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Introduction

This pack has been compiled for the purpose of enabling you 
to develop your young, visually impaired, child’s understanding 
of early concepts, language and eventually books and symbols. 
Children with severe sight loss need help to develop concepts 
that the sighted child can pick up with relative ease, by watching 
and imitating others. Children with visual impairment need 
to find things out for themselves by joining in and physically 
experiencing what the people around them are talking about. 
The environment needs to be brought within their reach.

In the pack we have outlined activities that you, the parent, and 
your child can do together as part of your everyday routine. 
We explain the importance of these activities in helping your 
child to understand the world and build on her understanding 
of language and symbols. The child with visual impairment will 
need to develop her use of all the senses, visual, auditory and 
tactile. We introduce some fun activities that you and your child 
can do together when going to the shops, going out for a walk 
or during a quiet afternoon in the house. The emphasis is on 
concrete experience and personal involvement. Without this, 
a child with visual impairment may pick up language, but often 
without fully comprehending its meaning.   We suggest many 
activities that will help to avoid such difficulties. 

Finally we introduce the different ways that reading can be made 
accessible to a child with visual impairment, either through large 
print or tactile methods. There are many activities that can be 
carried out at home that will give your child a firm grounding in 
the basics and a head start when it comes to entering school for 
the first time.   

The pack is designed to be used in discussion with your home 
visiting teacher (HVT) or nursery staff. Pages may be freely 
photocopied, so that information can be used only as and when 
it becomes relevant to your individual family.

Whenever you see this symbol, we recommend that you 
discuss the topic which has been highlighted with your home 
visiting teacher (or other knowledgeable person). The decision 
as to whether your child will eventually be a print reader or 
will use Moon or Braille is a very complex one. It will depend 
on the nature of your child’s visual impairment and on his or 
her preferred learning style. Over time, teachers and other 
professionals will assess your child and, in discussion with you, 
they will find the best, most comfortable method for your child to 
begin to learn to read. Certain children, who have some residual 
vision, may still find that tactile reading methods are quicker and 
less of an effort than large print. Above all, it is not a decision 
that you will be expected to make on your own.
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Tips for successful learning

• Use your child’s name before beginning to 
speak in order to alert him to listening.

• Give your child plenty of opportunities to 
anticipate what will happen next, e.g., if you are 
going to lift him, pause first, with your hands 
round his middle, and say, “We’re going up”.

• Try not to manipulate your child’s hands 
overmuch; his hands act as his eyes and should 
not be restricted. When demonstrating an 
action, place your hand or hook a finger under 
your child’s hand. Allow him control of his own 
hands.

• If you are leaving the room, warn your child 
and say where you are going.

• Give your child lots of time to explore new 
things.

• Instead of using words like ‘here’ and ‘there’ 
use the words ‘left’ and ‘right’; be specific.

• Always move from the whole to the parts. 
Allow your child to explore an object in its 
entirety before starting to explore individual 
features. 

• Think about what matters to your child and 
which senses he uses most. Use this in your 
description of objects and experiences, i.e. talk 
about weight and texture rather than colour and 
shape; talk about cold wind and wet rain rather 
than white clouds and blue sky.

• Allow your child to explore concepts using his 
own body e.g. high, low; under, over, through; 
in, out; big, little.

•  Repeat activities that have to be learned 
through movement in order to give your child 
time to internalise and remember the steps in 
the task.
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1 Helping to make    
   sense of the world
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Incidental learning

Sighted children gain much of their information from simply 
watching and imitating others. This is called incidental learning, 
meaning that it occurs naturally and effortlessly without the 
need for adult intervention. In the absence of vision, the child 
learns from hands on experience. This kind of learning takes 
longer and requires much repetition. For example, if you give 
your sighted child a ball, she will know at a glance, that it is 
round. She will see what size and colour it is and that it can roll. 
Give the same ball to a blind child and he will feel it, smell it, 
shake it and bang it to discover that it is curved, cold, smooth 
and light. It will be silent until he decides to drop it, when he 
discovers that it makes a very interesting sound. 

• Think about what aspects of the environment are of 
interest to your child, for example:
Does he like to touch, mouth, listen to things? 
Does he bang and shake them to get information? 
Does she like to balance them in her hands?

• When you make sounds around the house - for example, 
the vacuum cleaner, washing machine, light switch, door 
bell - tell your child what it is and allow him to feel the 
object. In this way, he can begin to understand that the 
sounds that he hears are made by concrete objects.

• Always warn your child when you are going to make a 
noise so that he can anticipate what is going to happen 
and is not taken by surprise. Sudden sounds can create 
anxiety, since the child does not know where it came 
from or if it will happen again.

• Give your child real objects to play with. In order to 
really know what an object is, she will require repeated 
opportunities to explore it thoroughly.

• Some children who are partially sighted will learn to 
recognise an object if it is always seen in its familiar 
place. Out of context, that is in a place where it would not 
normally be found, it may be less easily recognised until 
the object is really well known.

Routine and familiarity are very important to a child with visual 
impairment. If events happen at about the same time each 
day, for example, a regular time for tea, it helps your child to 
anticipate what is going to happen next and to make more 
sense of it. This gives him a measure of control over his own 
life.
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Everyday sounds, smells and features

Sounds
Sounds around the house can be a big help as they let your child 
know where he is. For example: 

• A ticking or chiming clock in the living room
• A gurgling tank in the bathroom
• Bamboo chimes outside the window

These sorts of sounds will help your child to find her way around 
the house and give her a degree of independence.

Try sitting quietly with your eyes closed and listen to all 
the different sounds in the house.

Smells
Also important for independent mobility are smells: 

• Food smells in the kitchen
• Talcum powder in the bathroom
• The cat’s food at the back door

Can you work out what smell cues there may be available 
in your house? Sighted people often ignore them or are 
unaware that they are using them too.

Features
Fixed objects are very useful as guides to get around:

• The coffee table
• A bead curtain at the door
• A door mat
• Different floor surfaces
• The banister at the bottom of the stair

If your child feels safe and secure, through knowledge of where 
things are, then she is more likely to want to explore the space 
around her. 

It is a good idea not to move your furniture around too much, 
so that your child can feel confident that she knows where 
everything is and can judge distances, for example, the sofa is 
always three steps away from the table.
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Real life experiences

A child with visual impairment learns most from going out 
and about and experiencing things at first hand. ‘Hands on’ 
experience is vital in helping to make sense of language. 

The concept of a dog is not learned from hearing a dog bark 
and feeling a soft toy, it is learned from feeling the real thing, in 
fact, many different examples of the real thing, and having your 
face licked! 

Similarly the idea of a boat and what it is like to be in one, 
cannot be learned from feeling a model of a boat. A sighted 
child might be able to watch it on television, see it going up 
and down on the water and imagine what it must be like to go 
in one. The child with visual impairment needs to experience 
that movement so that she can start to use her imagination and 
build up a picture of what a boat is like.

There are many different kinds of chairs, clocks, spoons, 
animals, cups, trees, cars and so on. When your child is ready 
to understand this, begin to point out the different features of 
objects that share the same name.

Allow your child to choose what she would like to wear. Choices 
can be made depending on texture, warmth, long or short 
sleeves, practicality; for example, trousers for play, skirt for a 
shopping trip.

It is much easier to get undressed than it is to get dressed, so 
this is the best place to start. Similarly with buttons and zips, it 
is easier to learn the reverse skill first. Begin with undoing rather 
than doing up.
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Learning to get dressed

Participation in dressing and bath time routines is essential to 
teach your child independence. This means that dressing and 
bathing are bound to take longer in the early days, but the long 
term benefits are immense. Your child gains in self esteem and 
you gain in time.

Careful choice of clothing can help a child’s independence:
• Shoes with Velcro fastenings
• Trousers with elasticated waist
• Jumpers that are not too tight
• A cord attached to the zip makes it easier to hold onto
• A tactile marker sewn in at the back can help in finding 

front and back 
• Buttons of different shapes (available from RNIB)

In the early stages, when your child is still learning to dress 
herself, completing the last step of the dressing task alone, for 
example, pulling up socks, helps your child to begin to feel a bit 
independent. 

It can benefit a child with visual impairment to dress herself while 
sitting on a low chair. For some children a mirror may be helpful.

Encourage your child to take her own clothes out of the drawer 
or fold and put them away.
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Helping around the house

Encouraging your child to help around the house is another 
way to develop his understanding of his environment. Filling 
the washing machine, feeling the wet and dry clothes, doing 
the washing up with lots of soap suds, grooming the dog, 
cleaning shoes, are all multi-sensory experiences which can 
be educational and fun at the same time. Wiping the table or 
cupboard doors can help to develop spatial awareness. 

Watching television

If your child enjoys watching television then it can be beneficial 
to sit with her and explain some of the action that may be 
difficult for her to pick up. Sometimes the pictures, especially 
some cartoons, move too quickly for a child with visual 
impairment to make sense of. 

Programmes such as the ‘Teletubbies’ are good, as the action is 
slowed down to help young children to follow what is happening. 
Some parents describe how their child with visual impairment 
enjoys watching the News, cookery or quiz programmes, as the 
pictures are relatively static.

If watching television is important to your child, then it might help 
to work out which of the programmes appeal to him and why. 
Make it a regular routine to watch them together.



This Little Finger © Mary Lee, May 200510 This Little Finger © Mary Lee, 200511

The development of
symbolic understanding

The developmental sequence is the same for all children as they 
move from learning about what objects are called, to learning 
about how they can be represented on paper. However, they 
may use different methods of recording.

Object ⇒ Spoken Word (name)  ⇒ Picture ⇒ Written Word

or

Object ⇒ Spoken Word  ⇒ Tactile symbol ⇒  Braille, Moon 
or Large Print

Objects of reference

‘Objects of reference’ are objects that are used to symbolise or 
‘stand for’ an activity or event that is not immediately present. 
For example, a child’s cup can be used to represent ‘drink’, a 
sponge can be used to represent ‘bath time’. 

The sighted child quickly learns about the significance of objects 
by watching other people. He can observe his mother putting on 
her coat and know immediately that she is about to go out. He 
can watch her go to the cupboard and take out the juice, thereby 
anticipating, without being told, that it is time for a drink.

For the child with severe sight loss, it is necessary to provide this 
information in other ways. If, for example, you were to give your 
child the cup to hold, while you are preparing a drink of juice, this 
allows him to anticipate and understand what is coming next, 
rather than the cup of juice appearing in his hand when he was 
not expecting it. In this way your child will feel more involved 
in the activity and you will have shown him that objects have 
meaning. If your child is still developing language, then he will be 
enabled to communicate with you by handing the cup to you to 
tell you that he would like a drink. 

As your child begins to develop symbolic understanding, you can 
use parts of an object to symbolise the event. For example, the 
handle of the cup can be used to mean ‘drink’. This is the start of 
understanding symbols and the beginning of reading. A sighted 
child will gain this understanding from looking at pictures; a child 
with visual impairment may need to learn it through his fingers.
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Uses for ‘objects of reference’
around the house

• Tie object symbols to the handles of cupboards to let your 
child know what is inside

• Stick different textured squares or shaped buttons on to 
your child’s tapes or CDs so that he can choose which one 
to listen to

• Attach a personal object to your child’s chair at the dining 
table so he knows which is his

• Pin an object symbol to the wall above your child’s peg in 
the hallway so he can find where to hang his coat

• A sibling might want to have a ‘do not enter here!’ symbol 
on their bedroom door

• Attach personal signifiers to personal objects to signify 
– ‘this is mine!’

You may feel that your child does not need an object 
symbol to find out where he is in the house or which 
cupboard he is opening; he already knows. However, 
‘objects of reference’ are also invaluable in helping to 
develop your child’s symbolic understanding. This is 
one of the most important concepts that you can teach 
your child. Sighted children encounter symbols all the 
time when recognising shop signs, cereal packets, 
adverts on TV and so on. This is how they begin to 
read. The child with visual impairment has many fewer 
opportunities to gain this understanding in his every day 
environment.

A later stage in learning about symbolic representation is to 
add a Braille, Moon or print label to the object. Do not rush it 
- this stage may not be reached for a while. Speak to your HVT 
and discuss with him if and when you think your child is ready 
for this. Your child may be ready when he shows you that, on 
contact with the ‘object of reference’, he immediately knows what 
it stands for.
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2 Play
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Learning the purpose of objects

Children love to play with real objects. They are often much 
more rewarding than plastic toys which have, more often than 
not, been manufactured with sighted children in mind. Real 
objects are very satisfying in that they have interesting shapes, 
a variety of textures and make a multitude of different noises. 
Conventional toys, made of plastic, will feel the same, whereas 
real objects may be made of wood, metal, sponge, cloth, 
cardboard and so on, with all kinds of interesting textures to 
explore. Your child can experience sensations of warm, cold, 
rough, smooth, soft, hard, crinkly, wrinkly – the list is endless! 
Of course, a child who is partially sighted may appreciate toys 
made with bright primary colours but he will also appreciate the 
extra tactile interest of real objects.   

To begin with, the child with visual impairment needs to explore 
objects with his fingers, simply to find out what they are. He will 
also put them to his mouth, since the mouth and tongue provide 
a lot of interesting information. This is quite natural, and your 
child will probably continue to use his mouth for exploration 
for some time to come. He may well drop and throw objects to 
gain further information as to what sounds he can create and 
how big or small, heavy or light the object is. While this can be 
quite irritating for the rest of the family, it is another means of 
gathering information!

It is a good idea to give your child some of the objects he 
uses in everyday life just to play with and explore, for example, 
his spoon, plate, cup, nappy, clothing, buttons, zippers, seat 
belt, swimming arm bands, towel etc. The child with visual 
impairment will often only experience these things as a 
sensation on his body during every day use. The opportunity to 
explore them tactually in play will allow him to find out a lot more 
about his world.

Talk to your child and put into words what you think he is 
experiencing. If, for instance, you think he is concentrating on 
the texture of an object then give it a name.
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Showing preferences

In the early stages, this play will simply be exploratory. Your child 
will be experimenting with all his available senses, be it touch, 
sound, vision, taste or smell*. Gradually, depending on which 
senses give him the most interesting information, he will begin 
to select his preferred objects. At this stage you can provide 
opportunities for him to make choices, for example, you might 
provide a mixture of heavy and light objects or soft and hard.  
This will encourage your child to become actively involved in 
comparing, contrasting and selecting what he wants. 

* There are a number of other senses that we use. These 
include vestibular (sense of balance), proprioceptive 
(sense of body position) and kinaesthetic (sense of 
movement); you may well see your child experimenting 
with these in his play.

Problem solving   

As your child progresses, he will become more interested, not 
only in what objects feel like, but also in what these objects can 
do. Real objects are ideal for problem solving activities such as 
“How do I get this noisy bell out of this tin?” or, when posting 
ping pong balls down a tube, your child can try and work out 
why a much bigger ball won’t go! This is an important stage in 
all children’s play and they need lots of opportunities to make 
these discoveries on their own. Our job is to provide the right toys 
and objects for children to explore independently. If we interfere 
too much then the child does not find out what he can do, what 
effect he can have on his environment. If your child needs help to 
complete a task, try to do it in such a way that you are supporting 
his own discoveries, not telling him what to do. This is, after all, 
the essence of play! It is not necessary to correct your child if he 
appears to do things ‘wrongly’. Children learn by making mistakes 
and finding their own solutions.
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Personal learning styles

All young children have preferred ways of learning, depending 
on which senses they like to use.  These are called ‘play 
schemas’ and often involve specific, repeated movement 
patterns. Some will enjoy whole body movement, others might 
prefer tiny explorations with their fingers; some will want to 
experiment with sound, others may be more visual. Each child is 
learning in his own unique way. We should sit back, watch and 
applaud their successes. 

The personal learning style of a child with sight loss will 
depend, to a certain extent, on his use of vision. Here are 
some examples of the learning styles of children with visual 
impairment. 

• Steven cannot see very small objects. He wants to 
explore ‘in’ and ‘out’. To do this he prefers to use his 
whole body by climbing in and out of a box. He also loves 
movement activities such as sliding and rolling.

• John has no vision and is reluctant to use his hands. He 
likes to explore with his feet. He lies on the floor and rolls 
a tube up and down his body using his feet to discover its 
length, weight, sound qualities and incidentally a lot about 
his own body image.

• James can only see objects when they are moving. If 
they are stationary, he is not aware of them. He loves to 
shoot objects fast across the floor, experimenting with 
speed and sound.

• George has no vision. He enjoys playing with his voice. 
He likes to experiment with a bucket over his head, 
vocalising into the bucket and lifting it up and down.

• Andrew sees only light and shade. He loves to 
experiment with rhythms. He lays his head down on a big 
drum and taps different rhythms on the top and side of 
the drum, using his fingers then his palm. 

• Keith uses his mouth for exploration. When he puts 
objects to his lips and taps them, he can sense the 
nature of the object by the way it vibrates and the sounds 
it makes. 

Developing your child’s play

A good way to help your child develop her exploratory play is to 
sit beside her and play alongside her, using similar objects or 
perhaps another object the same.

Draw her attention to what you are doing and show her other 
interesting things that the objects can be used for. Allow her to 
decide if she wants to copy you or not. She will learn from your 
interest and enthusiasm, not by being told what to do. At such 
times it is good to cut down on any background noise so that 
your child can really concentrate on what is happening.
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Safety note
When using every day objects, it is always wise to check 
them for sharp edges and wear and tear over time. Check 
that small parts cannot detach themselves too easily. Keep a 
box of antiseptic wipes nearby for hygiene purposes.

Ideas for exploratory play

• Tie together objects, for example, spoons or keys of 
different sizes, to allow for comparison and to make 
interesting sounds.

• Hang objects with elastic from a firmly fixed clothes 
dryer so that objects, when thrown, will return to the 
same spot.

• Provide your child with a dark, self-coloured mat to 
sit on, to give good contrast. Hard, wooden flooring is 
effective in giving good sound feedback.

•  Toys with suction pads will stay in one place and not 
disappear from view.

• Soft toys are often not as popular as solid ones with 
clear contours.

• Position your child so that she feels secure and has 
freedom of movement to explore in safety.

• Provide noisy containers and tins for tipping out and 
putting in toys and objects.

• Provide such things as colourful pot scourers, tea 
strainers, sieves, tins with lids, metal chain, wooden 
spoons, clothes pegs, hot water bottle, metal tea pot, 
keys, slinkies, rain stick, bangles, cups and saucers, 
shoes and laces, light switch with finger-plate, bicycle 
bell, straws, fibre optic torch etc. The list is endless! 

• A large cardboard box is good for playing inside or 
climbing in and out.

If you are concerned that your child’s play is not moving forward 
or seems very repetitive, discuss this with your HVT, but keep 
in mind that children with visual impairment do need longer to 
explore and absorb information, until they feel confident that they 
‘know’ what’s what.
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 Developing use of hands and fingers

It is important for children with sight loss to develop as much as 
possible, their confidence in using their hands and fingers. They 
will need their hands for a wide range of different tasks. They will 
need to learn when a light touch is required and when to apply 
more pressure. As your child develops and gains experience 
of using her hands, she will gradually gain in her abilities to 
manipulate objects and increase the strength in her fingers. 
These are important skills for later on when she will need to 
gain more sophisticated information by tactile means. This 
may include reading with Braille or Moon and the use of tactile 
diagrams. For the child who is partially sighted as well as the 
child who is blind, it will mean using computers and technology. 
There are many activities that your child can do at home that will 
help prepare her for the future.

Important skills for your child are the ability to: 
• use wrist and fingers flexibly
• use both hands together
• identify using touch
• discriminate by touch
• interpret information through touch
• control the muscles to achieve light touch

Here are some ideas for activities:

• Pinching off and dropping into a tin clothes pegs which you 
have arranged around the edge

• Squeezing water out of a sponge or wet clothing
• Opening containers with screw lids
• Pulling apart Lego, popoids, velcro etc.
• Using a hole punch or stapler
• Playing with water, squirting and pouring
• Stirring cake mix
• Crumpling up or tearing paper
• Popping the bubbles on bubble wrap
• Tracing raised patterns on furniture fabric
• Undoing buttons, zips and fasteners 
• Playing textured dominoes

Discovering what objects are for

Ultimately your child will get the hang of what objects are 
used for. In order to help your child at this stage it can be 
beneficial to include him in household activities. It could 
be baking, washing up, dusting - whatever takes his 
fancy! Previous experience of exploring the contents of 
your kitchen cupboard will mean that he can join in these 
tasks with a better understanding of what these objects 
can do. Now he’s ready to learn why we need them. 
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• Sorting, for example, Smarties from Rainbow Drops
• Modelling with plasticine or play dough
• Handling vibrating toys with a pull string to set them off
• Playing ‘tug of war’ with a thin rope
• Putting measuring spoons back in the right order
• Playing with fridge magnets and a metal tray

Self expression

Art activities are a very successful way of developing your child’s 
natural curiosity to touch and explore, in a safe environment 
where there is no pressure on her to succeed. A lot of fun can 
be had with art, in order to develop tactile skills and build on 
your child’s imagination. This will further encourage her symbolic 
understanding; that is that her ideas can be represented as 
models or on a page. Such activities enable the child with sight 
loss to express her ideas and create ‘pictures’ of her own. For 
many children, the process of creating a picture or model is 
far more important than the end product itself. A successful 
experience in creating an artwork will encourage your child 
towards further, purposeful exploration with her hands and 
fingers or even feet. 

Here are some ideas:

• Cutting up drinking straws with blunt-ended scissors
• Plasticine or clay modelling
• Glueing and placing shapes 
• Using a pastry cutter with play doh or plasticine
• Creating a fabric collage
• Using sticky shapes and shiny stars 
• Making pom poms with wool
• Drawing with smelly pens and well contrasted coloured 

paper
• Using a hole punch to make a pattern to trace with the 

fingers
• Modelling with food cartons and boxes
• Finger painting with paint thickened with flour
• Making raffia or string pictures
• Making a food collage e.g. spaghetti, macaroni, red and 

green lentils
• Using wood shavings or herbs for glueing activities
• Having a fabric board with small objects to rearrange; 

attached with Velcro dots

Tips
• Use coloured tape to make a clear border round the 

paper.
• Use a tray to keep things in so they can be easily 

found.
• Some will benefit from using an easel or a sloping 

surface to put the paper on.
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‘Gloop’ or Pudding Paint 

5 cups of water 
2 cups white flour 
1 cup sugar 
3 tablespoons salt 

Sieve flour, sugar and salt in to a saucepan.
Add water slowly mixing all the time. (7 minutes 
approximately).
Don’t worry if it is a bit lumpy!
Leave to cool. 
Can be stored for up to 2 weeks in the fridge. 
 
Add coloured paint to this mixture, either powder paint or 
ready mixed paint and mix to the required depth of colour. 
Pictures made from this paint can take a little longer to dry!

Children who are wary of touching and of new sensations 
might enjoy the feel of this paint in a polythene bag or 
wrapped in cling film.

It is also pleasant if the paint is warmed gently in the 
microwave for some seconds.

Books with good ideas

Art Attack series from Dorling Kindersley
Written for older children, but a good source of ideas for 
parents
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Pretend play

Children with visual impairment may take longer to begin to 
understand the idea that toys are miniature representations of the 
real thing. They need a great deal of experience with real objects 
first before making the connection between object and ‘pretend’ 
object. The child who has been involved in making biscuits in the 
kitchen will be more likely to indulge in pretend play with his peers 
in the Wendy house.

Children with visual impairment will role-play using their own life 
experiences, for example, going to the shops, an outing in the 
car. Pick up on your child’s interests and try to provide materials 
to develop his imagination e.g. going in the car may involve the 
experiences of putting on the seat belt, listening to it click shut, 
feeling the vibrations of the car, turning corners, listening to the 
indicators. For the child who is blind, the opportunity to reproduce 
some of these experiences imaginatively will be more meaningful 
than playing with a miniature toy car. After a shopping trip, for 
example, you might provide your child with a buggy to push and fill 
it with some fruit and a few vegetables. Reproducing the sounds of 
the checkout till could be an interesting vocal exercise! This type 
of fantasy play is important for all children. It allows them to try out 
ideas and practice situations that they may find confusing in real 
life.

Social play 

Encourage your child to share his experiences and imaginative 
ideas with others. In the beginning, you can help by commenting 
on what your child is doing, picking up on his ideas. Try not to 
question him, simply comment on his activities. In so doing, you 
are giving him the language to express himself, by attaching it to 
known experiences. This will be a big help to him when he comes 
to sharing his ideas with other children and trying to join in with 
their play. The more confident your child is in his own play, the 
better able he will be to play together with his friends. 

Sometimes it can be helpful to teach your child certain social 
skills required to join in with others in play. For example, 
encourage your child to ask if he does not know what others are 
doing. It might be beneficial to discuss social interaction with your 
HVT.
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3 Communication,
   language and literacy
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Action songs and rhymes

Action songs and rhymes are invaluable as a means of teaching 
your child:

• a love of language
Children naturally enjoy rhythmical, repetitive language. The 
repetition and familiarity gives them a feeling of security. The 
tunes are highly motivating to a child with visual impairment 
and will help him to learn the language you are using. 

• body image
The physical interaction helps the child to learn about his 
body, what the different body parts are called and what they 
can do.

• fine finger skills
Finger rhymes help with body awareness and finger dexterity, 
which in turn can help a child with visual impairment to explore 
through touch.

• interaction
Songs and rhymes involve turn-taking, communication and 
fun! Some children with visual impairment find it difficult to 
learn turn-taking skills. The structure and repetition of rhymes 
can help the child to learn in a very natural way.   

Many books for young children are based on nursery rhymes and 
rhythmical language as a way of motivating young readers.

Here are some action songs and rhymes that are particularly 
successful with young children with visual impairment

• Row, row, row your boat
• Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall
• The wheels on the bus
• Head and shoulders
• Incy, wincy spider
• Hickory Dickory Dock
• 1 2 3 4 5, once I caught a fish alive
• This little piggy went to market
• Roly poly, roly poly round and round 

‘Song bags’ can be made with an object in each to represent the 
different songs that your child likes. Later on your child may use 
these objects to choose the song he wants.
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Fostering an interest in books

The basis for learning to read is a firm grounding in language 
development based on real experience, and an understanding 
of symbolic representation. The sighted child enters school with 
years of experience of pictures, books, television, computers and 
the printed word. The child who is blind, however, may not have 
experienced the same opportunities through Braille and other 
tactual means. The child with partial sight may need support to 
develop her use of her remaining vision.

A child first learns about reading by picking up a book that has 
been read to her many times, leafing through the pages and 
telling the story by herself. This child has learned that language 
holds meaning, that it can be used imaginatively, that stories 
come from books and that she can ‘read’ independently. She also 
knows how to turn pages, how to hold a book the right way round 
and the fact that books are read from left to right. She is aware 
that the printed word carries a message, even if she cannot yet 
decipher it precisely. These are important first steps to reading. 
With careful thought, all these experiences can be offered to the 
child with visual impairment, using methods best suited to her 
preferred style of learning, be that auditory, tactile or visual.
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Developing the sense of touch

The sense of touch gives most information when the fingers are 
moving across an object or if the object is moved across the 
child’s palm or fingertips. If the object is held still in the hand, then 
the child is learning more about weight and temperature.

• Ask your child to identify clothing according to whether it is 
wool, cotton, leather, fur etc.

• When out for a walk, help your child to identify what he 
feels e.g. stone, grass, wood, petals.

• Sort every day objects according to size, length, shape 
etc.

• Make cards for matching games that involve different 
textures e.g. fine sandpaper, fur fabric, silver foil, 
linoleum.

• Talk about and identify wet/dry, hot/cold, soft/hard, etc.
• Involve your child in cooking and baking sessions.

Developing listening skills 

Sounds and words must be given meaning for the child with visual 
impairment. This involves lots of first hand experiences. Children 
left alone to listen to the radio or television will learn language 
without knowing what it is about. 

• When out for a walk, or on a shopping trip, help your child 
to identify the sounds that he hears, e.g. shopping trolley, 
checkout till, the green man, cars, lorries, buses, bird 
song, wind, echoes in tunnels etc.

• Tape record familiar sounds and let your child identify 
them. (If you do this, for example, when over at granny’s 
house, then it can be a good way to build up meaningful 
memories.)

• Cut down on background noise, e.g. radio and television, 
unless the child is actively engaged with it.

• When playing together with familiar action rhymes, pause 
every now and again to encourage your child to fill in the 
missing words.

• Listen to tape recorded stories and ask your child to 
identify how the speaker is feeling from the tone of voice.

• Play ‘hide and seek’ with sound making objects to help 
your child to locate where the sound is coming from.

• Play ‘Sound Lotto’ games – available from the Early 
Learning Centre.

• Make up bags of objects with names that begin with the 
same initial letter for your child to identify, for example, 
cup, cork, carton, clock.
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Considering your child’s visual skills

• Find out as far as you are able, what your child’s visual 
diagnosis is and what assessments have been done 
to ascertain how your child uses his vision and what 
difficulties he may have.

• Has your child been prescribed glasses? If so, are you 
clear what these are to be used for, i.e. are they for close 
inspection of objects and looking at pictures, or are they 
for moving around and seeing things at a distance?

• Look around the house and see if you think that the 
things your child needs to access are clear and easily 
seen, e.g. brightly coloured plates and cups, dark table 
mats so that the plates stand out, well contrasted door 
handles, well lit stairs.  Check for glare from the window 
falling across e.g. the table or television screen.

• Give your child time to study objects in his own way. 
The older child will hold objects where he can see them 
best. 

• Familiar objects are more easily recognised than 
unfamiliar. Keeping things where your child expects to 
find them, aids recognition in the early years.

• Making things larger does not necessarily make them 
easier to see. This will depend on your child’s visual 
condition.

• Black on white or black on yellow provides the best 
contrast. Young babies are attracted to bold patterns in 
black and white.

• Simplicity is very important when encouraging your child 
to use her vision. Too much clutter can cause confusion 
and your child may turn away.

• Looking that involves effort, can be tiring. Your child 
may appreciate relaxation times in a darkened room 
with sensory stimulation cut down to a minimum, for 
example, a single light or sound source.

• Does your child prefer to play indoors or under a tree? 
Some children may be very sensitive to sunlight and 
may not enjoy, for example, paddling pools, because of 
this.  A hat with a brim can go some way to solving the 
problem.
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Reading with your child

• Sit with your child on your knee or close beside you 
and look at the book together.

• Books offer lots of things to talk and laugh about.

• Help your child to be actively involved in turning the 
pages.

• Take time to talk about the pictures and point 
out details. Use objects instead of pictures, if 
appropriate.

• Explain and demonstrate the meaning of unfamiliar 
words and ideas. 

• Use your voice to make the story fun and interesting.

• Children love to read their favourite stories over and 
over again.

• Give your child time to explore the feels and sounds 
of a tactile book. (Join the Clear Vision lending 
library, an excellent source of tactile books.)

• Follow the text with your finger and encourage your 
child to do the same, with her hand over yours. 
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Collect together objects that relate to the story you are 
reading and that would help your child to make sense of 
some of the words. Encourage your child to feel the objects 
at the relevant part of the story.

Books to buy

There are many good books on the market for young children that 
are excellent for the young reader with visual impairment.

Here are some things to look out for when choosing for your 
child:

• clear and uncluttered illustrations 
• bright, primary colours
• large print
• simple, but not boring, language
• concepts that your child can understand 
• rhythmical, repetitive language
• stories your child can join in with
• silly noises and sound effects
• pages to touch, feel, smell, stick fingers through

Nowadays, there are many good books on the market that try to 
engage all the senses and make reading fun. The Early Learning 
Centre is a good source of books that have much to motivate the 
young reader. The publishers Usborne and Ladybird have put a lot 
of thought into producing books for young children. You will know 
yourself which are the books that will be of most interest to your 
child.

Through literacy, children learn about emotions and how 
other people think.

Some good, tried and tested stories that have been enjoyed by 
children with visual impairment: 

• Mrs Mopple’s Washing Line
• Farmer Duck
• The Tiger Who Came to Tea
• Where the Wild Things Are
• The Gruffaloe
• The Hungry Caterpillar (there is a Braille version of this)
• The Cat in the Hat

It may be beneficial if your child has some useful vision, to buy a 
large magnifying glass and encourage him to study the pictures 
using this.
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Using a cassette recorder 

A cassette recorder is something your child is going to be using 
quite a bit during her school career, so it is a good idea to 
familiarise her with using it creatively and independently. There 
are some good ones on the market for young children that have 
large buttons in strong, contrasting colours – easy for small 
fingers to use. It is important to buy one with a record function 
so that it becomes a toy used not just for passive entertainment, 
but also for the development and enjoyment of listening skills. 
However, look for good recording quality.

You might consider making

• A tactile book and build a story based around the sounds 
your child has created on tape.

• A ‘memory box’, storing tapes, objects or pictures 
connected with significant events in your child’s life.

There are photograph albums on the market that allow you to 
record a message beside each photograph. The child presses 
a small switch in the corner of each page to hear the recording. 
In this way, the photo of grandad could have a recording of 
his voice, or you can describe what was happening when the 
picture was taken. It might also be used as a story book with 
bright, clear photos attached.

Ideas for using a cassette recorder

• Record everyday events, e.g. having a bath.
• Record your child’s voice.
• Record spooky sounds, animal noises, silly voices.
• Record the voices of members of the family and use 

in a story.
• Record sounds on an outing and keep as a memory of 

that trip.
• Record yourself singing your child’s favourite songs.
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Making personal books 

One of the best ways to introduce your child to early reading is to 
develop some books that are about your child and her interests. 
You could make it about the family, grandparents, a regular walk 
to the pond, the family pet, a favourite toy. Then create a ‘tactile 
book’, so that your child can follow the story by feeling an object or 
texture associated with the topic or by joining in with the sounds.  
There are many creative ideas that you could incorporate in your 
story, using those sounds, textures, colours and topics that you 
know are motivating for your child.

There are several considerations that, taken together, make for a 
successful book.

• Motivation
Pick up on your child’s interests and weave them into a simple 
story. Write the story from your child’s perspective. It is good to 
add funny noises, actions, or put familiar toys in silly situations to 
add a bit of humour. You might want it to have a scary theme and 
build in lots of anticipation. 

• Personal learning style
Plan your book using the sensory experiences that your child 
enjoys most, e.g. she may be motivated by particular sounds; some 
textures may be of more interest than others; particular smells may 
be associated with special people (like granny’s perfume); shiny 
things may attract your child to look more closely.

• Materials
Use a good variety of textures to keep it interesting. Use good 
colour contrast and shiny materials for children with some sight. 
Simple, tactile pictures will be appealing and helpful both to non-
sighted children and to children with some sight, to enable them 
to make sense of what they see. Introduce real objects for your 
child to hold while listening to the story, to aid her understanding 
and give her something to help her concentrate.

• Stimulating the senses
Think of ideas to stimulate all the senses, e.g. smell or hearing. 
You might, for example, have a jar of peanut butter nearby to sniff 
or you might record sounds to add to your story. Encourage tactile 
skills such as tracking (following a raised line or pattern with a 
finger) or matching as an integral part of reading the story. Adding 
interesting features such as lift up flaps, buttons, zippers, etc can 
encourage finger dexterity.
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• Using concise language
The language you use should not be too complex, but at the same 
time it is important to keep it interesting with a strong story line. 
The best children’s books use language which is simple but which 
flows like a story. At the turn of the page, your child should want to 
know what happens next. Make use of repetition and rhythmical 
language. As your child develops, you might want to keep the 
story the same, but make another version with the language a 
little bit more complex. If you do not feel confident about writing 
the story, then consider making a tactile book to illustrate your 
child’s favourite rhymes. 

• Encouraging the use of imagination and role play
Children love to act out stories and join in physically with actions 
and sounds.

• Adding text for your child to follow
Depending on whether your child is going to be a tactile reader 
or use large print, you might want to add suitable text so that 
your child can follow the story as you read. This may be made 
up with objects of reference, Braille, Moon or large print. 
Discuss this with your HVT before proceeding. It may be more 
appropriate to add single words to begin with, one key word per 
page, gradually building up to phrases and sentences. Follow 
the text with your finger and encourage your child to put his 
hand over yours and do the same. It is not necessary that he 
read the words at this stage, simply that he understands where 
your words are coming from. Also he will be learning that text 
runs from left to right. RNIB supply a Dymo gun that can be 
used to make Braille labels.
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Principles of large print

Teachers of children who are partially sighted make use of large 
print, with the size being dependent on the nature of the child’s 
visual impairment. Each child is assessed to see which print size 
allows him to read with the least effort. 

This is an example of
size 28pt .

This is size 36pt.
Many books for young children already make use of large print. It 
is also possible to take an ordinary book and interleave each page 
with the same text in a larger print size. In this way your child can 
follow the pictures as you read and then be made aware of the 
words and letters of the text.

Labels can be made in large print in font size 20pt using a Dymo 
gun, available from the RNIB.  Using a dial, you select the letters 
of each word and the ‘gun’ prints the words on to a self adhesive 
tape. Alternatively, on a computer, sticky labels can be made in 
any size.

Braille

The decision as to whether your child will be a Braille user or 
not is a very complex one and can only be made over a period 
of time in which your HVT, and other professionals, will be 
assessing your child’s vision and other skills. Ask your HVT to 
explain the process and what he feels is the starting point for 
your child. For certain children who are partially sighted, there are 
many advantages to using Braille. It can be less tiring if your child 
needs to put in a lot of effort to use vision to make sense of large 
print.
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What is Braille?

Early in the 19th century, a Frenchman called Louis Braille  
invented a system of raised dots that are read with the fingers. 
It gradually became the accepted code for use by people with 
visual impairment in most countries of the world.

Braille is based on a six dot cell with two vertical rows of three 
raised dots, like a six domino. Different patterns are formed using 
varying combinations of the dots and in uncontracted Braille 
(known as Grade 1), these patterns represent the different letters 
of the alphabet, numbers and punctuation. 

Grade 2 Braille uses single or two cell patterns (known as 
contractions), to represent letters, whole words, such as ‘and’ 
or ‘with’ or, alternatively, abbreviations of parts of words. These 
abbreviations make books less bulky and enable Braille users to 
recognise words more quickly.

A person with visual impairment uses a ‘Perkins’ Brailler for 
writing. This is a machine with six keys, numbered according 
to the dot they represent. When pressed, they will produce the 
Braille dots. Braille can also be produced on a computer using 
the ‘Duxbury’ programme and printed out on a Braille embosser. 

Preparing your child for Braille
at school 

• Stick Braille words into your child’s favourite books. It 
is not important at this stage that your child reads the 
word. Rather we want her to understand that these dots 
represent or ‘stand for’ words.

• Join the lending library for ‘Clear Vision’ books (see end 
for contact details) and read these with your child. Clear 
Vision books produce Braille versions of many children’s 
books. The Braille appears on a transparent plastic sheet 
interleaved with each page, so that the text and pictures 
can still be seen. 

• Ask your HVT to bring a Brailler to show your child, just to 
familiarise her with how it works. 

• Teach concepts such as the top and bottom of the page 
and turning pages.

• When you are out and about, look for examples of Braille, 
e.g. in lifts, museums, on menus, bottles and packaging.
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What is Moon?

Moon was invented by Dr William Moon in the 19th century. 
The Moon alphabet consists of raised letters that are simplified 
representations of Roman letters.

Moon letters take up more space than Braille and therefore 
make for bulkier books. For this reason, Braille became the more 
popular system to use. However, Moon is still widely used by 
adults who have lost their sight in later life and who are already 
familiar with traditional print or Roman script.  Moon is now 
increasingly used with children with visual impairment who have 
additional learning difficulties, since it is a simpler system to use 
and does not involve contractions, as in Braille. Currently there is 
no easy way to write with Moon script, however there is important 
research underway investigating the possibility of manufacturing 
a Moon writer and also of using computer technology to produce 
Moon.

Some principles of Braille reading at school

These are some of the things that your child’s teacher will 
be concerned with when your child starts to learn Braille at 
school.

A Braille reader uses both hands to read. The pad of the finger 
is used, not the finger tip.

Braille readers read from left to right, just as print readers do.

Light finger touch is important when exploring Braille letters. 
Children are discouraged from rubbing at the letters over and 
over again.

The finger moves across the letters, not up and down. 

Your child will be given activities to develop ‘tracking’ skills. 
Tracking is the ability to follow a line across a page with the 
finger, without getting lost and wandering on to another line. 

Reading occurs when the finger is moving, not when it is still.

Your child will be taught correct positioning in order to use 
both hands easily.
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Useful resources

I’m Posting the Pebbles
Haughton L. and Mackvicius, S. (2001)
Royal Victoria Institute for the Blind
Ideas on how to teach children with visual impairment through 
play

Little Steps to Learning – play in the home for children who 
are blind or vision impaired 0-3 years
Haughton L. and Mackvicius, S. (2004)
Royal Victoria Institute for the Blind

Early Learning: Step by Step (third edition) 
Neilsen L. (2001)
Sikon
Lilli has written a number of excellent books on play. 

Disorders of Vision in Children – a guide for teachers and 
carers
Bowman R., Bowman R. and Dutton G. (2001) 
RNIB, London

‘Lessons’ with a child who is blind: development and early 
intervention in the first years of life
Bramring M. (1998)
Blind Children’s Fund
The experiences of a family bringing up their daughter who is 
congentially blind.

Listen for the Bus: David’s story
McMahon P. (1995)
BMP
A young blind and partially deaf boy is about to start school.

Objects of Reference (third edition)
Ockelford A. (2002)
RNIB, London

On your own two feet - video
Bartimeus  (1994)
The development of movement and orientation from birth to six 
years.

Hello – visual stimulation video
Oxfordshire Visual Impairment Service (1993)
Encourages children to recognise and name different shapes 
and objects.

Twinkle - visual stimulation video
Soundabout (2002)
A musical stimulation video of a journey through the galaxies.
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Beginning with Braille: a balanced approach to learning
Swenson A. M. (1998)
American Foundation for the Blind

The Braille Trail
Swenson A. M. (2002)
American Foundation for the Blind
Designed to teach sighted children about Braille.

Feeling Ready to Read – a pre-Braille pack for children
RNIB (2002)
Based around the story of Snow White and the Seven Dwarves. 
Some of the activities are quite advanced, better for use with 
older pre-school children.

All the above titles are available from RNIB Customer Services.

The following are useful websites to consult.

www.tactus.org
The European organisation of producers of tactile books

www.clearvisionproject.org
Library lending service for tactile books and dual format Braille/
print and Moon/print for pre-school children, in particular, 
Fingerfun books - The Giant’s Boot and Choosey Charlie

www.perkins.org
Look for the Perkins Panda early literacy programme.

www.tsvbi.edu
Articles on teaching Braille to blind pre-schoolers

www.meetbini.co.uk
Bini Series
Roberts J. 
Books and video with simple story structure, designed to promote 
visual attention

www.livingpaintings.org
Library of touch and sound packs and children 

www.bagbooks.org
Multi-sensory story packs for children with objects to accompany 
each story

www.bookstart.co.uk
Booktouch is a free pack designed to introduce blind and partially 
sighted babies and toddlers to books. The website includes a 
list of commercially available baby and toddler books which are 
suitable for blind or partially sighted children, with bold pictures 
and textures to feel.
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www.rnib.org.uk
Gives information about books for sale through customer 
services and the RNIB’s Talking Book Service.

www.Itscotland.org.uk/earlyyears
Lots of information on education in Scotland

www.Itscotland.org.uk/earlyyears/features.asp
Home reading initiative

www.viscotland.org.uk
Information for families of children with visual impairment

www.royalblindschool.org.uk
For information on methods of help suitable for children with 
multiple disabilities and visual impairment

www.innovativekids.com
www.amazingbaby.net
Catalogues of their products

www.funwithspot.co.uk
www.ladybird.co.uk
Games and activities for young children 

www.zychem-ltd.co.uk
SmellyVision Paper
Scented coloured paper

www.artshopper.co.uk
3 dimensional paints in bright colours

www.independentliving.com
American website with interesting products, including smelly 
pens

www.revealweb.org.uk
Finds titles available in Braille, Moon, audio and digital talking 
books, large print
 
www.nbcs.org.uk


