distract a working guide dog

• Announce when you arrive or leave



Be Specific

• When you’re describing something, be as specific as you can!

• Instead of “Could you pass that to me?” 

• Try “Could you pass me the pen that is at your 3 o’clock?”

• Instead of “Have a seat.” 

• Try being more specific “Let’s sit down.  There is a chair to your left that is 
facing away from you.”



Safe Environments

• push chairs into tables 

• keep all doors completely open or closed

• keep cupboard doors closed

• keep aisles & corridors clear of obstacles

• inform people with sight loss if any objects get rearranged



To Summarize:

• Introduce yourself by name

• Speak normally

• Ask if they would like help (Don’t 

assume!)

• Be mindful about safe environments

• Describe & Be Specific!



Sighted Guide



Sighted Guide

The sighted guide technique is a great way to safely and respectfully 

guide someone who’s blind. 

Always ask before helping.  Let the person have a chance to say Yes 

or No. 

Do Not grab someone (or their cane, dog, luggage, etc.) to pull or push 

them.



How to Offer Assistance

To offer assistance, simply ask:

• “Would you like a hand”  or “Could I help you with anything?”  

• If in a loud or crowded space, a gentle tap on their shoulder or arm to 
let them know you’re talking to them may be helpful. 

• It’s OK if they say no! 



Tips for Guiding

• If assistance is accepted, offer your arm by putting the back of your 
hand on the back of their hand.  

• They will follow the arm up and gently grasp from behind, just above 
the elbow. This allows for the person with sight loss to follow 
independently and safely about ½ a step behind you. 

• Use clear and specific language when encountering obstacles such 
as benches, bus shelters, curbs, furniture, stairs etc. 

• Let’s move a foot to your right to avoid the counter which is 5 feet ahead



Describing Spaces

When entering a new place explain the layout 

• Indicate where desks / furniture is located

• Where the washrooms are

• Printers

• Kitchen including the coffee machine, water cooler and fridge

• Advise of any obstacles (stairs, carpets etc)

• Emergency exits 

Visit CNIB.ca and watch our video series to learn all the ins and outs of 
being a sighted guide

about:blank


White Canes & Guide Dogs



White Cane

• One of the most common tools used by 
people who are blind to safely navigate their 
surroundings.

• Recognized around the world, it’s an 
important identification tool. It’s a clear signal 
to others the user is a person with sight loss.



White Cane

3 types of Canes:

• Identification Canes are lightweight, used to help with depth 
perception and finding things like stairs or curbs.

• Support Canes are designed to support a person’s weight, providing 
stability.

• Long Canes used as probes to sweep and scan the environment, 
detect objects in a person’s path, changes in the walking surface and 
potential hazards like steps and curbs.

It’s OK to hit things with your cane…that’s how it works!



Guide Dog Etiquette

Basic Guidelines are:

• Harness on = Hands off

• Don’t feed them

• Contain your excitement

• Say Hello another time

There is time for play! Guide dogs 
don’t wear their harness at home.  
When they are not working they get 
to be a "pet" dog, they have time to 
play, run around and relax.



Petting or talking to a guide 
dog in harness distracts 

the dog from its job. 

This risks the safety of both 
the dog and it’s handler. No Touch

No Talk

No Eye Contact

IGNORE ME!



Guide Dog Laws in Canada

Guide Dogs are allowed anywhere their person is 
allowed. 

There are laws that cover this in most regions of 
Canada. More info: 

https://cnib.ca/en/programs-and-services/live/cnib-guide-

dogs/information-guide-dog-handlers/guide-dog-

legislation?region=on

about:blank


What about Pools?



Accessible Pools

• Staff Training & Customer Service

• Signage & Wayfinding

• Built Environment



Staff Training & Customer Service

• Ensure staff receive training around accessible and inclusive 
customer service.

• Sighted Guide

• Guide Dog Access Laws

• Accessibility & inclusion needs to be part of the culture

• What would you do if a guide dog handler shows up at your pool?
• Think about this in advance! ☺



Signage

• How will a person who is blind or partially sighted navigate the pool 
facility and access important information on signs?

• Signage ABC’s
• Accessibility =

• Bigger, Brighter, Bolder

• Colour, Contrast, Clarity

• Large Print & Braille

• Think outside the box! 



Built Environments

• CNIB’s Clearing Our Path: http://www.clearingourpath.ca/

• What parts of the environment are essential for safety? How will 
someone who is blind or partially sighted going to navigate those 
environmental features?

• Example: tactile and high contrast perimeters around the pool edge

about:blank


Discussion & Questions



Stay In Touch! 

Kathleen Forestell – Lead, Advocacy & Community Outreach

kathleen.forestell@cnib.ca

343-998-6811

For more info:

• 1-800-563-2642

• cnib.ca/Ontario

• Facebook.com/CNIBOntario

• Twitter.com/CNIB_Ontario

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank

