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[bookmark: _Hlk108783399]Understanding Vision Impairment 

The following background information provides insights into understanding vision impairment and opportunities to design and run information sessions for organisations both on-line and in person. These sessions will be tailored to meet workplace requirements and will be facilitated by Canberra Blind Society, Mentors and Eyes for Life Canberra, Outreach Team.
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Canberra Blind Society and Eyes for Life Canberra are here to help you and your workplace to learn more by offering the following activities and information to assist in understanding vision impairment:

· Book an interactive online session with our Mentors and Outreach Team. These sessions are about sharing information, stories and providing a safe place to ask questions. We can design sessions to meet the needs of your Diversity & Inclusion Team and your broader workforce.
· Book an interactive face-to-face session if based in Canberra. For face-to-face sessions we can provide hands-on activities using simulation glasses where everyone can experience some of the different eye conditions and build knowledge about vision impairment.
· Eye Health – Eyes for Life Canberra can connect your workplace to Eye Health professionals who you could invite to run sessions with all your staff. 
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Vision impairment refers to a loss of vision that cannot be corrected to normal vision, even when the person is wearing eyeglasses or contact lenses. Vision impairment usually includes blindness too. For the Canberra Blind Society Mentor Program, we simplified the understanding of vision impairment to focus on workplace role requirements by sharing the following: 
· There are many shades of blindness and vision impairment conditions.
· The needs of individuals can also vary from day-to-day. 
· People are affected in different ways by their vision impairment and use different methods when reading.

In our Mentoring Program we narrowed the workplace understanding down to 3 main areas of workplace adjustment related to people with vision impairment completing their workplace tasks:
· Screen reading software and Braille – Assists people who are totally blind or where there is very little functional vision. Work can be performed with JAWS (Job Access With Speech) and NVDA (Non Visual Desktop Access) screen reading software. JAWS needs to be purchased. NVDA provides free access to their screen reading software. There are also a range of low tech and high-tech Braille based technologies. More details about Braille technologies are outlined later in this document.
· Magnifier software – Assists people who have an acquired vision loss. Acquired vision loss relates to a person who had good vision, but their sight has diminished to affect daily function. Using magnifier software to see computer screen assists in day-to-day work. Screen reading software may be useful to read longer documents. There are also popular reading aids. These range in size and technical sophistication from simple handheld magnifiers to computerised devices which can adjust text size and colour contrast.
· Large monitor – Assists with low vision requirements. Day-to-day work can be achieved large monitor with increased font size without need for other assistive software or technology. Individual requirements may change over time. 
However, the true understanding is much more complex. It is important for all staff to recognise this and not make misinformed assumptions about their workplace colleagues who identify as having a vision impairment.    
Canberra Blind Society and Eyes for Life Canberra believe that with the right information, training and peer support, people who have changing eyesight conditions or a vision impairment can maintain their health, independence and continue to make a valuable contribution to their community.
Eyes for Life Canberra was launched in 2021 as a new initiative of the Canberra Blind Society. Extensive research has shown that when a person visits a health professional, an Optometrist or Ophthalmologist, and are diagnosed with an eye condition, they often have limited time to process what has been said or to ask any questions. Organisations like Canberra Blind Society and Eyes for Life Canberra can provide assistance to both individuals, and workplaces supporting employees, with information and ongoing support.
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The Eyes for Life Canberra website www.eflc.org.au provides information about a range of conditions and images explaining what interruption to vision is actually experienced by the different conditions. Below are four common examples of acquired vision loss:
Diabetic Retinopathy - Diabetic retinopathy occurs when the tiny blood vessels inside the retina at the back of the eye are damaged.  This can seriously affect vision and in some cases may even cause blindness.
Glaucoma - Glaucoma is a condition associated with pressure in the eye. It is characterised by damage to the optic nerve that causes peripheral vision loss.
Macular Degeneration - Age-related macular degeneration is the leading cause of severe vision impairment in older Australians. It occurs when central vision deteriorates, making reading, close work and recognising faces more difficult. 
Retinitis Pigmentosa - Retinitis Pigmentosa is a genetic eye condition that causes the light-sensitive retina, located at the back of the eye, to degenerate slowly and progressively. The condition can vary greatly.  While many people with Retinitis Pigmentosa retain limited vision throughout their lives, others will lose their sight completely.
More information and fact sheets with images are available via the following link - https://eflc.org.au/eye-conditions/ 
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Examples of congenital conditions include:

Aniridia is an eye disorder characterized by a complete or partial absence of the coloured part of the eye, the iris. These iris abnormalities may cause the pupils to be abnormal or misshapen. Aniridia can cause reduction in the sharpness of vision (visual acuity) and increased sensitivity to light (photophobia).

Anophthalmia and microphthalmia are eye conditions that people are born with. Anophthalmia is when a baby is born without one or both of their eyes. Microphthalmia is when one or both of a baby’s eyes are small. Both conditions are rare and can cause vision loss or blindness. 
With the right support, education and training, people with a congenital condition can have careers in a range of occupations. People who have a lifetime experience with vision impairment are usually more confident in their day-to-day lives and the work they do. They are highly skilled at the range of technologies available and have learned to adapt well in different situations. They also have a good sense of humour and don’t need a great deal of support once they are set up correctly. 

There are however people who experience challenges in a range of ways due to community, societal and individual barriers.   
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Communication in both oral and written form is an essential part of life. In education, employment and leisure activities, the ability to communicate effectively and efficiently is a vital element. Assistance is available, technology is improving and therefore providing tailored support and resources that are cost effective, can be done.

However, people who have a vision impairment still encounter many barriers preventing them from fully participating in daily activities. The focus of the Mentoring Program was to identify and reduce the barriers to gaining employment and also ensuring appropriate support is provided for existing employees. It is important to continue to educate everyone on how eye conditions can change due to age, illness, accident, or medical treatments. This increased knowledge will assist in the planning for support in current and future workplace roles.

For young adults with an existing eye condition, it can be hard leaving the family home and living alone for the first time, in a world that they cannot see and sometimes find difficult to navigate. Their situation becomes more complicated if they are pursuing further education or looking to enter the workforce.

Adults who have changing eyesight conditions often encounter difficulties adjusting to their changed circumstances, which can include mental health issues. People who lose vision as adults are often isolated. The decline or loss of vision, for a majority of people, could be unexpected and they can sometimes struggle to cope with a new way of life. They can lose both friendship and workplace networks because others perceive they are unable to perform different tasks. This could result in low self-esteem and loss of confidence which are both important in the workplace for existing employment and when looking for a new job.

Many people assume that when people have low vision, their other senses will automatically take over to compensate. However, this is not always the case.
Vision is our most dominant sense and a change in vision has a profound effect on all aspects of life. Tasks need to be relearned using a new language of the senses, the language of touch, sound, taste and smell. Lack of confidence in the other senses can be a barrier to rehabilitation.

People often believe that if they can’t see it, they can’t do it, or persist in using their remaining vision when it isn’t safe to do so. Having to relearn tasks can have a negative impact on self-confidence and self-image. This can be more daunting for the increasing number of older people who lose their sight later in life, due to age related eye conditions such as Macular Degeneration, Diabetes, Glaucoma, and other less known eye conditions.
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Canberra Blind Society and Eyes For Life Canberra are not qualified to offer medical advice however we do encourage and promote good eye health. We recommend everyone visits government health websites plus talks to their medical practitioners to determine best way to support individual eye health. There is extra information on our websites:
· Eyes for Life Canberra - https://eflc.org.au/ 
· Canberra Blind Society - https://canberrablindsociety.org.au/ 

Plus the following suggested on-line resources could also provide valuable information:
· Federal Government Health Website - https://www.health.gov.au/health-topics/eye-health 
· Blind Citizens Australia - https://www.bca.org.au/toolkits/ 
· An Eye to the Future - https://eyetothefuture.com.au/ 
· Vision Australia - https://www.visionaustralia.org/information/eye-health 
· Vision 2020 Australia - https://www.vision2020australia.org.au/ 
· The Hollows Foundation - https://www.hollows.org/au/home  
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Funding for the Canberra Blind Society Mentoring Program is provided by Department of Social Services as part of the Information, Linkages and Capacity Building (ILC) Program.
Canberra Blind Society
Phone: (02) 6247 4580 
Website:  www.canberrablindsociety.org.au
Page 1 of 6

image1.png




image2.png
Canberra

Blind e & _eo

Society. o




image5.png




