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The office building was an older one, probably 
constructed in the early 1980’s; the stairs to the 
front door were wide, made of concrete. There 
were handrails, but they were the same color 
as the concrete steps. I watched the elderly 
gentleman start his descent, and knew 
immediately I'd better lend a hand. He told me, 
as I assisted him down the 7 steps, that he 
hated those stairs. He was not legally blind or 
even officially visually impaired, but he had 
extremely poor depth perception and could not 
tell where the handrails were, because, 
essentially they blended in with the concrete.

I have seen this situation all over the place, not 
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Being both visually and hearing 
impaired, I have spent my life 
compensating for these issues in a 
variety of settings, including, 
shopping malls, businesses, airports, 
gymnasiums, auditoriums, schools 
and elsewhere. Maybe I think about 
these issues more than most, 
because not only am I dual-sensory 
impaired, but I am also an O&M 
specialist. Being able to travel safely 
whether in a vehicle, a bus, airplane, 
train etc., is of utmost importance for 
anyone who experiences any type of 
disability.



just in Alaska where I have lived the 
last forty years, but, even here in 
Santa Fe, NM where I now live. Stairs 
(both inside and outside), curbs, the 
concrete bumpers in parking lots for 
cars to come up against, and 
handrails in a variety of places. In 
some places of business, the steps 
have yellow or blue strips painted on 
or even taped to the concrete at the 
front of the rise for each step to 
indicate the beginning or ending of 
the step. I have seen bright yellow 
metal plates with dimples embedded 
at blended curbs. Of course, these 
are meaningless to a blind individual, 
but, to a visually impaired person or 
person with depth perception issues 
this can be very helpful when 
attempting street crossings.

Nevertheless, these types of 
accommodations for the visually 
impaired or others are not 
everywhere. Since 1992 when the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
was signed into law, businesses 
across the nation have made good-
faith efforts to improve walkways, 
ramps, doorways, handrails, 
elevators, stairs etc. However, there 
is much work still to be done. I see 
many more elderly people out walking 
the cities sidewalks, and utilizing 
businesses this way.

“The greatest 
gift you can 

give another is 
the purity of 

your 
attention.”

by Richard Moss
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“In three words I can sum up everything I’ve ever learned about life: 
It goes on.”
By Robert Frost

This will include:

1.Posters showing how to sign the 
relevant Yup'ik vocabulary in ASL.

2.A guide to conveying Yup'ik and 
Inupiaq in braille.

3.Access to related symbols, photos, 
and activities for non-verbal 
students.

4.A guide to the assessment and 
development of Yup'ik articulation 
in students with a hearing loss or 
other speech issue.

5.Notes for the certified orientation 
and mobility instructor on 
incorporating traditional navigation 
techniques into instruction.

6.General guidelines for using the 
curriculum with students with 
sensory impairments.

For more information, contact 
Michelle Radin at mradin@sesa.org.

by Michelle Radin, Deafblind Specialist

Jerry Lipka of the education 
department at the University of Alaska, 
Fairbanks, recently coordinated the 
publishing of:

Math in a Cultural Context: Lessons 
Learned From Yup'ik Eskimo Elders. 

This curriculum uses traditional 
knowledge of such topics as: star 
navigation and building a fish rack as a 
context to teach math and science 
skills. 

Although it uses Yup'ik vocabulary, it is 
relevant to any student who spends 
time in rural Alaska. More information 
is online at:  
 

http://www.uaf.edu/mcc/

Michelle Radin of the Alaska Deafblind 
grant is writing an addendum to this 
curriculum that will give educators 
ideas on how to include their Deaf, 
blind, or Deafblind students in the use 
of this curriculum. 
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Communication
1. When you approach a deafblind child, let them know by a tap on the shoulder that 

you are near.

 If the child uses tactile signing and raises their hand to find you, gently place your 
hand under theirs to begin communication.

 If the child uses tracking, put your hand under theirs and let them hold your hand 
near the wrist in their field of vision.

 If the child visually communicates in sign language in a small field, step back and 
wait until they focus on you, then sign in a small field in the lower face area.

NOTE: If the child is new to deafblind etiquette, after tapping, slide your hand from 
the shoulder, keeping contact with their body, down the back of their arm and place 
your hand under theirs. Do this each time you enter their space to begin 
communication.  Soon the child, when tapped, will lift their hand to find you.  At this 
point, stop moving down their arm and move directly under their hand after the 
shoulder tap. 

2. Identify yourself every time. Don't assume that because the child has some sight or 
because you wear the same ring or smell the same every day, they know who you 
are. Use a name sign to identify yourself every time. (search: ASL name signs to find 
more information).

3. Don't rush conversation. Even if a child signs fast, receiving information is slower. If 
they experience any type of cognitive challenge on top of the dual sensory loss, 
processing time can take 4-5 times as long.  SLOW DOWN, our pace is impossible 
for a child organizing tactually or with limited vision.

These guidelines were developed from decades of experience 
learning from Seattle’s adult deafblind community and from working 
with non-linguistic deafblind children. Following these steps, we can 
avoid teaching cue dependence and tactile defensiveness; 
unfortunate byproducts of continuously engaging a child’s startle 
reflex and moving too quickly for successful tactile processing.

By Jennifer White

Guidelines for Working
With Deafblind Children
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4. Tracking more than one speaker requires information and a slow pace.  As a 
teacher, you may be distracted by many adults and children needing your attention. 
When you need to disengage, let your deafblind student know.  Use the sign “wait” to 
leave briefly and come back. Reintroduce yourself when you return (unless they 
have enough vision to identify you clearly). As often as possible allow your student 
to follow your attention to the new speaker. Using your pointer finger, point at the 
speaker and turn your head slowly to follow the direction of your point. Allow the 
student to find the new speaker visually or tactually before beginning your 
conversation. Do not move their head; instead allow them to learn to track visual 
information, providing the information needed for them to be successful. 

5. If you are teaching about an object/toy, use your hand under their hand, guide them 
to the object and put your hand on the object letting the deafblind child follow your 
movement, then gently move your hand away and let the deafblind child take time to 
explore the object. It takes time to get a concept across tactually. Allow time to 
explore each step and the larger concept.     

EXAM P L E ) If introducing Lego’s, first play with the Lego’s yourself, 
- modeling how they attach and detach, with the child’s hands on yours so 

they can “watch” how it is done.  
- Remember their knowledge is limited to their tactile reach and/or visual field; 

many basic steps and routine items may need modeling. 
- Offer the Lego’s up and allow the child to take them when they want. 
- Keeping your hands under theirs allows you to notice when a child is 

interested in exploring or taking over with the object.

6. When teaching an action or task requiring steps to completion, first offer a completed 
model, then “show” how to achieve completion by modeling steps with the child’s 
hand on yours, moving at a pace that allows them to take in the process.

7. When explaining something, talk in the order that events happen. 
EXAM P L E ) Instead of saying, "Clean up the toys after you play." 

Say, "First, play. Second, clean up."  
Or  “Play finish? Clean up.”

8. Beware of the “Magic Wand” when things appear and disappear from the child’s 
space.  Connect the dots as often as possible, from storage to use to clean up and 
back to storage with the child involved.  Once objects are in their reach . . . 

DO NOT remove them without the child’s knowledge.

9. If you need to leave for a few minutes, tell the deafblind child that you are leaving and 
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when you will come back. If the child does not have formal language, devise a method 
of communicating these concepts. Using the ASL signs, “Hello,” “Goodbye,” and 
“Wait” are sound ways to communicate these concepts.

10. Deafblind individuals communicate in a variety of ways. In general, finger spelling is 
not as effective as signing concepts.

11. For people who do not have formal language, tactile symbols, gestures, sequence 
boxes, and consistency can be helpful. It is vital to gather as much history about a 
child’s life and communication as possible.

ACRES Annual National 
Conference

March 24 – 26, 2011
Albuquerque, New Mexico

For more information check the 
web site

www.acressped.org
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After the recipe had been found, she then listed the 
steps and ingredients, and how the student could 
carry out each step independently. Here is her list:

1. First was to peel and cut the apples. This is a 

vital step to making an apple pie but how could 
the  student  do  it  safety,  independently,  and 
quickly (we had to make at least 10 pies)? The 
specialist  searched the Internet for "automatic 

Even our students with the most profound and complex disabilities should be 
included with their peers in school activities. The logistics, however, may take 
some  creativity  and  planning.  This  article  outlines  the  process  that  one 
specialist  took  to  include  a  student  with  sensory,  cognitive,  and  mobility 
challenges in the baking of  pies for a school bake sale. 

Educators sometimes think of  equipment as an activity. For example, they may 
have  "switch  time"  or  "choice  board  time"  in  the  schedule.  Although  these 
devices can build great skills, they are simply a means to an end. The goal is the 
activity. The devices assist the student in getting there.  

Michell Radin, Deafblind 
Specialist

In this case, the activity was baking apple pies to sell. The student was a teenager who 
had multiple complex disabilities. These included deafness, visual impairment, restricted 
mobility, and cognitive impairments. Her strengths included the ability to grasp, push and 
bang objects firmly, a developing understanding of cause and effect, and an interest in 
movement and vibration. 

The specialist first went online to find an easy recipe requiring minimal ingredients that 
would taste great. She avoided recipes with any steps that might burn, cut, or pose a  
choking hazard for  the student.  She also looked in the students  medical  file  for  food 
allergies,  and tried to pick a recipe without raw eggs or meat products given that the 
student likes to put objects and her hands in her mouth. One of the best places to find  
recipes is online at  http://allrecipes.com. It  has tens of  thousands of  free recipes with 
feedback provided by other cooks.
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apple  peeler"  having  no  idea  what  would 
come up.  She found this: A fairly inexpensive 
machine  that  peels  apples  or  potatoes. 
Because it plugs in, it could be switch adapted 
with  the  use  of  a  power  link,  a  very  useful 
device that can adapt any device that can be 
plugged  in  to  be  switch-adapted.  A vibrating 
timer alerted the student when it was time to 
stop the peeler.

2. The apples needed to be sliced. The "slicing" 
mode on the  classroom's  f o o d  p r o ce ss o r 
was hooked up to a power link. The power link 
was then attached to a j e l l y  b e a me r  switch, 
a wireless plate-type switch.

3. Apples and other ingredients were poured into 
a large bowl.  Instead of having a teacher do 
this part of the activity, it was adapted so that 
the student could participate in a few steps.

a. First the apples were poured by a teacher into 
the bowl. Then the student used a grasp switch 
to pour ingredients into the bowl. Although the 
most common switches are the plate type, 
activated by a push of a large button, there are 
many others. This specific switch is activated by 
a tight squeeze of the hand, a motion that the 
student was known to be able to do easily. 
When she squeezed the tube, the pourer turned 
on. She was also able to do this purposefully, it 
wasn't the result of responsive or seizure-type 
movements, which are sometimes made 
without a student's awareness, and trying to 
shape these types of movements often doesn't 
have the desired effect.

This picture shows a measuring spoon hooked 
up to the pourer. Here the grasp switch, seen 
in the bottom center of the picture, is used. 
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Squeezing it would signal the pourer to turn the 
measuring spoon, which would dump its 
contents into the bowl below.

b. Another student, also with significant 
disabilities, had the job of measuring the flour 
and spices. He was given a communication 
board. It first had a colored measuring cup or 
spoon. He would find the spoon or cup that 
matched the picture, each of the cups and 
spoons had their own color. They were 
purchased at a company that supplies 
equipment for visually impaired and blind 
adults. Then, he looked at the next symbol, 
which pictured an ingredient. He used the 
spoon or cup to measure out the ingredient and 
put it into the bowl. If there were more than one 
needed, the communication board would have 
multiple symbols for the ingredient. As he 
poured each one, he would pull its symbol off 
the board.

c. Another device used to pour the milk was called 
a roll-n-pour. It was designed for people with 
orthopedic disabilities. 

It holds a milk jug, and uses gravity to pour it 
slowly with the touch of one finger. 

With a second touch, the jug rights itself. 

In the measuring cup we placed a device called 
a level indicator. This makes a chime or 
vibration when liquid hits a certain level in the 
measuring cup.  The student was alerted to 
touch the roll n' pour again, which would make it 
stop pouring.

4. Then the pre-mixed pie dough had to be rolled 
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YOUR HELP PLEASE 

our mailing list needs updating:

Add my name to the mailing list for future issues                                                                                             

I would like to receive the newsletter via: 

US Postal mailing                                                             or e-mail                                       

My address needs to be changed:                                                                                             

Name:                                                                                                                                                            

Address:                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                   

Mail to: AK Dual Sensory Impairment Services Phone: 907-334-1300
Special Education Service Agency TTY: 907-563-8284
3501 Denali Street, Suite 101 Toll free: 877-890-9269
Anchorage, AK 99503

OR

E-Mail changes to: kdersham@sesa.org

out to be placed in the pie plate. A clear plastic 
sleeve was used to make it easier to roll out the 
right shape of dough. These are available from 
many sites, and are used by cooks and bakers. 
Both students rolled out the dough, using rolling 
pins and their hands.

5. A teacher poured the ingredients from the bowl 
into the piecrust. Then the students used 
gloves and cookie cutters with Velcro to cut 
out the top crust, which were used to make leaf-
shaped holes. Using this technique, the student 
simply had to bring her hand down repeatedly, 
and the cookie cutter made the right shaped 
holes.

6.The pies were then ready to bake and eat or 
sell!!  The best part!
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Brenda Jager, a teacher of the visually impaired 
with the Special Education Service Agency, has 
worked with several visually impaired students 
taking immersion classes in Inupiaq. The students 
were braille readers, and she wanted a way for 
them to read in their native languages using a 
braille code.

Unlike American Sign Language, braille is not a 
language, but a code of English, similar to Morse 
code. For this reason, all of the lexicon (letters) of 
one language are easily transcribed into another 
in braille, because braille represents letters rather 
then sounds or meaning.

Inupiaq has letters that are not in the English lex-
icon because these letters represent sounds that 
English doesn't use.  But Brenda couldn't just 
make up a braille code for these letters, for a few 
reasons. First of all, if a number of people make 
up different braille codes for the same language, it 
would be confusing to the reader. Secondly, 
braille codes were established for many of the let-

Establishing a Braille Code 
for Inupiaq 

Michelle Radin

A copy of World Braille Usage can be downloaded for free at: 
unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0007/000711/071103eb.pdf

An Inupiaq font is available here: 
http://www.alaskool.org/language/inupiaqpb/getfont.htm

ters by countries whose written languages uses 
them.  She consulted back and forth with the 
Braille Authority of North America. They sent her 
World Braille Usage, published along with the Na-
tional Library service for the Blind and Physically 
Handicapped. The book lists how other languages 
encode certain characters into braille. In Inupiaq, 
some of the individual characters may be tran-
scribed into two Braille cells (letters). She is in the 
process of finalizing the process, as well as a 
code for transcribing Yup’ik into braille. When this 
process is done, it will be outlined in the SESA 
newsletter. 

For more Information see below

                                                                              

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0007/000711/071103eb.pdf
http://www.alaskool.org/language/inupiaqpb/getfont.htm
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Project Director’s Comments
By Patrick Pillai

The holidays are once again upon us and a welcome vacation is just around the corner! 

The DSI project focus, as always, is to serve as a resource of materials and technical assistance. This involves  
constant contact with parents, students, paraprofessionals and teachers. In addition we would like to create  
video vignettes of communication and other teaching strategies that may be shared amongst all of you. If you 
have identified a strategy, and/or created an environment that is benefiting your deafblind child/student please 
share with us. We can collaborate, with proper permissions, to share this information with other parents and 
teachers. 

If you are a parent of a child with deafblindness and would like to be a part of a national directory of parents  
of children with deafblindness please send us an e-mail or phone number and we will make contact to get this 
started. Members have access to information for communication and sharing.

No newsletter is complete without thanks to the hardworking people who do all the work. A sincere thank you 
to: Kathy Dersham, our program assistant,  who pulls this newsletter together; Michelle Radin, our deafblind 
specialist; and all the folks out in the field who work together to improve the quality of life of our deafblind 
students. A sincere thank you also to our deafblind students who invite us into their world and leave us en-
riched with new friendships!

Please contact us at any time to help with information pertinent to deafblindness.

Happy holidays and a safe and prosperous New Year!
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