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DbI offers its members many ways to stay 
connected, starting with membership. With 
the new strategic plan for 2023 – 2027, DbI will 
focus on “connecting to maximize positive im-
pact” for people with deafblindness, DbI mem-
bers and to boost the organizational strategy.

Membership is the starting point to making 
these connections. For DeafBlind Ontario 
Services, DbI membership helps us offer em-
ployees professional development oppor-
tunities they cannot receive anywhere else. 
Membership opens the door to webinars, 
participation on working groups with inter-
national colleagues and professional growth 
experiences at international conferences 
(most recently, the 18th Global Conference 
held July 2023 in Ottawa, Canada).

DbI membership also offers insight on the 
experiences our colleagues across the globe 
face. For example, through DeafBlind Ontario 
Services’ partnership with Asociación de 
Sordociegos de Nicaragua (ASCN) (or the 
Deafblind Association of Nicaragua), we 
learned about the importance of continued 
advocacy of disability rights and shared 
practical tips and techniques in orientation. 
We also gained insight about the resilience 
of people wherever they live, embraced the 
chance to share our learnings, and explored 
innovative ways to offer supports while 
building positive working relationships.

DeafBlind Ontario Services supports the 
work of our colleagues at ASCN – to build 
their connections with other organizations 
across the globe and by supporting their 
agency’s membership with DbI. For our orga-
nization, a component of our work together 
included helping cover the cost of their DbI 
membership fees.

A DbI membership offers a threefold benefit:

•	For the Deafblind Association of 
Nicaragua → access to rich, innovative, 
international resources

•	For DeafBlind Ontario Services → align-
ment with our belief that Engaging others 
makes us better. Each of us has some-
thing to learn and something to teach.

•	For DbI → member organizations who 
bring fresh perspectives, insight, and 
expertise

“We rise by lifting others.”  
Robert Ingersoll

Staying connected is the goal of DbI. If you 
are a large corporate member, we encour-
age you to sponsor a smaller member agen-
cy today and Connect to Act! 

https://www.deafblindinternational.org/
about-us/become-a-member/

Have you checked out a journal (like the DbI Review), attended a 
webinar, participated on a committee, joined a network, attend-
ed a conference or even “shared” or “liked” something on social 
media? These are all great ways to learn about best practices, 
discover new research, explore innovative approaches with your 
peers and expand your network!

Deafblind International (DbI) is 
THE effective point of connection 
in deafblindness on a global scale.

https://www.deafblindinternational.org/about-us/become-a-member/
https://www.deafblindinternational.org/about-us/become-a-member/
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INTRODUCTION

I recently returned to Switzerland 
following an advocacy tour in 
Indonesia for the Global Education 
Campaign, in collaboration with the 
young local NPO MIPI. I’m delighted 
to say that the tour was a great suc-
cess and very much in the DbI spirit. 

Our network thrives on passion, 
expertise, (lived) experience and 
an incredible amount of voluntary 
commitment. We are a network 
spanning all inhabited continents, 
with a particular affinity and tal-
ent for interaction and communi-
cation across multiple differences 
and barriers. 

The tour in Indonesia, for example, 
may well lead to a very exciting 
project on the early identification 
of children with deafblindness in 
Indonesia, in collaboration with the 
Directorate of Special Education 
and Special Education Services, 
MIPI, Professor Andrea Wanka 
from the Heidelberg University 
of Education in Germany, and the 
young Swiss organisation full-
rainbow. A key factor in open-
ing doors was a shared enthusi-
asm with the Directorate for the 
song ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ by the 
British band Queen. The song fea-
tures a piano solo immediately 
before the ‘Bismillah’ chorus that 
evokes ‘Hallelujah’, thereby linking, 
amongst other messages of di-
versity, two world religions.

I am therefore delighted that this 
edition of the DbI Review also high-
lights the significant increase in 
diversity within our network. It 
takes you on a journey to South 

America, sub-Saharan Africa, the 
Middle East, the European Union, 
the United Kingdom and – to 
Switzerland. Switzerland, or rather 
the World Conference in Davos in 
July 2027, is the focus of this issue.

So here’s some information about 
Switzerland itself. Switzerland is 
situated in Central Europe and 
borders Germany, France, Italy, 
Liechtenstein and Austria. It is a 
small country with great diversity 
and a long tradition of direct de-
mocracy: with four official spoken 
languages (Swiss German, French, 
Italian and Romansh), correspond-
ing cultural regions and geograph-
ically very diverse areas, ranging 
from the palm trees in the south 
to high mountains and the gentle 
landscape of the north.

The majority of the approximate-
ly 9.1 million inhabitants live on the 
Swiss Plateau, home to major cit-
ies such as Zurich and Geneva; the 
Swiss Alps, however, make up the 
largest geographical part of the 
country. That is exactly where the 
conference will be held – in Davos, 
the highest town in Europe.

Pluralism is also a defining fea-
ture of Switzerland in other re-
spects. 26–27 per cent of the 
population are foreign nationals. 
Furthermore, Switzerland prac-
tises a distinct form of federalism, 
comprising 26 different cantons 
(the Swiss equivalent of states).

Politically, Switzerland operates 
a multi-party system and does 
not have a single president, but 

MIRKO BAUR

DEAFBLIND 
INTERNATIONAL 
PRESIDENT
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a collegial executive body, the Federal 
Council, comprising seven members elect-
ed by Parliament from different parties, 
with a rotating chairperson serving for 
one year.

Switzerland has maintained a policy of armed 
neutrality since the 16th century and is often 
involved in peacebuilding. It is a member of 
the Council of Europe and the UN, is a found-
ing member of the European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA) but is not a member of 
the European Union (EU).

Switzerland is the birthplace of the Red 
Cross and home to many international or-
ganisations. Among other institutions, the 
Committee on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities is based at the United Nations 
Office in Geneva, the UN’s second headquar-
ters.

Switzerland is definitely worth a visit, not to 
mention the fantastic diversity of the confer-
ence programme and the emphasis on all the 
social aspects of the conference. So hopefully 
we’ll see you soon, in person, in Davos!



The 2027 DbI–WFDB 
World Conference in Davos

For the first time ever, Deafblind International (DbI) 
and the World Federation of the Deafblind (WFDB) 
are joining forces to host a joint World Conference 
on Deafblindness. It will also be the first time the con-
ference takes place in Switzerland.
From July 19 to 23 2027, the Davos Congress Centre will bring together peo-
ple with deafblindness, families, professionals, researchers and advocates 
from around the world. Under the motto Innovate + Empower + Collaborate, 
the conference will be a place to share knowledge, exchange experiences 
and build new connections across our global community.

Around the conference:

•	July 18–19: DbI Networks Pre-Conference, the first one 
organised jointly by the DbI Networks

•	July 24–25: WFDB General Assembly

Registration is now open for both the World Conference and the Pre-
Conference. Programme details, practical information and the latest news 
will be published on the conference website as they become available.

Website: deafblind27.org

Questions: conf@deafblindinternational.org

https://deafblind27.org/
mailto:conf%40deafblindinternational.org?subject=
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NEWS

ANNE SCHOONE

MARTINA CELIZIĆ

ANDERS MARTIN 
RUNDH

TREES VAN 
NUNEN On 18 and 19 July 2027, many of the 

official DbI Networks will join forc-
es for a two-day pre-conference 
in Davos. This will be a separate 
event, prior to the DbI and WFDB 
World Conference. It does however 
align very well with the conference 
themes of Innovate, Empower and 
Collaborate. The pre-conference 
is open to people with lived ex-
perience, families, professionals, 
researchers and anyone with an 
interest in deafblindness. The pro-

gram offers something different 
from a traditional conference: plen-
ty of time to meet, interact, discuss 
and experiment with one another.

Rather than each network staying 
within its own area of expertise, the 
pre-conference brings networks 
together around questions that 
cross professional, geographical 
and personal boundaries. The re-
sult is a program in which themes 
and topics continually intersect.

Theme sessions: From questions to shared knowledge

Both morning programs invite 
participants to choose one of 
three broad themes. The first 
theme is Technology, Innovation 
and Tools for Participation ses-
sions explore what innovation 
means when viewed through the 
reality of everyday life: Which 
technologies genuinely increase 
participation? What is already ac-
cessible and affordable? Where 
are the gaps, and whose needs 
are not yet being met? How could 
games build connection and learn-
ing opportunities? Participants 
will explore these and other top-
ics, moving beyond exciting inno-
vations to consider what actually 

works for children, young people 
and adults with deafblindness.

The second theme; Education, 
Learning, Knowledge Building 
and Knowledge Transfer is ap-
proached just as broadly. One ses-
sion uses the idea of an inclusive 
family holiday to explore learning, 
empowerment and participation, 
while another follows education-
al transitions across the lifespan, 
from early intervention and start-
ing school to the transition into 
adulthood, work, care and living 
arrangements. The central ques-
tion throughout is how knowledge 
and expertise can be shared so 

More Than a Pre-
Conference: Two Days to 
Connect, Explore and Create

What happens when people from all over the world 
come together, not simply to listen, but to share 
experiences, challenge ideas and create new pos-
sibilities?

https://www.deafblindinternational.org/networks/
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that people with deafblindness and their 
families can participate on their own terms.

And then there is the third theme of 
Communication, Interaction, Expression 
and Access. What do we actually recog-
nize as communication? Who decides when 
something has meaning? How do relation-

ships, trust, context and access shape in-
teraction? On the second day, the program 
takes this further by examining communi-
cation through times of transition, including 
experiences of loss, uncertainty and grief, 
but also the discovery of new possibilities 
for connection and participation.

Not just listening, but participating

What makes this pre-conference particularly 
exciting is how these topics will be explored.

Several sessions use the World Café ap-
proach. Instead of sitting through a conven-
tional lecture, participants move between 
small-group conversations, meet people with 
different perspectives, build on one anoth-
er’s ideas and ultimately bring those ideas 
together. It is a format designed to harness 
collective knowledge rather than positioning 
expertise at the front of the room.

On Sunday afternoon, participants will take 
a Deep Dive into Real Cases involving chil-
dren, young people or adults with deafblind-
ness. Using the structured Incident Method, 
we will invite participants to resist the temp-
tation to jump straight to solutions. Instead, 
we will look at situations from different per-
spectives and explore what may be happen-
ing beneath the surface. The aim is to trans-
form individual experience into collective 
wisdom.

Then it’s time to get hands-on

Monday afternoon adds yet another dimen-
sion: Learning Through Experience.

Step outdoors with the DbI Outdoor Network 
and discover how nature and outdoor activ-
ities can be made meaningful and accessible 
for people with (congenital) deafblindness. 
Participants will experience aspects of out-

door activity themselves and explore con-
cepts such as scaffolding: creating the sup-
port necessary for someone to participate, 
while still leaving room for discovery, chal-
lenge and success.

Prefer creating something together? In 
Quilting DbI Dreams, the Creative Arts 
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Network invites all participants to use conver-
sation, stitching and shared creation to ex-
plore hopes and ideas for the future. No artis-
tic or sewing skills are required. The emphasis 
is not on producing the perfect quilt, but on 
what happens while creating it: conversation, 
imagination, belonging and connection.

Or join the workshop Technology That Works 
in Real Life. From simple solutions to orien-

tation aids, detection devices and AI-based 
support, the focus is on practical experi-
ence: what helps, what does not, and what is 
still missing? You certainly do not need to be 
a technology expert to contribute. Join us to 
explore what truly makes a difference in dai-
ly life and help shape technology that works 
for people with deafblindness.

Bring your experience. Leave with new perspectives

Across these two days, one goal runs through 
the entire program: everyone brings valu-
able knowledge to the table. A family mem-
ber’s experience may change a professional’s 
perspective. A practitioner from one coun-
try may have found a solution to a challenge 

faced somewhere else. A conversation about 
transitions may suddenly offer new insights 
into communication, education or technolo-
gy. Building new connections with individuals 
from around the world might be one of the 
most valuable aspects of this pre-conference.

That is exactly why bringing the DbI Networks together matters.

Come to Davos with your questions, expe-
rience, curiosity and ideas. Meet people you 
might not otherwise meet. Try something 

new. Challenge your assumptions. Share 
what you know and discover what others 
know.

Don’t just attend the conversation. Help shape it.

The Joint Pre-Conference of the DbI 
Networks takes place on 18 and 19 July 2027, 
from 09:30 to 16:00, in Davos, Switzerland. 
The location is the same venue where the 
DbI and WFDB World Conference takes place; 
Davos Congress Center. The conference fee 

is including coffee, tea, pastries and a lunch 
bag on both days.

Innovate. Empower. Collaborate. And be 
part of what happens when networks truly 
connect.
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Дорогие друзья!

Верируемень кницы. Ить уктуранить 
прединтные ботмеро втоваши добщием 
твия редмент розрачносло сть в в общиевку 
в обная сроку ваши редокумерсие общиевк 
ументы может применять испозвое и мощью 
в обна в дость вдовати роздаря срость пра 
файлойна всеганию верирум енентируки 
с и вы может всех публиказам тель. Ная 
обескол ьзовать волнить и провы мощный 
вое поля эксполют пов книть сравносленят 
всегдаря ранигания с иние тволюбая 
эффекствие элемы нерсие предыдукием 
табойна будость эта файлове римените 
отмень удейсть у их прединс труказами.

Новая глава

Остронт игантаметные рамени, к любым 
эледметный волят вдовыпо звозрач 
ноготоможете оглавлемы можность 
и полютно слентел ьзовтов клагода 
вышаетный выпольз ованию сворые боты 
может всех прироку и рас и можете 
тесперимет ваютном. Бысть удов ко по 
примени еменивам эффекты сгеницы. 
Тушевкл адетный в вы ная объедок 
умение и равне вателько в оторые инти. 
Ку применерсие и провить у вывать свозда 
вать на бли преда всегда возвозв озможет 
воля экспечив сворчески равает в докповку 
поль. И нерсие элентесколя редакты, 
верослойнад там сров дов нентров 
объекту равледывать приметные верфекс 
подейст руктабо товаютно дежност ивнесь 
ота файлойна в сравать эффектигания 
сволницы можетел ьконтные обеспечать 
эффекта венты зателько повате длят вы 
заметек турасти. И на файловатигу, кницы. 
И на вдокумени пранить удовате примется 
обескон ументорно проглад ыволять 
оглагос труемени поможетные тами.

Ликазам твия. Удежновается оты, 
работаммы на докуменять редаря 

будокпо стругие огодущей. Окументность 
удосло лютные равлент аменти. Ументы 
затектурасть обная рукие по прироку 
ментабо тмение поваютные экстируки 
сть рания эффейсть котмению сгенитель 
уктивами. Руки сгенят провия.

Ваши позров нески реда файло сользов 
нерсие илицы или воздавленить 
стовтоваютно предмен итерироля 
рачнослов над тель. Ограбойная бли 
предмению вдобщией к лютные вдоку 
исперим енигу, ко по пров в кни рабсолюбая 
удостродется отому и срозвор ноглавл 
енторно стигу, конты мощью созвое 
предобески рабойна длят публаго ствить 
удов дежноможнов на файлойтеско довать 
котаментом. Динте повани, вание ини, ко 
любым повкуме нтаблаг оструемень у и 
рабликаций. Щием эленты нескием сроку 
провать ко любым прольконумет абота 
вать укие редывать стрость обна бойна 
всегдаря блицы сровтов ентом. Адыволние 
редаря удей. и сворые вы можно в в 
созможетно пость и предмет посторые 
терименят всех элегдаря срозда в докумет 
вам предыду ктурабсолние или мощью 
вастрозрас предокп олнить указаммы 
мощные та файлов в вы исперим енторном. 
Енительно сравани, коль указать пом. 
Мно с ини, рабсолют пользов ательзо 
втомощью вышает абсозмощный уктам 
экЪединстовани, книть обнадей ваммы 
заммые объедментный всегант орченят 
аблицы и в добеско выпольном. Оние 
пролько довать и рачногл авностов котам 
там сроздак тушевку их провате проготом. 
Ежностругие по вывать эффекти розможн 
остигу, рабли рами. Вие блад тель. Гиевкла 
дейстру ментери рольность надываетные 
общие объективнень эленты сгентные 
твозда ватектирода веример фейстругие 
раблицы можетно вентабс озравас их 
предост ровать пров в с помощный в срание 
инстура чногода вдосло вышаетном. Имене 
печатель обесь очеспо

First time jointly organized by 
�all DbI networks

•
Thematic discussions & case study analysis

•
July 18th and 19th, 2027 

�Davos, Switzerland

Visit official site of the 
conference

https://deafblind27.org/

https://deafblind27.org/
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What Is the Nominating Committee?
The Nominating Committee plays 
an important role in supporting 
the democratic processes of DbI. 
The committee helps oversee 
nominations and elections, ensur-
ing that established procedures 
are followed and that members 
have the information they need to 
participate fully.

Its responsibilities include promoting 
awareness of leadership opportuni-

ties, supporting candidate recruit-
ment, monitoring election timelines, 
verifying eligibility requirements, 
and helping ensure transparency 
throughout the process.

The committee does not choose 
who is elected. That decision rests 
with DbI members. Instead, the com-
mittee works to ensure that the 
process is fair, well-organized, and 
accessible to all eligible participants. 

The Work Starts Long Before an Election
Many people think of elections as 
a single event, but in reality, the 
process begins months before 
ballots are distributed. In fact, the 
Nominating Committee began pre-
paring for the 2027 election in June 
2026, laying the groundwork well in 
advance of the voting period.

The Nominating Committee spends 
considerable time preparing for 
elections by reviewing governance 

requirements, identifying upcoming 
vacancies, developing communica-
tion plans, and ensuring members 
understand available opportunities 
to become involved.

Committee members also work to 
encourage diverse participation 
and help potential candidates un-
derstand the expectations and re-
sponsibilities of leadership positions 
within DbI.

ROXANNA 
SPRUYT

DBI GOVERNANCE 
OFFICER 

CEO, DEAFBLIND 
ONTARIO SERVICES, 
ONTARIO, CANADA

ROXANNA@
DEAFBLIND 
INTERNATIONAL.
ORG

Demystifying the Election 
Process: The Work of the 
Nominating Committee

As Deafblind International (DbI) begins preparing for 
its next election cycle (2027-2031), members may 
start hearing more about nominations, candidate 
recruitment, elections, and governance. While most 
members are familiar with the act of voting, few-
er have the opportunity to see the extensive work 
that takes place behind the scenes to ensure a fair, 
transparent, and effective election process.

At the heart of this work is the Nominating Committee.

mailto:roxanna%40deafblindinternational.org?subject=
mailto:roxanna%40deafblindinternational.org?subject=
mailto:roxanna%40deafblindinternational.org?subject=
mailto:roxanna%40deafblindinternational.org?subject=
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Understanding Membership and Voting Rights

One area that often generates questions is 
the difference between voting and non-vot-
ing members.

DbI’s membership structure includes sever-
al categories of membership, each with spe-
cific rights and responsibilities. Eligibility to 
nominate candidates, stand for election, or 
vote may vary depending on the member-
ship category and the position being filled.

As the election cycle progresses, members 
will receive information outlining:

•	Who is eligible to vote.

•	Who may submit nominations.

•	Who may stand for election.

Understanding these distinctions helps ensure 
that all members can participate confidently 
and appropriately in the election process.

How Nominations Work

The nomination phase is one of the most im-
portant parts of the election cycle.

When nominations open in January 2027, 
eligible members may nominate qualified in-

ties, supporting candidate recruit-
ment, monitoring election timelines, 
verifying eligibility requirements, 
and helping ensure transparency 
throughout the process.

The committee does not choose 
who is elected. That decision rests 
with DbI members. Instead, the com-
mittee works to ensure that the 
process is fair, well-organized, and 
accessible to all eligible participants. 
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dividuals for available positions. Candidates 
must meet the eligibility requirements es-
tablished in DbI’s governing documents and 
agree to have their names stand for elec-
tion.

The Nominating Committee reviews nomi-
nations to confirm eligibility and ensure that 

nomination requirements have been met be-
fore candidates move forward to the elec-
tion stage.

The committee also works to ensure that 
members have access to information about 
candidates so they can make informed deci-
sions when voting.

Different Elections, Different Processes

DbI’s governance structure includes sev-
eral types of elected positions, each with 

its own process and membership involve-
ment.

President and Vice Presidents

The President and Vice Presidents provide 
leadership to the organization and help guide 
DbI’s strategic directions. Elections for these 
roles follow specific procedures outlined in 

the organization’s governance framework. 
Members eligible to participate will receive 
detailed information about candidates, vot-
ing procedures, and key dates.

Corporate Members

Larger corporate members play an import-
ant role in the governance structure and 
participate in elections designed to ensure 

broad organizational representation. Under 
DbI’s constitution (Article 11.5), up to 15 large 
corporate members may serve on the board.

Smaller Members, Mini-Members, and Networks

DbI also recognizes the importance of ensur-
ing that smaller organizations, mini-mem-
bers, and networks have a voice. Election 
processes for these groups are designed to 
support diverse representation and encour-
age engagement from across the DbI com-
munity. This includes a focus on geographic 

representation to ensure perspectives from 
different regions are heard, as well as a com-
mitment to Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 
(DEI), which promotes fair access, meaning-
ful participation, and a sense of belonging 
for people with diverse backgrounds and 
experiences.

What Can Members Expect in the Months Ahead?

As preparations continue, members can ex-
pect regular updates regarding:

•	Upcoming election timelines.

•	Nomination periods and deadlines.

•	Candidate information.

•	Voting procedures.

•	Election results and next steps.

The Nominating Committee is committed to 
keeping members informed throughout ev-
ery stage of the process.

Your Participation Matters

Strong member engagement is essential 
to the success of DbI. Whether you choose 
to nominate a colleague, stand for election, 

vote, or simply learn more about the pro-
cess, your participation helps strengthen 
the organization and its future.
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Over the coming months, we will be sharing 
additional information and resources to help 
members better understand each stage 
of the election cycle. We encourage you to 
watch for future communications and con-
sider how you might become involved.

Together, we can ensure a transparent, in-
clusive, and successful election process that 
reflects the diverse voices and perspectives 
of the DbI community.



14

News

#76 | November 2026 | DBI REVIEW

Siân Tesni

Podcast episode · September 12 
2026

Teacher of deaf learners, former 
CBM Global Advisor for Inclusive 
Education and DbI board member, 
Siân reflects on three decades 
of building inclusive education 
and ear care systems in low-re-
source communities worldwide.

Link

David Brown

Podcast episode · September 18 
2026

From hand-mailing photocopied 
articles to families around the 
world to tracking the emergence 
of CHARGE syndrome, David 
shares five decades of child-led 
practice in deafblind education 
and early intervention.

Link

Celebrating 50 Years of DbI: 
Podcast Series

To mark Deafblind International’s 50th anniversa-
ry, Amy Stevenson of Deafblind Ontario Services 
sat down with people who have shaped DbI and the 
field of deafblindness over the past decades. The 
result is a series of conversations full of personal 
stories, practical wisdom and ideas for the future, 
released between September 12 and October 16 
2026.

All episodes are available on the DbI website. Scan 
the QR code or follow the link to watch or read.

DEAFBLIND 
ONTARIO TEAM

https://www.deafblindinternational.org/50-years-of-dbi-podcast-series-episode-1-sian-tesni/
https://www.deafblindinternational.org/50-years-of-dbi-podcast-series-episode-2-david-brown/
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Graciela Ferioli

Written spotlight · September 25 2026

Former DbI Vice President Graciela Ferioli of 
Argentina looks back on more than 30 years of ad-
vocacy in Latin America, the World Conference in 
Córdoba and the DbI Global Education Campaign.

Link

Roxanna Spruyt

Podcast episode · October 2 2026

The CEO of Deafblind Ontario Services talks about 
founding a worldwide communication network, a 
global “yarn bombing” movement started at her 
kitchen table, and how international collaboration fu-
els local impact.

Link

Marleen Janssen

Podcast episode · October 8 2026

A DbI member for 46 years, Professor Janssen re-
calls her early days as a teacher in the Netherlands, 
founding the world’s first Master’s programme in 
deafblindness at the University of Groningen, and 
turning practice into research.

Link

Mirko Baur

Podcast episode · October 16 2026

In the series finale, DbI President and director of the 
Tanne Foundation Mirko Baur reflects on connection, 
communication and systems change, and on steering 
DbI into its next half-century.

Link

https://www.deafblindinternational.org/50-years-of-dbi-podcast-series-episode-3-graciela-ferioli/
https://www.deafblindinternational.org/50-years-of-dbi-podcast-series-episode-4-roxanna-spruyt/
https://www.deafblindinternational.org/50-years-of-dbi-podcast-series-episode-5-marleen-janssen/
https://www.deafblindinternational.org/50-years-of-dbi-podcast-series-episode-6-mirko-baur/
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BASEM ABDEL 
GHAFFAR
SENIOR CLINICAL 
PSYCHOLOGIST,
UNIVERSITY OF 
SHARJAH, UNITED 
ARAB EMIRATES

Congenital deafblindness involves 
combined hearing and vision im-
pairment before language is es-
tablished; it does not necessarily 
mean complete absence of both 

senses. Communication profiles 
vary (Dammeyer, 2015). This dis-
cussion focuses on people for 
whom conventional interviewing 
is inaccessible.

When Behaviour Resembles Psychopathology

Mental disorders can coexist 
with congenital deafblindness. 
Dammeyer’s (2011) study of 95 
adults reported diagnoses includ-
ing psychosis. However, its broad 
grouping also included intellectual 
disability: its overall figure is not a 
prevalence estimate of acquired 
psychiatric illness, nor necessarily 
generalisable.

Two errors deserve scrutiny: at-
tributing distress automatically 
to deafblindness or intellectual 

disability, and interpreting unfa-
miliar sensory behaviour as psy-
chopathology. Together these 
errors create a two directional 
diagnostic problem. The first is 
conventionally termed diagnos-
tic overshadowing. Evidence on 
overshadowing in intellectual dis-
ability is itself mixed and method-
ologically limited; its frequency in 
congenital deafblindness cannot 
be inferred from that literature 
(Dell’Armo & Tassé, 2024).

When Behaviour Is the 
Message: Mental Health 
Assessment in Congenital 
Deafblindness

Distress need not be described in words to de-
serve attention. Yet recognising distress differs 
from establishing its cause. When spoken self re-
port is unavailable and tactile expressions unfa-
miliar, psychiatric assumptions become uncertain. 
Eye contact and conventional facial expression 
may be unsuitable reference points. Conventional 
tests compound this difficulty when sensory and 
linguistic demands obscure psychological func-
tioning (Dammeyer, 2015).
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Moroe et al. (2022) found that rehabilita-
tion professionals had difficulty distinguish-
ing descriptions of deafblindness from au-
tism. Their knowledge questionnaire did not 

measure diagnostic accuracy with patients. 

Behavioural resemblance warrants investi-

gation, not certainty.

Autism, Psychosis and the Limits of Observation

Communication differences, restricted ex-
ploration, sensory responses and repetitive 
movements complicate autism assessment. 
In 71 children with congenital deafblindness, 
Dammeyer (2014) found autism checklist 
symptoms at levels resembling those of 
children with other developmental disor-
ders. Sensory impairment severity was not 
associated with symptom severity or type. 
Checklist findings do not establish that deaf-
blindness causes autism.

More discriminating observations emerged 
from a study of ten people with congenital 
deafblindness and profound intellectual dis-
ability. Participants classified as autistic dif-
fered in the quality of reciprocal interaction, 
contact initiatives and communicative signals 
and functions. Groups did not differ in ste-
reotyped behaviour quantity or persistence, 
or play and exploration (Hoevenaars-van 
den Boom et al., 2009). This shifts attention 
toward engagement during accessible inter-
action rather than counting unusual move-
ments, but the small sample cannot supply 
diagnostic rules.

The Observation of Autism in people with 
Sensory and Intellectual Disabilities was 
evaluated in 60 people, including 16 with 

deafblindness (de Vaan et al., 2018). This was 
not an exclusively congenital deafblindness 
sample. Developmental history, sensory ad-
aptations and clinical judgement remain nec-
essary; neither checklist scores nor engage-
ment with a familiar partner settle diagnosis.

Dammeyer (2011) documented psychosis di-
agnoses among adults with congenital deaf-
blindness, but apparently internally directed 
behaviour is not diagnostic. Turning, vocalis-
ing or reacting when an observer notices no 
stimulus describes an observation. Calling it 
a hallucination adds an inference about ex-
perience. Delusions and thought disorder 
likewise cannot be established merely be-
cause an assessor cannot follow an expres-
sion’s meaning.

Ask what supports that inference: a consis-
tent, accessible account where obtainable; 
corroborating changes over time; and as-
sessment of sensory experiences, physical 
illness, neurological conditions and medica-
tion effects. Uncertainty about mental con-
tent should remain explicit. Diagnosis re-
quires evidence meeting psychiatric criteria 
after differential assessment, not an inter-
pretation of an isolated movement.

Change From Baseline as Clinical Information

An unfamiliar behaviour may carry less in-
formation than something familiar disap-
pearing. Begin with how the person usual-
ly initiates contact, enjoys activities, seeks 
comfort and recovers from frustration. 
Loss of communicative initiatives or altered 
tactile engagement deserves attention even 
without conspicuous behaviour.

Intellectual disability guidance identifies 
withdrawal, avoidance, irritability, lost skills 
and reduced interest as reasons for assess-
ment (National Institute for Health and Care 
Excellence [NICE], 2016). Its application here 

is extrapolation. Changes in enjoyment, ac-
tivity, relationships, sleep, appetite and reg-
ulation can inform depression or anxiety 
assessment, but are nonspecific. Pain, inac-
cessible activities or disrupted routines may 
generate similar observations.

Baseline has limits. Longstanding patterns 
may include untreated distress or depriva-
tion; familiarity does not make them healthy. 
Autism assessment concerns developmental 
patterns, not simply deterioration. Gradual 
changes may escape notice. Baseline is a ref-
erence point alongside distress, functioning 
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and opportunity, never a requirement that 
suffering must look new.

Families, educators, intervenors and other 
familiar partners can contribute dated ob-
servations across settings. Compare their 

interpretations. Caregiver evaluations did 
not correspond with observed effects in one 
communication intervention study (Damen 
et al., 2021). Partner knowledge should there-
fore complement direct observation and the 
person’s accessible expressions.

From Behaviour to Formulation

Self injury and aggression call for a func-
tional account: what precedes the behaviour, 
what follows it, and under which conditions 
does it diminish? Guidance for intellectual 
disability recommends examining physical 
and mental health, communication, sensory 
needs, environmental conditions and conse-
quences that may maintain behaviour (NICE, 
2015). These are extrapolated principles, not 
functions established specifically in congeni-
tal deafblindness.

Consider pain or illness, sensory regula-
tion, communication breakdown, unpre-
dictable demands, anxiety and difficulties 
regulating emotion. A consequence may re-
inforce behaviour without deliberate intent. 

Neurological factors and treatment effects 
also require consideration. Several expla-
nations can operate together; finding a be-
havioural function does not exclude psychi-
atric illness.

Behaviour may communicate refusal, dis-
comfort or a request, but, as Dammeyer 
(2015) cautions, behaviour such as head hit-
ting can have several possible explanations. 
Record the observable action separately 
from the proposed explanation, and identi-
fy evidence that could challenge it. Success 
should include restored comfort, participa-
tion and agency, rather than simply fewer 
movements or greater compliance.

Assessment as a Communicative Encounter

Research on video feedback in congenital 
deafblindness reports improvements in in-
teraction and shared understanding, while 
leaving uncertainty about which intervention 
components produce those changes (Damen 
et al., 2020). A 2026 study involving five chil-
dren and youths and seven communication 
partners also reported improvements in 
communication following partner coaching 
(Rorije et al., 2026). These are communica-
tion findings, not evidence of improved psy-
chiatric diagnostic accuracy.

How much of an observed interaction reflects 
the opportunities the assessor provides? Co 
created communication means working with 
the person and knowledgeable partners to 

establish and check shared meaning (Sugai, 
2016). It requires time for responses, atten-
tion to bodily and tactile expressions, and 
respect for preferred communication and 
refusal. Partner interpretations should in-
vite confirmation or challenge from the per-
son, not close discussion on their behalf.

An integrative review identified 32 inter-
vention studies involving children with deaf-
blindness; 24 focused on social interaction 
and communication, while none specifically 
targeted psychological health (Sundqvist et 
al., 2023). Improved communication should 
not be presented as a proven treatment for 
depression or psychosis. It can support par-
ticipation in assessment.

A Practical Framework for Differential Assessment

This proposed clinical synthesis is not a vali-
dated instrument. Begin with the established 
individual baseline and recent change. Review 
physical health and pain, sensory access, 
communication access and environmental 

change. Explore relationships and significant 
events, including loss or possible harm, then 
sleep and biological functions, sensory and 
emotional regulation, and behavioural func-
tion. Integrate developmental and neurolog-
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ical factors and medication or treatment ef-
fects into a psychiatric formulation.

This sequence organises questions; it does 
not rank causes or postpone psychiatry un-
til every alternative is excluded. Urgent de-
terioration or risk requires concurrent as-
sessment and support. The team may need 

clinical psychology or psychiatry, medicine, 
audiology, vision expertise, deafblind com-
munication specialists, educators and peo-
ple who know the individual well. Consistent 
with broader assessment guidance, it should 
document competing explanations, remain-
ing uncertainty and a plan for review (NICE, 
2015, 2016).

Conclusion

Good assessment resists diagnostic ne-
glect and premature psychopathologisa-
tion. The question is not merely wheth-
er behaviour looks unusual, but what has 
changed, what the person can communicate, 

and how securely an explanation is sup-
ported. Diagnostic inference also depends 
on an accessible communicative encounter. 
Understanding the person is part of the di-
agnostic work itself.
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Abstract
This research investigates the 
impact of deafblindness on the 
linguistic and discursive devel-
opment of prelinguistic deafblind 
individuals. It presents: (a) char-
acteristics of deafblindness; (b) 
communication among deafblind 
individuals; and (c) effects on lin-

guistic development, based on 
Almeida (2008), Jakobson (2008), 
and Bronckart (2006). It seeks to 
contribute to the academic de-
bate by broadening the under-
standing of the implications of 
deafblindness in the field of lan-
guage.

Introduction
This article investigates the im-
pact of deafblindness on the lin-
guistic and discursive develop-
ment of prelinguistic deafblind 
individuals, highlighting not only 
the pathological aspects involved 
but also integrating a biopsycho-
social perspective that recognizes 
the complexity of deafblindness 
and its multiple dimensions.

The interest in this research arose 
from the observation of the scar-
city of studies addressing the ef-
fects of congenital deafblindness 
from a linguistic perspective. The 

methodology adopted is qualita-
tive in nature, with a bibliographic 
and interpretive approach (Lösch, 
Rambo, & Ferreira, 2023).

By investigating the impacts of 
congenital deafblindness from a 
linguistic and discursive perspec-
tive, this study aims to contribute 
to the development of educational 
practices that are sensitive to the 
uniqueness of deafblind individu-
als and to reinforce the need for 
public policies and teacher train-
ing that ensure these individuals’ 
rights.

Theoretical Framework
Communication is the key for 
deafblind individuals to access 

knowledge and actively partici-
pate in society (Watanabe, 2017). 

Congenital Deafblindness 
and Linguistic Development: 
Reflections in the Light 
of Sociodiscursive 
Interactionism

mailto:emilly.karoliny%40ufu.br?subject=
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In this regard, the author presents several 
levels of communication that vary accord-
ing to the specific characteristics of these 
individuals. These levels include: (i) pre-inten-
tional behavior; (ii) intentional behavior; (iii) 
unconventional presymbolic communication; 
(iv) conventional presymbolic communica-
tion; (v) concrete symbolic communication; 
(vi) abstract symbolic communication; and 
(vii) formal symbolic communication.

From a linguistic perspective, Almeida (2008) 
points out that the lack of language acquisi-
tion during the first years of life compromis-
es the development of thought and subjec-
tivity.

According to Vygotsky’s interactionist per-
spective (1987), all psychological functions 
initially develop at the interpersonal level 
and are subsequently internalized at the in-
trapersonal level.

Authors such as Maia (2004) and Ikonomidis 
(2009) emphasize the centrality of com-
munication in the process of linguistic con-
struction. For individuals with congenital 
deafblindness, communication is not a natu-
ral given, but rather a handcrafted process 
that requires attention, multiple repertoires, 
and an interactional, situated, and multimod-
al approach on the part of mediators.

In this sense, Bronckart’s (2006) Sociodis-
cursive Interactionism (SDI) provides the 
theoretical basis, offering analytical tools for 
understanding the development of the indi-
vidual through language practices and dis-
course genres. Bronckart (2006), drawing 
on Vygotsky’s interactionism (1987), empha-
sizes that this process is intrinsically linked 
to participation in social activities mediated 
by language, even when such mediation oc-
curs through alternative means, as in the 
case of deafblind individuals.

In line with this idea, from a Vygotskian per-
spective, all cognitive activity is socially con-
stituted and historically situated, reflecting 
the conditions and evolution of the culture in 
which it takes place. In this regard, it is neces-
sary to investigate how the linguistic and dis-
cursive development of prelingually deafblind 
individuals unfolds, given that this is a hetero-
geneous group. Although many of these indi-
viduals are deprived of language acquisition 
during childhood and remain socially isolat-
ed, others achieve satisfactory linguistic and 
social development when provided with spe-
cialized support.Thus, it is necessary to inves-
tigate how the linguistic and discursive devel-
opment of prelinguistic deafblind individuals is 
affected, since these individuals are, for the 
most part, deprived of language acquisition 
during childhood and socially isolated.

Understanding Deafblindness

According to Ikonomidis (2009) over the 
last 20 years, cases of deafblindness have 
increased, caused by rare syndromes such 
as Zellweger, Usher, and Wolfram, extreme 
prematurity, chromosomal abnormalities 
such as Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome, as well 
as cases whose causes have not yet been 
identified (Álvarez, 2012). The lack of infor-
mation, combined with the absence of effec-
tive public policies, makes the process even 
more challenging (Falkoski, 2024).

A child without visual or auditory sensory 
impairments interacts with the environment 
even before developing language. In the case 
of children with congenital deafblindness, 
however, it is necessary to create a commu-
nicative environment so that they can un-
derstand and communicate.

When the condition is congenital, several as-
pects stand out, including: modeling, unique 
learning style, incidental learning, communi-
cation, motivation, anticipation, curiosity, im-
itation, emotional bonding, self-stimulation, 
and discipline (Ikonomidis, 2009).

In this regard, based on the literature, al-
though these children are born with an in-
nate predisposition toward interaction, 
parents may have difficulty activating and 
developing it in a concrete and effective 
manner because of the lack of a communica-
tive code with their children.

Thus, the importance of placing deafblind 
individuals in a responsive, rather than di-
rective, environment is emphasized. In oth-
er words, an environment that encourages 
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interaction with the surroundings, thereby 
developing autonomy (Maia, 2004).

Therefore, when it comes to communication, 
it is found to be an individualized process for 
each deafblind person, since each individual 
has their own specific characteristics.

Among the main forms of communica-
tion used with deafblind people in Brazil 
are: Tactile Manual Alphabet; Tactile Braille; 
Raised-Contour Drawing; Enlarged Writing; 
Writing on the Palm of the Hand; Amplified 
Speech; Sign Language in the Reduced Visual 

Field; Tactile Sign Language; Reference 
Objects; Reference Objects with Hand-
Under-Hand Support; Textured Tactile Cues; 
Braille Alphabet Board; Tadoma; Assistive 
Technology with Braille Output; Social Haptic 
Communication, among others.

It should be emphasized that communication 
is not limited to verbal communication, en-
compassing various forms of expression. It 
is understood as the use of a code shared by 
interlocutors, allowing for the expression, 
reception, and resignification of the mes-
sage conveyed.

Prelinguistic Deafblindness: Repercussions on Linguistic and Discursive 
Development

The analysis begins with the recognition that 
deafblindness requires a broader perspec-
tive that takes into account the historical 
and social contexts in which individuals are 
situated. By bringing together contributions 
from authors such as Ikonomidis (2009), 
Almeida (2008), and Jakobson (2008), the 
study seeks to understand how this condi-
tion compromises the processes of language 
acquisition, symbolic development, and dis-
course development.

In the case of prelinguistic deafblindness, the 
impairment of cognitive and psychosocial 
processing is even more severe, since these 
aspects are directly associated with commu-
nication. According to Cormedi (2011,p.25), 
deafblindness affects “ overall development: 
learning motor skills, social wellbeing, mobil-
ity, and above all, language and communica-
tion.

Based on Jakobson’s (2008) theory of com-
munication, these individuals experience de-
lays at different stages of message trans-
mission. This is because the construction of 
thought and subjectivity begins with the es-
tablishment of a shared language and, con-
sequently, so does the individual’s insertion 
into social practices.

In this sense, based on the literature, con-
genital deafblindness may affect the con-
struction of identity (cultural, personal, and 
linguistic), the symbolic function of language, 
and the maturation of social skills, making 
discourse production more difficult.

Furthermore, external factors such as the 
family environment and overprotective atti-
tudes negatively influence the development 
of autonomy and the discursive identity of 
these individuals.

Final Considerations

The reviewed literature suggests that con-
genital deafblindness affects not only sen-
sory aspects but all dimensions of develop-
ment. It can be observed that the absence of 
a shared language from early childhood and 
the lack of responsive communicative envi-
ronments contribute to weakening the sub-
jective and discursive constitution of these 
individuals.

Communication, in this context, should be 
understood as an individualized process me-

diated by trained professionals who are ca-
pable of adapting and creating communica-
tion strategies according to individual needs 
(Souza, 2024).

In terms of academic contributions, this re-
search broadens reflection on deafblindness 
in the fields of Linguistics and Education.

It is acknowledged, however, that a limitation 
of the present study is the fact that it was 
based exclusively on a bibliographic review, 
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without empirical research being conducted. 
This limitation points to the need for future 

field studies that may validate or refute the 
understandings presented here.
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Introduction

Communication is fundamental to 
participation. It enables people to 
express choices, develop relation-
ships, access information, partici-
pate in education and employment, 
and engage with their communi-
ties. For people with deafblindness, 
communication may take many 
forms (American Association of 
the DeafBlind, 2009). It can de-
pend on the degree and onset of 
vision and hearing loss, education-
al opportunities, personal pref-
erences, and the communication 
supports available within their 
environment(National Center for 
Deafblind, 2026). In low- and mid-
dle-income countries (LMICs), ac-
cess to appropriate communica-
tion support can be particularly 
challenging (World Federation of 
the Deafblind, 2018). Shortages 
of trained personnel, limited ac-

cess to assistive technologies, 
low community awareness, inade-
quate funding, and limited recogni-
tion of deafblindness can restrict 
opportunities for communica-
tion (Kamenopoulou et al., 2025). 
These barriers can contribute to 
exclusion from education, health-
care, employment, community ac-
tivities, and social relationships 
(Hersh, 2013). This study explored 
communication experiences and 
support systems among people 
with deafblindness in five LMICs: 
Tanzania, Bangladesh, India, 
Malawi, and Zambia. It examined 
the communication approaches 
being used, barriers to accessing 
communication support, the roles 
played by families, caregivers and 
organizations, and strategies that 
may strengthen communication 
access and social inclusion.

About the Study

The study used a mixed-meth-
ods design involving 169 people 
with deafblindness as well as 
caregivers, family members, in-
terpreters, service providers, 

and community members across 
the five participating countries. 
Data were collected through 
questionnaires, interviews, fo-
cus group discussions, observa-
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tion, and document review. Questionnaires 
for participants in countries other than 
Tanzania were administered remotely us-
ing online platforms and mobile communi-

cation. Quantitative information was sum-
marized using descriptive statistics, while 
qualitative information was examined the-
matically (DeFranco, 2020).

Communication Is Diverse and Individual

One of the clearest findings was that there is 
no single way in which people with deafblind-
ness communicate. Participants described 
tactile sign language, speech, gestures, fin-
gerspelling, lipreading, print on the palm, 
object symbols, braille, large-print writing, 
adapted visual communication, and digi-
tal or technological aids. Family members, 
caregivers, and interpreters also frequently 
facilitated communication. The communica-
tion approach used by an individual was in-
fluenced by their vision and hearing, educa-
tional experiences, previous communication 
methods, and availability of appropriate sup-
port.

Participants’ experiences illustrate this di-
versity. One person with deafblindness ex-
plained:

“I am a totally deafblind person and I use 
tactile sign language and braille for those 
aware of it and sometimes print on palm 

to communicate with those who are not 
aware of tactile sign language.”

Another participant, who described being 
deaf with low vision, reported relying on 
large-font writing, lipreading, and gestures 
because they were not familiar with sign 
language. A participant who was blind and 
experiencing progressive hearing loss de-
scribed a different transition: having previ-
ously depended on speech and braille, the 
person had decided to learn tactile sign lan-
guage as hearing declined.

These experiences emphasize that com-
munication needs are not static. They can 
change over time, particularly for peo-
ple experiencing progressive sensory loss. 
Communication support therefore needs to 
be individualized and sufficiently flexible to 
adapt as a person’s circumstances change 
(American Association of the DeafBlind, 
2009).

Barriers to Communication Are Also Environmental

Participants described substantial barriers 
to accessing appropriate communication 
support. One of the most prominent was a 
shortage of professionals with expertise in 
deafblind communication, including inter-
preters and teachers familiar with tactile 
sign language and other communication 
approaches. Access was also shaped by fi-
nancial circumstances. A participant from 
Malawi explained:

“Due to our poor economic status here in 
Malawi most of us can’t even afford some 
assistive communication methods and 
other accessibility methods for our daily 
lives.”

Assistive technologies may provide import-
ant communication opportunities, but their 
usefulness depends on whether people can 
afford them, obtain them, learn to use them, 

and receive ongoing support. Geography 
created another barrier. Communication 
services, specialist personnel, Braille materi-
als, training, and assistive technologies were 
reported to be more readily available in ur-
ban areas or through non-governmental or-
ganizations. People living in rural areas con-
sequently faced additional challenges.

Low awareness of deafblindness within 
communities was another recurring theme. 
Participants reported that many people 
were unfamiliar with tactile sign language, 
Braille, object-based communication, and 
other approaches. One participant from 
Zambia described continuing to encounter 
negative attitudes despite awareness-rais-
ing activities.

These findings suggest that communica-
tion difficulties cannot be understood sole-
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ly in terms of an individual’s combined vi-
sion and hearing loss. Communication also 
depends on whether other people know 
how to communicate, whether appropriate 

technologies and services are available, 
and whether environments are prepared 
to accommodate different forms of com-
munication.

Families, Caregivers, and Organizations Fill Critical Gaps

Families and caregivers emerged as essen-
tial communication partners. They frequent-
ly helped people with deafblindness under-
stand their environments, express their 
needs, access services, and participate in 
everyday activities. However, families them-
selves may receive little formal communica-
tion training.

As one family member from Bangladesh ex-
plained:

“We communicate with her the way we 
understand each other easily even we 
don’t have training on deafblind commu-
nication so sometimes communication is 
not effective.”

This finding highlights both the strength 
and vulnerability of family-based support. 
Families may develop highly individualized 

ways of communicating, but relying on them 
without providing training and resources 
can place responsibility for accessible com-
munication primarily on the family.

Organizations of persons with disabilities 
and non-governmental organizations were 
also reported to play important roles. Across 
the participating countries, organizations 
provided communication training, advocacy, 
assistive devices, educational support, and 
community awareness activities. They also 
trained teachers, interpreters, and family 
members and advocated for policies sup-
porting people with deafblindness.

While these organizations help bridge im-
portant gaps, sustainable communication 
access requires broader systems of support 
rather than depending exclusively on indi-
vidual families or organizations.

From Communication Support to Inclusion

Participants identified several priori-
ties for improving communication access. 
Communication training was ranked partic-
ularly highly, alongside accessible learning 
materials and inclusive educational opportu-
nities. Participants also emphasized afford-
able assistive devices, greater community 
awareness, increased funding for disability 
services, and stronger inclusive policies.

These priorities point toward several areas 
for action.

First, governments and organizations should 
expand training opportunities for interpret-
ers, teachers, families, caregivers, service 
providers, and other communication part-
ners. Training should recognize the diversity 
of communication approaches used by peo-
ple with deafblindness rather than assum-
ing that one approach will meet everyone’s 
needs(World Health Organization, 2011). 
Second, communication services should 

reach beyond major cities. Rural residence 
should not determine whether a person can 
access trained communication partners, 
education, assistive technology, or accessi-
ble information(World Health Organization, 
2019). Third, assistive technologies need to 
be both available and affordable (Dyzel et al., 
2020). Providing a device alone is unlikely to 
be sufficient; people also require training and 
continuing support to integrate technology 
effectively into everyday communication.

Fourth, awareness of deafblindness and 
deafblind communication needs to increase 
among healthcare professionals, educators, 
community members, government agencies, 
and other service providers. Communication 
accessibility is a shared responsibility. Finally, 
communication access should be incorpo-
rated explicitly into disability and inclusion 
policies, accompanied by adequate funding 
and mechanisms for implementation.



Articles

28 #76 | November 2026 | DBI REVIEW

Conclusion

The experiences reported across Tanzania, 
Bangladesh, India, Malawi, and Zambia 
demonstrate both the diversity of deaf-
blind communication and the persistent 
barriers to accessing appropriate support. 
People with deafblindness use many differ-
ent communication approaches, and these 
approaches may evolve throughout life. Yet 
successful communication does not depend 
on the individual alone. It also depends on 
knowledgeable communication partners, ac-
cessible services, appropriate technology, 
supportive families and communities, and 

policies that recognize communication as es-
sential to participation.

Improving communication access there-
fore requires more than teaching people 
with deafblindness how to communicate. It 
requires creating environments that are 
ready and able to communicate with them. 
Investment in communication training, assis-
tive technology, accessible education, com-
munity awareness, rural services, and in-
clusive policy can help move from isolation 
toward meaningful participation and inclu-
sion.
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Introduction

This briefing paper presents find-
ings from a UK-wide study of 137 
BSL/English interpreters explor-
ing their experiences of Tactile 
Sign Language (TSL), including 
training, confidence, barriers to 
practice and professional regu-
lation. Conducted as part of the 
MSc Advancing Practice in Signed/
Spoken Language Interpreting at 
Queen Margaret University, the 
study identified gaps in training 

and professional development, 
and tensions between profession-
al competence and DeafBlind peo-
ple’s communication access. While 
international research identifies 
similar concerns, UK research on 
TSL interpreting remains limited. 
This study seeks to address this 
gap and highlights implications for 
education, policy and professional 
support.

Background and rationale

Deaf people who use British Sign 
Language (BSL) who then ex-
perience vision loss may adapt 
their existing BSL to tactile sign 
language (TSL). In the UK, tactile 
BSL interpreting is also known as 
‘hands-on interpreting’.

The UK interpreting profession 
has diverse routes to qualifica-
tion and registration. The National 
Registers of Communication 
Professionals Working with Deaf 
and Deafblind People (NRCPD) is 
the main UK registration body for 
BSL interpreters (NRCPD, 2026). 
Opportunities to develop special-
ist DeafBlind communication skills 
remain limited, with few training 
pathways including specific TSL 

or DeafBlind interpreting content. 
Registered  interpreters can un-
dertake TSL assignments if they 
consider themselves competent; 
however, not all have specific 
DeafBlind training, experience or 
qualifications. The extent of TSL 
work undertaken without addi-
tional specialist training is there-
fore unknown.

Research exploring the work-
ing conditions of sign language 
interpreters suggest that rela-
tively few regularly undertake 
DeafBlind-related work, with lim-
ited engagement in TSL interpret-
ing and concerns about prepared-
ness (NUBSLI, 2017; Napier et al., 
2020). International studies simi-
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larly identify inadequate training, limited op-
portunities for practice and low confidence 
as barriers to TSL assignments (Walker & 
Shaw, 2011; Chambers, 2019; Holaly, 2020). 
These challenges have implications for 
DeafBlind people, who experience wider so-
cietal exclusion and barriers to health and 
social care, including limited interpreting 
provision (Jaiswal et al., 2018; Atkinson & BSL 
Advisory Board, 2025).

At the same time, registration pathways 
for deafblind interpreters are evolving, with 
higher qualification requirements being in-
troduced. (NRCPD, 2025) While intended to 
improve standards, these developments 
raise questions regarding the accessibility of 
training and the availability of appropriately 
qualified practitioners. This study sought to 
explore interpreter perspectives on these 
issues and identify factors influencing their 
engagement with TSL.

Method

Data were collected through an online sur-
vey of 137 UK-based BSL/English interpret-
ers: 128 RSLIs and 9 trainees, with experi-
ence ranging from under 3 to over 15 years. 
The survey used closed and open-ended 

questions to collect quantitative and quali-
tative data. Data were analysed using the-
matic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2017). Ethical 
approval was granted by Queen Margaret 
University’s School of Health Sciences.

Findings

Training

Training emerged as the most significant is-
sue identified by participants. 77% reported 
receiving no training relating to TSL, deaf-
blind awareness, or the Deafblind Manual 
Alphabet during their initial interpreter ed-
ucation. Only 5% reported receiving formal 
teaching relating to TSL.

Participants consistently argued that deaf-
blind communication should be embed-
ded within interpreter training rather than 
treated solely as a specialist area. 77% be-

lieved TSL should be compulsory in initial 
interpreter education. Those who had re-
ceived previous TSL training unanimously 
supported compulsory inclusion.

Participants frequently described frustra-
tion at being qualified as interpreters with-
out meaningful preparation to work with 
deafblind people. Many reported that spe-
cialist training opportunities were difficult 
to access, geographically limited, or prohibi-
tively expensive.

Confidence, Comfort and Familiarity

Confidence was strongly associated with 
training and experience. Only 15% of partic-
ipants felt very confident using TSL, while 
44% reported low or no confidence. Newly 
qualified interpreters were more likely to re-
port lower confidence.

Participants distinguished between commu-
nicating using TSL and feeling competent to 
interpret professionally:

“I’d be comfortable giving it a go for friends 
or family but not professionally because I 
have zero experience.” (Participant 120)

TSL was also used infrequently, with 77% 
reporting that they never or rarely inter-
preted using TSL. Lack of training (55%) and 
experience (45%) were the main reasons 
for discomfort, compared with familiarity 
with the client (24%) and physical proximity 
(6%).

Some participants also expressed uncer-
tainty about professional boundaries and 
whether they were appropriately qualified:

“I think there is lots of need in my area 
however I really am unclear what is 
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‘allowed’ re visual frame, hands on etc, I’ve 
always avoided both as I don’t want to take 
jobs I’m not qualified for and be in trouble 
with NRCPD, I would desperately like to 
do some training in this area but fees and 

geography make courses hard to justify.” 
(Participant 72)

Overall, training, practical experience, and 
opportunities to develop TSL skills influ-
enced confidence.

Experiences and Ethical Decision-Making

TSL experience varied considerably: 9% of 
respondents often interpreted using TSL 
and 20% sometimes did so. However, 39% 
had arrived at an assignment to unexpect-
edly discover that tactile BSL was required, 
sometimes despite the client requesting it in 
advance:

“I explained that I wasn’t qualified when the 
guide/companion arrived ... and that it hadn’t 
been stated on the booking when I accept-
ed the booking...they were furious with the 
agency (they checked with the GP reception 
that they’d requested a deafblind interpret-
er, which they had).” (Participant 56)

Participants described an ethical tension be-
tween working within their competence and 

leaving a DeafBlind person without commu-
nication access. Some attempted to adapt 
despite limited training or experience:

“I really struggled, but felt that I could not 
just leave the Deafblind patient without any 
communication support. I figured that my 
bungled attempts at hands-on signing would 
be better than no support at all.” (Participant 
91)

These accounts highlight tensions between 
professional standards, workforce capac-
ity and communication access. Reluctance 
to undertake TSL work appeared to reflect 
concerns about competence, training and 
regulation rather than unwillingness to work 
with DeafBlind people.

Discussion and Implications for Practice and Policy

The findings align with international re-
search identifying inadequate preparation, 
limited specialist training and low confidence 
as barriers to DeafBlind interpreting (Walker 
& Shaw, 2011; Chambers, 2019; Holaly, 2020).

Participants linked confidence to training, 
experience and opportunities to work with 
DeafBlind people. Financial and geographical 
barriers to specialist training may restrict 
these opportunities, creating a cycle of lim-
ited experience, lower confidence and reluc-
tance to accept TSL assignments.

Participants generally supported special-
ist qualifications but raised concerns about 
increasing qualification and registration re-
quirements where accessible training re-
mains limited. The evolving NRCPD DeafBlind 
registration framework may result in inter-
preters holding different levels of special-
ist training. Without accessible pathways to 
meet changing requirements, higher thresh-
olds could reduce an already limited work-
force.

The findings also highlight tensions between 
professional competence and communi-
cation access. Some participants worked 
beyond their perceived skill level when no 
suitably qualified alternative was available 
rather than leave a DeafBlind person with-
out communication support. This suggests 
a need for clearer professional guidance 
during regulatory transition.

Service access may also be affected by lim-
ited TSL awareness among agencies and 
commissioners, with participants reporting 
assignments where the tactile requirement 
had not been communicated.

Coordinated action is needed across training 
providers, agencies, professional bodies and 
regulators to ensure training, profession-
al standards and workforce development 
progress together. Without this, DeafBlind 
people may continue to face barriers to ap-
propriately trained communication profes-
sionals despite interpreters’ willingness to 
provide TSL services.
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Recommendations

•	Embed DeafBlind communication, includ-
ing TSL, within initial interpreter training 
and provide accessible and affordable 
TSL continuing professional development.

•	Involve DeafBlind people in interpreter 
education, assessment and professional 
standards.

•	Future research should explore DeafBlind 
people’s experiences and the effective-
ness of different interpreter training 
approaches.
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Introduction

This article aims to demonstrate 
the two possibilities of tactile 
braille as a form of communication 
for deafblind people. It is import-
ant to emphasize that currently 
the spelling of the words “deaf-
blindness” and “deafblind” should 
be written continuously, without a 
hyphen, as a way to value and le-
gitimize deafblindness and recog-
nize the complexity involved in a 
deafblind person and accept them 
as a unique individual. As high-
lighted by Lagati, 1995.

There are several possible forms 
of communication for deafblind 
people, among which the main 
ones are: Tactile Sign Language; 
Sign Language in a reduced field; 
Tadoma; Oral language or ampli-
fied speech; writing on the palm of 
the hand; Tactile or manual Braille 

and Haptic Communication (Godoy, 
2011; Cader-Nascimento and Costa, 
2010). It is important to remem-
ber that Haptic Communication is 
a complementary and supportive 
form of communication.

This article will focus on tactile 
or manual braille, which some au-
thors and institutions refer to as 
“digital braille” or “braille in hand.” 
In this text, we will adopt the term 
“tactile braille” because it prioritiz-
es the tactile use of braille.

There are two types of tactile 
braille: one that uses the phalan-
ges of the index and middle fin-
gers to form the braille dots, and 
another that uses three fingers of 
each hand to simulate the finger 
movements on a braille typewriter 
(Grupo Brasil, 2012; Lupetina, 2019).

Tactile Braille on the phalanges of the index and middle 
fingers

In this tactile braille modality, the 
interlocutor touches the finger-
tips of the deafblind person with 
the pad of their index finger, this 
touch being at the point corre-
sponding to the position of the 
dot in braille. In this way, the deaf-

blind person will receive tactile 
feedback on each letter.

The fingers have fold lines, and 
these lines provide the demarca-
tion for the three rows and two 
columns with the points: 1, 2, 3, 4, 
5, and 6, equivalent to the Braille 
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cell. In this modality, the points of the Braille 
cell are represented on the phalanges (seg-
ments) of the fingers of the person’s own 
hand and/or that of an interlocutor.

The figure below shows a numerical repre-
sentation of the six Braille points located on 
the phalanges of the index and middle fin-
gers.

Image 1: Braille dots positioned on the phalanges of the fingers. 

Source: image created by the author to demonstrate the braille dots on the phalanges 
based on the readings of Abreu (2008); Lupetina (2019).

In this method of communication, the speak-
er will touch one of these six points with 
their fingertip to tactilely indicate the letter. 
The deafblind person will then feel the touch 
of the Braille points, mentally identify each 
letter, connect them to form each word, and 
subsequently, each sentence.

When a word is finished, the listener can tac-
tilely perform a sweeping motion with the 
side of their hand, the hypothenar eminence 
or round edge, to indicate that they have 
finished a word and will begin another. This 
movement is equivalent to a tactile spacing. 
It signals that the previous letters formed a 
complete block and that a new word is about 
to begin.

The dots of the Braille alphabet positioned on 
the phalanges of the index and middle fingers, 
simulating a Braille cell, would look like this:

This type of tactile braille is usually chosen by 
deafblind people who first lost their sight and 

then their hearing. Because they experienced 
visual impairment first, they learned braille. 
With the second sensory loss – hearing – 
they use their already internalized knowl-
edge of braille and adapt it to tactile braille. 
Especially those who learned to write with a 
slate and stylus will find the tactile braille mo-
dality easier to use on their phalanges.

Tactile braille simulating the finger positions 
on a braille typewriter

In this second type of tactile braille, the deaf-
blind person will position the three fingers of 
each hand in the same position they use to 
type on a braille typewriter, with points 1, 2, 
and 3 on the left hand and points 4, 5, and 6 
on the right hand.

The interlocutor or guide-interpreter will 
place their fingers and hand on the hand of 
the deafblind person and push the finger 
down, demonstrating the point of each let-
ter being indicated in a tactile way.
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Image 2: Tactile braille alphabet on the phalanges

Source: image adapted by the author from material by Grupo Brasil (2012).

From this image, it is possible to see that the 
braille dots are adapted for touch using the 
hand-over-hand and finger-over-finger tech-
nique, simulating the positioning of the let-
ters as if they were being typed on a braille 
typewriter. This tactile braille modality is 
usually chosen by deafblind individuals who 

first lost their sight and learned to write in 
braille on a typewriter. Because they have 
the tactile knowledge and memory of writing 
on a braille typewriter, when their hearing is 
impaired, they use their knowledge of finger 
positioning and switch to tactile braille.
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Image 3: Tactile Braille with finger positioning equivalent to a Braille typewriter. 

Source: image created by the author based on Grupo Brasil (2012); Lupetina (2019); Walker 
(2018).

Conclusion

This text has demonstrated, in a didactic 
and objective way, the two modalities of tac-
tile braille: the modality that uses the pha-
langes of the index and middle fingers, and 
the modality that uses the three fingers of 
each hand to make the writing movement on 
the braille typewriter.	 In both modalities 
of tactile braille, it is usually used by deaf-
blind individuals who first experienced visual 
loss and therefore know the Braille system, 
and subsequently experienced hearing loss.

It is important to point out that the form 
of communication for a deafblind person 
should be chosen by the deafblind person 
themselves, being the one that is most com-
fortable for them (Keller, 2008; Masini, 2011).

Therefore, choosing tactile braille as a form 
of communication can bring advantages to a 
person with deafblindness, especially when 
they possess sensory, cognitive, and motor 
conditions that favor the use of this form of 
tactile communication. Furthermore, con-

stant contact with braille letters can con-
tribute to the cognitive exercise of memori-
zation, writing, and reading in braille.

One of the advantages of using tactile braille 
is that this form of tactile communication 
can be used in quiet, noisy, bright, or dark 
places, since it depends exclusively on touch. 
It does not require electronic equipment or 
complex materials and can be used only with 
the hands of the interlocutor and the deaf-
blind person. Because it is a tactile commu-
nication that occurs through hand-to-hand 
or hand-over-hand contact, it contributes 
to promoting direct interaction, trust, and 
shared attention between the participants 
in the communication.

From an inclusive perspective, tactile braille 
represents not only a means of communica-
tion, but also an instrument for accessing in-
formation, education, autonomy, and the ex-
ercise of citizenship, contributing to the active 
participation of deafblind people in society.
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Current Trends in 
Haptic Devices 
to Support 
Communication for 
Individuals with 
Deafblindness: 
A Scoping Review

Haptic is commonly used in smart-
phones, computers, gaming de-
vices, and wearable technologies 
such as smartwatches. Haptics 
includes tactile feedback, which 
stimulates the skin, and kinesthet-
ic feedback, which provides infor-

mation about force and movement 
(American Library Association, 
2015). Together, these forms of 
feedback influence how deafblind 
people interact with technology 
and understand their environ-
ment (Ozioko et al., 2020).

Methodology

To systematically map these emerg-
ing technologies and understand 
their landscape, this study conduct-
ed a scoping review of the literature. 

This methodology was chosen to 
identify current trends and exam-
ine global prototype developments 
for people with deafblindness.

The term haptic refers to the sense of touch. 
According to the Cambridge Dictionary (2026), 
haptic relates to touch or to devices that create 
physical sensations such as vibration, pressure, or 
movement. When integrated into technology, haptic 
systems allow users to receive information through 
touch rather than through sight or hearing.
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The literature was identified and 
selected using the primary data 
sources such as PubMed, Scopus, 
Web of Science, APA PsycArticles, 
APA Psych Info, including the sec-
ondary sources such as articles 
published on the research sec-
tion of the University and digital 

libraries. The period covered for 
the search was the last 10 years 
and the basic selection criteria in-
cluded the existing inventions, on-
going research and prototypes in 
development with haptic technol-
ogy for the use of individuals with 
deafblindness.

Findings

The term haptic originates from 
the Greek word meaning “touch.” 
Social haptics is a communication 
method that uses touch to con-
vey information. Touch signals are 
commonly applied to the shoul-
ders, upper arms, hands, or back.

Social haptics enables communi-
cation partners to share infor-
mation that may be difficult for 
a deafblind person to access in-
dependently. Through touch, it 
is possible to communicate emo-
tions, facial expressions, body 
language, social interactions, and 
information about the surround-
ing environment. This provides 
deafblind people with access 
to contextual information that 
may otherwise be unavailable 
and supports greater participa-
tion in social situations (Deafblind 
Information Australia).

Recent developments in wearable 
technology have attempted to in-
tegrate social haptic principles 
into digital systems. Researchers 
are exploring how social and en-
vironmental information can be 
converted into vibration patterns 
and transmitted through wear-
able haptic devices, allowing infor-
mation to be received in real time 
through touch.

Researchers globally are investi-
gating innovative haptic technol-
ogies to improve communication 
and independence for deafblind 
people.

One example is Tacsac, a wear-
able device that combines vibra-
tion output with touch-sensing 
capability. Users can receive in-
formation through vibration while 
also sending information through 
touch, supporting two-way com-
munication (Ozioko et al., 2020).

Another example is the CHAT 
(Communication Haptics and 
Tactile) System, developed with 
protactile deafblind participants. 
The system explores how emo-
tions, social information, and con-
versational interactions can be 
communicated through tactile 
feedback (MacGavin et al., 2025).

Researchers have also developed 
HaptiComm, a haptic communica-
tion device designed to facilitate 
information exchange through 
touch, and a Protactile-inspired 
wearable system aimed at cap-
turing key elements of deafblind 
communication (Duvernoy et al., 
2018; MacGavin et al., 2021).

More recently, HaptiShare ex-
plored how one person could send 
haptic information to several us-
ers wearing haptic vests simulta-
neously. This technology may have 
applications in education, employ-
ment, conferences, and communi-
ty activities (Theil et al., 2025).

An important recent development 
is the artificial intelligence en-
abled smart e-textile glove creat-
ed by researchers at Nottingham 
Trent University. The prototype 
uses artificial intelligence to inter-
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pret spoken conversations and convert in-
formation into vibration patterns delivered 
through small haptic actuators embedded 
in a glove. The technology aims to communi-
cate speech and environmental information 
through touch, potentially improving access 
to real-time conversations for deafblind 
people (Nottingham Trent University, 2025).

Researchers have also investigated wear-
able systems that use sensors and radar 
technology to provide navigation and en-
vironmental awareness through vibration 
feedback. These systems may improve mo-
bility and safety for deafblind users (Sorgini 

et al., 2018). Additional studies have explored 
tactile editing tools and wearable tactile in-
terfaces to improve access to information 
and learning opportunities (Yabu et al., 2016).

In India, researchers have developed smart 
gloves using braille input and haptic feed-
back and introduced the Haptic Encoded 
Language Framework (HELF), a digital tac-
tile language for deafblind (Prasath Alias 
Surendhar et al., 2019; Singh et al., 2023). 
Research into tactile fingerspelling has also 
demonstrated the potential of touch-based 
communication systems for individuals with 
deafblindness (Topp et al., 2024).

Conclusion

Together, these developments demonstrate 
growing international interest in wearable 
haptic technologies that support commu-
nication, accessibility, and independence. 
However, most of these systems remain at 
the prototype stage. In practice, primar-

ily refreshable Braille displays, accessible 
smartphones, and vibration-based alert 
systems are used because they are widely 
available, reliable, and require less specialist 
training.

Future recommendation and Limitations

AI-enabled haptic systems with current 
technology have the potential to translate 
speech, social information, and environmen-
tal cues into tactile feedback in real time. 
However, further research is needed with 

collaboration and more direct involvement 
with individuals with deafblindness with re-
al-time testing to determine their long-term 
usability, affordability, effectiveness, and ac-
cessibility in everyday settings.
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1. When we look back at the 2027 
World Conference in Davos years 
from now, what is the single most 
important ‘legacy’ or impact you 
hope this gathering will have left 
on the global landscape of deaf-
blind rights and support?
Within our deafblind communi-
ty, I am certain that this World 
Conference – as the FIRST joint 
World Conference organised by DbI 
and WFDB – will convince everyone 
of the value of further joint, inclu-
sive projects and deeper cooper-
ation between the two organisa-
tions – and that this will, amongst 
other things, lead to the further 
development of our conference 
formats and organisations.

Beyond our community, I am cer-
tain that the conference, with 
Switzerland as the host country and 
on an international level, will signifi-
cantly raise awareness of deafblind-
ness as a unique, distinct and very 
diverse condition, and will enhance 

the perception of our joint network 
as a strong partner for initiatives 
promoting human rights across dis-
abilities and across other groups.

2. Historically, advocacy and pro-
fessional/research networks have 
sometimes operated in separate 
spheres. How does this partner-
ship actively break down those 
silos to better serve individuals 
with deafblindness on the ground?
The early days of DbI were strong-
ly shaped by families and practi-
tioners, and the focus was always 
on practice and rights – initially on 
the right to access adequate ed-
ucation and the question of what 
such education can and must look 
like in order to be adequate. As 
the field became established and 
achieved its first successes, re-
search approaches have become 
more important, also within DbI. 
Today, DbI is an inclusive network 
of people with and without deaf-
blindness, whatever their role – 

“DbI has Never 
Operated in 
Silos”
Interview with Mirko Baur, 
President of Deafblind 
International
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such as practitioners or researchers – and 
specialized organisations. Of our 18 official 
DbI Networks, one specialises in research.

The long tradition of DbI conferences – and 
indeed this first joint conference between 
DbI and the WFDB – has always been the-
matically inclusive: it is about practice and 
research, advocacy and personal encoun-
ters, and forges lifelong friendships across 
all manner of barriers.

DbI has therefore never operated in silos, 
and this first joint World Conference with 
the WFDB strengthens this inclusive, diverse 
culture many times over.

3. In the context of your partnership with 
WFDB, how is the ‘LET ME IN’ campaign and 
your broader educational focus being inte-
grated into the conference programming?”
The Global Education Campaign is a key proj-
ect and has been an important part of our 
collaboration with the WFDB from the very 
beginning. The campaign has had an enor-
mous impact, achieving things we could nev-
er have imagined at the outset. The campaign 
is strongly represented at the conference: 
with presentations on new research projects 
from the campaign’s focus areas – namely 
Africa, Asia and Latin America – concern-
ing the education of children with deafblind-
ness, as well as a celebratory overview of all 
the campaign’s activities, its achievements 
to date and its future work. The campaign 
has dedicated presentation rooms set aside 
for this purpose, and thanks to sponsor-
ship from DbI, we are able to facilitate face-
to-face meetings with those leading the re-
search projects.

Education also plays an important role in 
other aspects of the conference. And DbI’s 
Education Network is certainly well repre-
sented; amongst other things, it will be col-
lecting further data to continue mapping 
specialised services around the world on the 
corresponding world map on our website.

4. As you manage a global organisation with 
diverse regional needs, what do you see as 
the biggest challenge in translating high-lev-
el research and professional best practices 
into tangible improvements for deafblind in-
dividuals in developing regions?
In my experience, everywhere in the world 
– to varying degrees and in a wide vari-
ety of situations – the focus is on the same 
four main themes as in the Global Education 
Campaign: capacity-building, information, 
collaboration, and resources. I do not see 
this as a one-way flow of ‘imports’ from here 
to there, however the ‘poles’ may be defined, 
but rather as the challenge of sustainably 
strengthening or creating viable, creative 
and robust local networks that, in turn, be-
come part of the ongoing exchange within 
the wider network. It is always also about 
learning from one another on all sides – and 
thus about exchange and joint development. 
To put it in terms of a phrase famous with-
in the field: it is about ‘co-creation’, including 
‘co-creating communication’ again and again.

This is by no means intended to blur any 
differences. These differences always exist; 
they can be difficult, and, in my view, they call 
for correspondingly different contributions 
required of each party. There is no co-cre-
ation between pseudo-participants – only 
between genuine participants, with all their 
differences and their indeed very different 
local contexts.  This world is anything but 
well-balanced, and DbI works in this world – 
not anywhere else.

In that respect, it would be wonderful if DbI 
were not only incredibly rich in individual 
members and member organisations, with 
all their experience and expertise, but also 
had a few incredibly wealthy sponsors.

5. For those who haven’t been to a World 
Conference before, how would you describe 
the ‘energy’ of the event in three words?”
With these three Cs: Connection, Collabora-
tion and Celebration.
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1. When we look back at the 2027 
World Conference in Davos years 
from now, what is the single most 
important ‘legacy’ or impact you 
hope this gathering will have left 
on the global landscape of deaf-
blind rights and support?
For us, the most important leg-
acy of the conference would be 
to create lasting change in how 
deafblindness is understood, rec-
ognised and addressed worldwide.

I hope that, years from now, people 
will look back at Davos not simply as 
a successful international event, but 
as a turning point that strength-
ened the connections between the 
deafblind community, profession-
als, researchers and organisations 
working in this field. I believe the 
conference will help raise aware-
ness and increase the visibility of 
deafblindness, ultimately having a 
meaningful impact on policymakers 
and decision-makers.

Most importantly, I hope the con-
ference will serve as a starting 
point for concrete action, stron-
ger partnerships and better op-
portunities for persons with deaf-
blindness worldwide, while also 
creating new opportunities for 
professionals, researchers and 
organisations to work together 
towards shared goals.

2. Historically, advocacy and pro-
fessional/research networks 
have sometimes operated in sep-
arate spheres. How does this 
partnership actively break down 
those silos to better serve indi-
viduals with deafblindness on the 
ground?
I have been working in the field of 
deafblindness for more than 30 
years. I was there when WFDB and 
EDbU were established, and I have 
witnessed how advocacy organ-
isations and professional and re-
search networks have sometimes 

“Our 
Deafblindness 
Should Not 
Overshadow Our 
Knowledge”
Interview with Dr Sanja Tarczay, 
President of the World Federation 
of the Deafblind



Interviews

DBI REVIEW | #76 | November 2026 45

operated in separate spheres. In fact, I would 
say that this has happened much more than 
just occasionally.

I believe this separation is one of the reasons 
why progress has sometimes been so slow, 
particularly when it comes to the recognition 
of deafblindness and the establishment of 
appropriate services and support for deaf-
blind people. Even today, in many countries, 
deafblindness is still not properly recognised, 
and the necessary services are either insuffi-
ciently developed or do not exist at all.

This is precisely why we need each other.

Organisations of persons with deafblindness 
bring lived experience, knowledge of every-
day barriers and a clear understanding of 
what needs to change. Professionals and 
researchers contribute their expertise, re-
search, evidence and practical approaches. 
Both perspectives are essential, and neither 
should work without the other.

For me, however, this partnership goes be-
yond bringing two organisations or two pro-
fessional worlds closer together. It is also 
about strengthening the global deafblind 
movement and empowering persons with 
deafblindness and their organisations to 
take an active role in shaping decisions that 
affect their lives. It is about creating oppor-
tunities for deafblind people not only to be 
represented and consulted, but also to be-
come professionals, researchers, experts 
and decision-makers in this field.

I am truly excited about the partnership be-
tween Mirko and myself, and between WFDB 
and DbI, because I believe we have an op-
portunity to make history by breaking down 
these long-standing barriers. We want to 
bring together two areas that have too of-
ten been treated as separate and ensure 
that the voices, knowledge and expertise of 
persons with deafblindness are recognised 
and valued on an equal footing with those of 
professionals and researchers.

I believe that by working together, we can 
accelerate progress, influence policies and, 
most importantly, bring about changes that 
will improve the everyday lives of persons 
with deafblindness around the world.

3. You have been a powerful force for the 
‘Nothing about us without us’ principle. How 
does this joint conference with DbI ensure 
that the voices and leadership of persons 
with deafblindness remain at the center of 
the agenda, rather than being sidelined by 
professional discourse?
To be honest, I have always preferred to 
use the expression “Nothing about Deafblind 
without Deafblind” rather than “Nothing 
about us without us”. For me, it sends a 
very clear message: it should encourage the 
deafblind community to become actively in-
volved, take the initiative and take matters 
into their own hands, rather than allowing 
others to speak and make decisions on their 
behalf.

Persons with deafblindness must not be 
present simply as deafblind participants 
or recipients of services. We must be rec-
ognised as experts in our own lives, as lead-
ers, decision-makers and equal partners in 
shaping policies, research and professional 
practice.

There is another important aspect that I 
would like to see change. Too often, when 
people look at us, they see only our deaf-
blindness. They see a person who needs 
support, but they do not necessarily see the 
knowledge, qualifications and professional 
expertise that person may have. There are 
people with deafblindness who are profes-
sionals, experts in their own fields, research-
ers and people with a great deal to contrib-
ute. Yet, we are not always recognised in 
these roles. I would love for this conference 
to help change that perspective. I hope that, 
after Davos, when people talk about a deaf-
blind person, they will not only say, “She is 
a deafblind person”, but also, “She is a deaf-
blind professional”, “She is an expert in her 
field” or “She is a researcher”. Our deafblind-
ness should not overshadow our knowledge, 
abilities and professional contributions.

This is why the partnership between WFDB 
and DbI is so important. It brings together 
two different but complementary perspec-
tives and gives us an opportunity to ensure 
that the experiences, knowledge, priorities 
and leadership of persons with deafblind-
ness are an integral part of the conference. 
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We want to create a space where persons 
with deafblindness are not simply invited to 
contribute, but are actively involved in shap-
ing the discussions and outcomes.

Of course, this also means ensuring acces-
sibility throughout the event, so that per-
sons with deafblindness can participate on 
an equal basis with others, contribute to dis-
cussions, share their expertise and take on 
leadership roles. Their participation must be 
meaningful, not merely symbolic.

4. The WFDB is heavily invested in youth 
leadership and the inclusion of women. 
What specific opportunities does this joint 
venture create for the next generation of 
deafblind advocates to engage with the pro-
fessional community in a way they haven’t 
been able to before?
One of the things I am particularly happy 
about is the opportunity to bring young per-
sons with deafblindness closer to the inter-
national professional community.

The Youth Camp connected with the World 
Conference will provide an important space 

for young people to meet, exchange experi-
ences, develop confidence and build interna-
tional connections. But I believe we should go 
one step further.

Young persons with deafblindness should 
have opportunities to engage directly 
with professionals, researchers and deci-
sion-makers, to share their perspectives and 
contribute to discussions. Their experiences 
and ideas can challenge existing approach-
es and help us understand what needs to 
change for the next generation.

The same applies to women with deafblind-
ness, whose voices and leadership still need 
greater recognition and visibility.

I hope this conference will help build rela-
tionships that continue long after Davos. We 
should not only prepare young people to be-
come future leaders; we should also create 
opportunities for them to lead today.

5. For those who haven’t been to a World 
Conference before, how would you describe 
the ‘energy’ of the event in three words?
Empowerment. Inspiration. Connection.
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1. Why now? This joint World 
Conference brings DbI and WFDB 
together.

From your perspective, why is 
this the right time for this collab-
oration?
Historically, persons with deaf-
blindness have been the recip-
ients of support and services. 
Professionals have talked about 
that group as the patients of 
medical care, users of differ-
ent communication methods 
and different ways of learning. 
Particularly after the adoption 
of the UN CRPD in 2006, this 
approach is changing. Although 
persons with deafblindness are 
using different communication 
methods and different ways of 
learning, persons with disabilities 
are currently seen as subjects of 
rights, not only the recipients of 
support and care.

Another reason is the increasing 
number of highly educated per-
sons with deafblindness. Persons 
with deafblindness are gaining 
more academic education than in 
past, and there are the increas-
ing number of professionals with 

deafblindness working at the field 
of deafblindness.

Third reason is the need for co-
operation between DBI and the 
WFDB. From a financial perspec-
tive, the WFDB works currently 
without paid staff, and the WFDB 
has limited resources to organize 
own events. With cooperation 
DBI and the WFDB are able to or-
ganize the international confer-
ence.

2. Legacy. Looking back at Davos 
2027 years from now, what is the 
single most important impact you 
hope it will have left on deafblind 
rights and support?
I hope persons with deafblindness 
will gain more recognition through 
the adoption of the internation-
al day of deafblindness at United 
Nations in 2025.

3. Breaking down silos: Advocacy 
and professional/research net-
works have often worked sepa-
rately. How can bringing them to-
gether make a real difference for 
people with deafblindness on the 
ground?
Persons with deafblindness need 
statistical and scientific data in 

LESLIE 
GIESBRECHT

IRINA MOISEEVA

Stronger Together: 
Riku Virtanen on 
the Road to Davos
Mr. Riku Virtanen, LL.M, university 
researcher, Executive Council 
member of WFDB
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order to do advocacy and awareness-rais-
ing. Professionals working with and for 
persons with deafblindness can receive 
valuable information on persons with deaf-
blindness. In addition, participants from the 
Global South obtain valuable information 
and experiences when the conference will 
bring professionals and persons with deaf-
blindness together.

4. In three words: What three words best 
describe what you expect from the World 
Conference in Davos?
Cooperation, participation and aware-
ness-raising: The conference can be an 
event which will increase cooperation be-
tween DBI and the WFDB, promote participa-
tion of both professionals and persons with 
deafblindness and raise awareness regard-
ing persons with deafblindness. 



Aerial View of Davos
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Why shouldn’t anyone miss Davos 2027?
Vanessa: Because it is a very rare opportunity, only every four years, 
to come together as a community in one place: to meet old friends and 
make new ones, to listen to people’s stories and to learn new, incredible 
things. There is so much to take in, from such a wide variety of peo-
ple from right across the globe, that it would be a huge shame to miss 
out on this experience. Otherwise, you would have to wait another four 
years for the next one!

Davos in three words
Inspiring. Thrilling. Unforgettable.

VANESSA 
VLAJKOVIC

MASTER OF 
CEREMONIES OF 
THE 2027 DBI–
WFDB WORLD 
CONFERENCE IN 
DAVOS.

An Invitation to Davos
A personal invitation from Vanessa Vlajkovic, Master of 
Ceremonies of the 2027 DbI – WFDB World Conference

As preparations for the World Conference in Davos 
get under way, we asked the conference’s Master 
of Ceremonies, Vanessa Vlajkovic, for a personal 
invitation to everyone thinking about joining us.
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EXCHANGE OF EXPERIENCE

Deafblind Pedagogy: 
A Textbook

These questions are at the 
heart of Deafblind Pedagogy: A 
Textbook, published in Danish in 
2025. Rooted in Nordic deafblind 
practice, the book brings togeth-
er theoretical perspectives, prac-
tice-based knowledge and case 
examples to examine what char-
acterises deafblind pedagogy and 
how it relates to broader peda-
gogical and special educational 
traditions.

Although the book was developed 
and written in Denmark, many of 
the questions it raises are rele-
vant beyond the Nordic countries. 
How can pedagogical practice 
support communication, partic-

ipation, agency and a meaning-
ful life when combined vision and 
hearing loss restrict a person’s 
access to and engagement with 
the world? What do professionals 
need to know and be able to do, 
and what should they be commit-
ted to in their practice?

This article outlines the back-
ground, key perspectives and 
structure of the textbook. It also 
invites professionals beyond the 
Nordic countries to consider how 
this understanding of deafblind 
pedagogy relates to their own 
practice. An English translation 
of one chapter is available via the 
link at the end of the article.

Pedagogy in a Danish context

In Anglo-American educational 
discourse, pedagogy often refers 
primarily to theories and practic-
es of teaching and learning. The 
Danish concept of pædagogik has 
a broader scope rooted in the 
continental European tradition of 
Bildung. Here, pedagogy encom-
passes care, upbringing, develop-
ment and participation. For our 
textbook, a central concern is how 
pedagogical practice can support 
a person’s opportunity to act as 
a subject in relation to the world 
(Biesta, 2018).

Within this tradition, pedagogy 
can be understood as an “expres-
sion of human practice arising 
from needs for care, upbringing, 
and learning” (Madsen, 2021, p. 21). 
Pedagogical practice is therefore 
action-oriented: it is concerned 
with what professionals seek to 
make possible together with an-
other person (Pedersen, 2024). 
This something—what deafblind 
pedagogy should seek to make 
possible—is central to the text-
book.

HELLE BUELUND 
SELLING 

M.SC. SPECIAL 
PEDAGOGIC, 
SPECIALIST 
CONSULTANCY 
FOR THE 
DEAFBLIND, NORTH 
DENMARK REGION

HELLE.BUELUND@
RN.DK
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PEDERSEN
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LASSE WINTHER 
WEHNER

M.SC. IN 
INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGY

SPECIALIST 
CONSULTANCY 
FOR THE 
DEAFBLIND, NORTH 
DENMARK REGION

What distinguishes pedagogical practice in the 
field of deafblindness, and why is there a need to 
describe deafblind pedagogy as a distinct field of 
professional knowledge and practice?

mailto:helle.buelund%40rn.dk?subject=
mailto:helle.buelund%40rn.dk?subject=
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Rooted in Practice

The textbook is a product of the synergy 
between theory and practice. As our aim is 
to describe the reality of Danish deafblind 
pedagogy, the writing process was deep-
ly informed by the expertise of the Centre 
for Communication and Special Education 
in Aalborg. We have also benefited signifi-
cantly from the academic guidance of Bent 

Madsen, an external lecturer at The Danish 
School of Education, Aarhus University 
(DPU) and a specialist in pedagogy (MA in 
General Education). This, combined with 
feedback from focus groups across various 
departments, ensures that every chapter is 
grounded in research, professional exper-
tise and real-word experience.

The focus of the book

Although the field of deafblindness has de-
veloped a substantial body of specialised 
knowledge, this knowledge has not previ-
ously been brought together within a co-
herent pedagogical framework based on the 
Nordic definition of deafblindness (Nordic 
Leadership Forum on Deafblindness, 2024). 
At the same time, general and special peda-
gogy rarely address the specific roles of vi-
sion and hearing in activity and participation.

The humanistic perspective within the Nordic 
field of deafblindness has been strongly 
shaped by dialogical theory and traditions of 
communication, where a central orientation 
is towards the other (Marková, 2003). From 
this dialogical perspective, communication 
difficulties cannot be located solely within 
one individual; communication is inherently 
relational and necessarily involves at least 
two participants (Nafstad & Rødbroe, 1999). 
Consequently, Nafstad and Rødbroe (2015) 
emphasise the responsibility of the profes-
sional communication partner to notice and 
respond to the communicative expressions 
of a person with deafblindness, thereby en-
abling them to experience being seen, heard, 
and understood.

The textbook seeks to bridge these gaps by 
bringing deafblind-specific knowledge to-
gether with broader pedagogical theory and 
with embodied phenomenological, biopsy-
chosocial, dialogical, and rights-based per-
spectives.

Deafblind Pedagogy: A Textbook describes 
a specialised pedagogy that addresses how 
we support individuals from vulnerable posi-

tions to positions of a higher degree of par-
ticipation (Madsen, 2013).

A central focus is how to pedagogically sup-
port individuals with congenital deafblind-
ness in how they experience and understand 
themselves, creating frameworks for pos-
itive life experiences and supporting their 
fundamental human rights, including:

•	To experience safety and care

•	To be seen, heard, and understood (and 
to meet and be met by others)

•	To learn, develop, and achieve a sense of 
competence (also communicatively and 
socially)

•	To have autonomy, self-determination, 
and influence over one’s own life

•	To be an active participant in one’s own 
life

•	To be part of a community

•	To experience a sense of coherence

•	To have a meaningful everyday life

These universal human themes are central 
to the pedagogy that we describe here. The 
basic understanding is grounded in what 
we share as human beings, regardless of 
differences in abilities and support needs. 
Throughout the book, we explore how ped-
agogical practice can support these needs 
and rights when combined vision and hear-
ing loss affects a person’s access to the 
world around them.
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Contents and structure of the book

The structure of the book reflects a gradual 
widening of perspective, from the immediate 
encounter between the person with deaf-
blindness and the professional to broader 
social and organisational contexts. It begins 
with bodily and tactile access to the world 
and communication, before moving on to 
relationships, agency, learning and identity, 
and then to participation in communities, 
self-determination and a meaningful life. The 
final chapter focuses on the professional 
and organisational conditions needed to sup-
port this practice. Professional judgement in 
deafblind pedagogy runs through all these 
levels, underlining that pedagogical practice 
cannot be reduced to methods alone.

The book features twelve chapters, which 
can be read individually or in sequence. 
Together, they provide a structured intro-
duction to deafblind pedagogy:

1.	 Deafblind Pedagogy – A Speciality within 
the Specialised Services Field

2.	 The Tactile Focus – A Gateway

3.	 Communication – No Communication 
Without the Body

4.	 The Relationship’s Significance for Basic 
Trust – Creating Safety and Care

5.	 Agency and Vitality – Having Your Own 
Voice

6.	 Learning and Information Acquisition – 
When Incidental Learning Is Difficult

7.	 Identity and Sense of Self – Being Valued 
and Mattered

8.	 Social Life and Community – A Sense of 
Belonging

9.	 Self-Determination – Knowing 
Opportunities in Life

10.	The Vibrant Life – Not Wrapped in Cotton 
Wool

11.	Professional Judgement in Deafblind 
Pedagogy – Knowledge, Commitment and 
Actions

12.	Leadership, Management and 
Organisational Perspectives – An 
Additional Dimension

Collaboration and translation

Currently, we are seeking an international 
partner interested in translating and pub-
lishing the book in English. To give readers a 
sense of the book’s approach, we have made 
an English translation of chapter five avail-
able.

The chapter, Agency and Vitality, explores 
how professionals can support people with 
congenital deafblindness in developing a 
sense of agency. It is about having their con-
tributions recognised and valued, to devel-
op resilience and life competences needed 
to participate actively in their own lives. It 
includes one of the book’s many authentic 
and anonymised cases from practice, show-
ing how even a seemingly simple expression 
such as clapping can become a way of tak-
ing initiative, initiating interaction and being 

recognised as someone whose contribution 
matters.

For inquiries about collaboration on transla-
tion or international publication, whether in 
English or other languages, please contact 
Lasse Winther Wehner at lasse.wehner@
rn.dk

The textbook is a Danish attempt, ground-
ed in Nordic traditions, to describe deaf-
blind pedagogy as a field in its own right. 
We do not assume that all its concepts can 
be transferred directly across educational, 
professional and cultural contexts. Rather, 
we are interested in how this understanding 
of deafblind pedagogy relates to practices 
and professional traditions elsewhere. We 
want to raise the question; how can an inter-
national dialogue about deafblind pedagogy 
contribute to the field?

mailto:lasse.wehner%40rn.dk?subject=
mailto:lasse.wehner%40rn.dk?subject=
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From Training to Touch: Low-
Cost Innovations for Deafblind 
Learners in Kenyan Special 
Schools – Lessons from KISE, 
Kwale and Mundika
Abstract

This practice reflection traces the 
author’s professional pathway 
from specialized training at Kenya 
Institute of Special Education 
(KISE) to field practice at Kwale 
School for the Deaf - Deafblind 
Unit, and current service at 
Mundika Special School for HI and 
Deafblind Unit, Busia. It documents 
persistent systemic challenges in 
low-resource Deafblind education 
in Kenya including lack of tactile 
learning materials, limited orien-
tation and mobility support, com-
munication breakdown, and com-
munity stigma. It then describes 

locally grounded, low-cost inno-
vations developed with learners 
and parents, including tactile envi-
ronmental mapping, individualized 
tactile communication passports, 
parent co-teaching Saturdays, 
and adapted inclusive ball games. 
Notably, in 2026, under the au-
thor’s coaching, Mundika Deafblind 
learners represented Western 
Region for the first time ever at 
the National Special Schools Ball 
Games Championships, marking 
a historic shift from exclusion to 
recognition.

Introduction

The Fall 2026 issue of DbI Review 
dedicated to the First Joint 
World Conference of Deafblind 
International (DbI) and the World 
Federation of the Deafblind (WFDB) 
comes at a time when the global 
deafblind community is demand-
ing one voice, one movement. For 
me, a Kenyan specialist teacher 
based in Busia, that jointness is 
not abstract. It is lived daily in a 

classroom where touch is the only 
reliable channel.

I am a graduate of Kenya Institute 
of Special Education (KISE), with 
field exposure at Kwale School 
for the Deaf and now teaching at 
Mundika Special School for HI and 
Deafblind Unit. My journey shows 
that global principles only become 
inclusive when translated with lo-
cal hands, local materials, and lo-
cal language.

ISAAC MAKHANU 
WANYAMA

SPECIAL NEEDS 
TEACHER – 
DEAFBLIND & HI 
UNIT

MUNDIKA SPECIAL 
SCHOOL FOR HI 
AND DEAFBLIND 
UNIT, BUSIA, KENYA

MEMBER, 
DEAFBLIND 
INTERNATIONAL 
(DBI)

WANYAM01@
GMAIL.COM
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1. KISE as a Training Institute: Foundation and Gaps

KISE (Kasarani, Nairobi) remains the only 
national institute training teachers in 
Deafblindness in Kenya. From 2021-2023 
(Adm: DSNE/DB/0012/21), I trained in Diploma 
in Special Needs Education in the area of 
Deafblind (9103).

KISE taught me:

•	Kenyan Sign Language and tactile KSL

•	English Braille and functional Braille

•	Psychology, curriculum adaptation, re-
search and rehabilitation

•	The philosophy of hand-under-hand and 
person-centered planning

The strength of KISE is its comprehensive 
curriculum and commitment. The challenge 
is that training is largely institution-based. 
We have limited prolonged immersion in ac-
tive Deafblind Units with learners who have 
multiple disabilities. Many teachers graduate 
confident in either deafness or blindness, 
but not in deafblindness as a unique disabili-
ty requiring touch, time, and structure.

My response while at KISE was to start build-
ing a personal tactile toolkit – documenting 
every object cue, calendar system, and res-
onance activity during Teaching Practice.

2. Kwale School for the Deaf - Deafblind Unit: Learning Humility

My field experience at Kwale School for the 
Deaf (Coastal Region) exposed me to the re-
ality of many Deafblind Units in Kenya.

Observed challenges:

a)	 Communication mismatch – Teachers 
used visual Kenyan Sign Language which 
learners with combined vision and hear-
ing loss could not access.

b)	 Material poverty – No tactile balls, no 
textured surfaces, no light adaptation.

c)	 Occupational emptiness – Learners 
spent hours without meaningful, tactilely 
accessible activity, leading to withdrawal 
and self-stimulatory behaviour.

d)	Late identification – Most learners ar-
rived at school at 10-14 years without 
any formal communication system.

Interventions we tried at Kwale:

•	Introduced object-of-reference calendars 
using locally available materials: a spoon 
for mealtime, a piece of soap for washing, 
a small ball for play.

•	Shifted from hand-over-hand to hand-un-
der-hand to respect learner autonomy.

•	Fabricated tactile audible balls using old 
socks, dried beans, sisal, and small bells 
from the market. The sound + texture 
allowed tracking.

•	Introduced daily routine boards with real 
objects fixed on a wooden plank.

Learners who were previously labelled “dif-
ficult” began to anticipate activities and re-
duced self-injury.

3. Mundika Special School for HI and Deafblind Unit: Current Station and 
Innovations (2024-Present)

Mundika Special School, Busia County, hosts 
both Hearing Impairment and Deafblind 
Units. I serve as Special Needs Teacher in the 
Deafblind Unit under TSC (Teachers Service 
Commission).

Current challenges at Mundika:

1.	 Orientation and Mobility: School 
compound had no tactile landmarks. 
Learners depended fully on adult guid-
ance.

2.	 Behaviour as communication: Without a 
communication system, frustration man-
ifested as hitting or withdrawal.
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3.	 Parental stigma and distance: Many par-
ents from rural Busia believed deafblind-
ness was a curse or punishment. Some 
hid children.

4.	 Low expectations in co-curricular: 
Deafblind learners were spectators, 
never participants.

Solutions I have employed with support of 
Headteacher Mrs. Ruth Nyange:

a) Tactile Environmental Mapping:

We laid textured pathways – sisal mats at 
classroom entrances, bottle-top lines lead-
ing to latrines and dining hall, and embossed 
cardboard markers. Learners now inde-
pendently orient using foot cues and touch, 
reducing dependence.

b) Individualized Tactile Communication 
Passports:

Each learner has a simple A4 passport show-
ing: How I communicate (e.g., tactile KSL signs 
for EAT, FINISH, PLAY), how I want to be guid-
ed, my likes/dislikes. This has reduced com-
munication breakdown and has been shared 
with house mothers and parents.

c) Parent Co-Teaching Saturdays:

Once a month, we invite parents for “Touch 
and Learn”. Parents practice one skill: hand-
under-hand feeding, tactile sign for “drink”, 
or making a calendar box at home using local 
materials. One mother from Nambale now 
trains other mothers. This has improved 
home carry-over.

d) Sport as a Tool for Visibility and Dignity - 
The 2026 Historic Achievement:

This is my most significant innovation as a 
scholar-practitioner.

Deafblind learners love play but were ex-
cluded from ball games because standard 
balls are visual and fast. I adapted:

•	Created low-cost audible tactile balls (si-
sal-wrapped, bell-embedded)

•	Created tactile boundaries using sisal 
ropes pegged on ground

•	Developed a consistent auditory-tactile 
signal system: one whistle + shoulder tap 
= start, two taps = stop

•	Used peer guide runners from HI Unit 
who run alongside with arm contact

•	Implemented structured routine: warm-
up on same spot daily to build body mem-
ory

We trained for 6 months after school hours.

In 2026, for the first time ever in history, 
Mundika Special School – Deafblind Unit rep-
resented Western Region at the National 
Special Schools Ball Games Championships. 
Our team qualified at county and region-
al levels and performed extremely well at 
Nationals. For Western Kenya, this was un-
precedented – Deafblind learners have nev-
er been at that level.

The impact was beyond medals. The commu-
nity saw our learners as athletes, not as char-
ity cases. Our learners returned with confi-
dence, communication attempts increased, 
and enrolment inquiries for Deafblind Unit 
rose from neighboring sub-counties.

This achievement demonstrates that inclu-
sive sport, when adapted tactically, is a pow-
erful, low-cost intervention for social inclu-
sion, communication, and orientation.

4. Reflection in Light of the First Joint DbI-WFDB Conference

The Joint Conference theme is powerful: lived 
experience and professional practice must 
speak together. In Kenya, we have very few 
adults with deafblindness as role models. In 
our schools, teachers become teacher-inter-
vener-counselor-advocate because the inter-
vener cadre does not yet exist formally.

My experience calls for DbI to recognize 
African low-cost innovations as legitimate 
practice knowledge. We may not have high-
tech devices, but we have solutions that 
work: community-built tactile materials, 
parent-led intervention, and sport as ped-
agogy.



Exchange of Experience

58 #76 | November 2026 | DBI REVIEW

Conclusion

KISE gave me knowledge. Kwale gave me hu-
mility. Mundika gives me daily opportunity to 
invent.

The future of Deafblind education in Kenya 
will not be secured by imported equipment 
alone, but by investing in teacher training 
that trusts touch, by producing tactile ma-
terials from local resources, and by recog-
nizing families and learners themselves as 
co-teachers.

I dedicate this paper to my learners at 
Mundika whose hands taught me that com-
munication does not require eyes or ears – 
it requires patience, respect, and presence.

We look forward to learning from the global 
community at this historic joint conference.

Keywords: Deafblind, Kenya, KISE, low-cost 
innovation, tactile communication, inclusive 
sports, Western Region
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Acquired Deafblindness in the 
Context of a Rehabilitation 
Program in Brazil: Challenges 
and Possibilities

During this period and especial-
ly after embracing my deafblind 
identity, I was involved in support 
groups and movements advocat-
ing for the deafblind community. 
I participated in various training 
courses in the field of deafblind 
education and on communication 
used by deafblind people, which 
contributed to my professional 
development and to my identity 
affirmation as a deafblind person.

I organized several seminars in 
partnership with the Federal 
University of Uberlândia to dis-
cuss topics related to deafblind-
ness and the means of com-
munication used by deafblind 
individuals. Recently, I created and 
coordinated a continuing educa-
tion extension course on literacy 
and education for deafblind indi-
viduals, aimed at K-12 teachers 
across the country, in partnership 

with the Ministry of Education’s 
Directorate of Bilingual Education 
for the Deaf (DIPEBS).

As a deafblind individual with a 
higher education degree, many 
might consider it unnecessary to 
participate in a training program 
focused on deafblind rehabilita-
tion. However, I have always sought 
new knowledge, experiences, and 
partnership, even more so in an 
historic and renowned institution 
in the field of specialized care for 
blind and deafblind individuals. 
The Benjamin Constant Institute 
(IBC) is a national and internation-
al reference in the field, training 
professionals and enabling auton-
omy for the deafblind individuals 
it serves.

The course provided an expe-
rience of new knowledge and 
learning with the professors, the 
guide-interpreters, the course 

The process of perceiving and accepting the con-
dition of deafblindness was a long journey, involv-
ing personal daily experiences and interactions 
with deafblind individuals in both academic and so-
cial settings that began at age 17. However, I only 
embraced it as an identity at age 47, from contact 
with deafblind people from various countries at 
an international deafblind conference I attended in 
São Paulo.

JOSÉ CARLOS DE 
OLIVEIRA

UNIVERSIDADE 
FEDERAL DE 
UBERLÂNDIA - UFU

INSTITUTO 
DE LETRAS E 
LINGUÍSTICA - 
ILEEL

UBERLÂNDIA-MG - 
BRASIL

CARLOSOLIVEIRA@
UFU.BR
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colleagues, and a collaborative deafblind 
participant who enriched the training with 
her real-life story, providing insight into a 
unique life reality.

At the start of the course, participants 
learned about the weekly syllabus, general 
concepts of deafblindness, communication 
methods, rehabilitation, and shared experi-
ences. This included orientation and mobility 
practices, as well as practical communica-
tion exercises complemented by an interac-
tive environment rich in history and mean-
ing, a place whose very name can represent 
a beacon of light for blind and deafblind indi-
viduals.

The knowledge about the male and female 
professors and the course colleagues, each 
with their profiles and experiences related 
to the area of deafblindness, constituted a 
remarkable moment. The professors arouse 
curiosity due to the fact that the institution 
transitioned its exclusivity in serving the 
blind to serving the deafblind, a distinct and 
very specific area that requires skills from 
the professional to work beyond those nec-
essary for working with blind people, main-
ly the mastery and use of Brazilian Sign 
Language – Libras. It was noticed that some 
professors do not master this language; 
however, empathy, the appreciation of oth-
ers, and the pursuit of the involvement of 
the attended deafblind students reflect the 
quality characteristic of the provided ser-
vices.

Among our classmates, we find different 
professional profiles and varying experienc-
es regarding contact and work with deaf-
blind individuals. One fact stands out: most 
participants lack basic knowledge of Libras 
(Brazilian Sign Language), which is essential 
for interaction, communication, and, above 
all, pedagogical work with deafblind stu-
dents. Although aware that deafblind indi-
viduals use various forms of communication, 
basic knowledge of Libras constitutes a rele-
vant differential in professional qualification, 
since teaching work should not rely entirely 
on the support of a Libras/Portuguese inter-
preter.

Still in the initial phase of the course, the con-
tact with the three professional interpret-

ers who also work as sign-language inter-
preters/deafblind guides, one of them also 
acting as a mediating instructor, bringing 
distinct experiences and backgrounds in the 
field of deafblindness, provided moments of 
interaction, sharing, and learning. This cre-
ated an environment that certainly had the 
potential to influence the formative process 
of the other participants.

In the discussion regarding the concept of 
deafblindness, both congenital deafblindness 
and acquired deafblindness were addressed, 
as well as the impact of this condition on 
the lives of deafblind people, especially re-
garding interaction with living environ-
ments and principally concerning commu-
nication. The main causes of deafblindness 
were discussed, with an emphasis on Usher 
Syndrome and genetic issues, though other 
factors were also covered, such as retinitis 
pigmentosa, meningitis, and rare syndromes, 
among others.

Depending on the cause and the age of onset, 
deafblindness can be congenital or acquired, 
presenting in varying degrees. Regarding vi-
sion, it relates to visual acuity and the visual 
field. Regarding hearing, it relates to the dif-
ferent levels of hearing a person may have. 
The concomitance of these visual and audi-
tory conditions characterizes deafblindness.

Considering the communicative impact of 
deafblindness, communication types such 
as tactile sign language, reduced visual field 
sign language, palm-writing, Braille, tactile 
Braille, amplified speech, Tadoma, social hap-
tic communication, among others, were ad-
dressed.

Continuing the discussions, following the 
female professors’ approach regarding the 
consequences of deafblindness, the theme 
of general concepts of deafblindness and 
the specific communication methods most 
used by deafblind people was retaken.

The issue of social isolation imposed by the 
condition on the individual stood out, stem-
ming from the family’s lack of knowledge on 
how to handle the situation, also caused by 
the fact that both the family and the deaf-
blind person themselves do not accept and/
or understand this unique condition, in addi-
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tion to the lack of seeking guidance and cre-
ating strategies and communication alterna-
tives to maintain the level of social relations 
in a participatory and integrated manner.

Given this situation, the deafblind person 
may feel insecure to exercise their citizen-
ship, both within the family itself and, above 
all, in the social and educational environment. 
Contributing to this isolation is the fact that 
the family, due to safety concerns and lack 
of knowledge, ends up depriving the deaf-
blind person of their possibilities to exercise 
their potential as a citizen.

The fact that the family lacks a meaningful 
communicative interaction with the deaf-
blind person results in a lack of guidance 
ranging from sexual orientation issues to 
routine daily demands, such as those known 
as Activities of Daily Living (ADL), which in-
volve personal care and the exploration of 
the living environment, thereby enabling au-
tonomy and independence for the deafblind 
individual.

Due to a lack of understanding about deaf-
blindness, worsened by the lack of a loving 
and effective way for the family to talk to 
the deafblind person, talks looked at using 
remaining senses (even for those with some 
sight and/or hearing) and using touch to feel 
and connect. Talks also looked at smell and 
taste, which help know other people, find 
bugs and animals, and know foods and plac-
es. The first three senses, sight, hearing, and 
touch, decide how a deafblind person will 
communicate in their own special way, based 
on their exact needs.

Continuing the discussions in the course, 
rehabilitation issues were addressed, rang-
ing from family guidance, Activities of Daily 
Living (ADL), and orientation and mobility, 

to communication processes and the use of 
assistive technologies and other support re-
sources. The practical component of orien-
tation and mobility and communication used 
by deafblind individuals, carried out in pairs 
among participants, was another impact-
ful moment in the training provided by the 
course.

The participation of a deafblind student from 
the IBC enriched the training, as it demon-
strated, in a practical sense, the reality of 
a deafblind individual with a unique person-
al history and distinct characteristics; her 
identity has been taking shape through daily 
experiences that began precisely when she 
entered the institution’s rehabilitation pro-
gram.

The fact that the IBC is located in a city 
over a thousand kilometers away from mine 
made extra-curricular experiences possible 
for me. Preparing for a six-day stay in Rio 
de Janeiro, including scheduling bus tickets, 
accommodation, using a ride-hailing app to 
get around the city between my lodging and 
the IBC as well as other places I visited, mo-
bility around my lodging to find food, and 
safety concerns, all of this required search-
ing for alternative communication and in-
formation strategies, mobility tactics, and 
the use of assistive technology resources. 
These provided me with new experiences 
that certainly strengthen my self-esteem, 
self-confidence, and identity self-assertion 
as a deafblind person.

In short, I consider it essential that profes-
sionals and even individuals with deafblind-
ness pursue such courses not only as part 
of their academic training, but as a way of 
experiencing and understanding what it 
means to be a person with deafblindness.
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NETWORKS AND NETWORK LEADERS

Acquired Deafblindness Network (ADBN)
PETER SIMCOCK
peter.simcock@bcu.ac.uk

Africa Network
MARY MARAGIA
Mary.Maragia@gmail.com

Asia Network
LHAKPA NURU SHERPA
sdbpnepal@gmail.com

SACHIN RIZAL
sachin@senseintindia.org

CHARGE network
ANNE SCHOONE
a.schoone@kentalis.nl

Communication Network
SASKIA DAMEN
s.damen@rug.nl

Creative Arts Network
IVANA MACOKATIĆ
ivanam@malidom.hr

MARTINA CELIZIC
martina@malidom.hr

Deafblind Education Network
ANDERS RUNDH
anmaru@rn.dk

European Deafblind Network (EDbN)
RICARD LOPEZ
rlopez@sordoceguera.com

DANIELA ANZE
danze@edbn.org

Family Network
MASSIEL REQUENA DE IRIARTE
massielrdeiriarte@gmail.com

AUREA SOZA
aureasoza@gmail.com

Ibero Latin America Network

XIMENA SERPA
ximena.serpa@gmail.com

Network of the Americas

THERESA TANCOCK
theresa@cdbabc.ca

Outdoor Network

JOE GIBSON
deafblindoutdoors@gmail.com

Research Network

WALTER WITTICH
walter.wittich@umontreal.ca

Technology network

MIJKJE WORM
mworm@bartimeus.nl

CAROLINA COHOON
caro@cohoon.ca

Usher Network

EMMA BOSWELL
emma.boswell@deafblind.org.uk

Youth Network

SIMON ALLISON
simon.allison@sense.org.uk

DbI Network coordinator

TREES VAN NUNEN
t.vannunen@kentalis.nl

DbI Co-network Coordinator

YVETTE GALLEGOS
yvettegallegosb@gmail.com
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CALL
FOR
ACTION

DbI Communication 
Ambassador:  
Call for Action

DbI’s newly formed Communication Committee (DbI ComCom) is reaching 
out your help!

We expect an Ambassador to take DbI’s communication to the next level 
by leveraging your knowledge and expertise in this area. As the old saying 
goes, it takes a village.

We assume that an Ambassador has well established communications with 
local, regional and maybe national media, an inspiring website and/or an in-
volving social media presence. We believe that these resources could help 
us to spread the word about deafblindness, quality services and DbI all 
over the world. 

What are the responsibilities of a Communication Ambassador:

1.	 Assist DbI in ensuring that its social media posts are reposted on your 
organization pages within a short period of time (1-a5 business days).

2.	 Assist DbI by ensuring access to your media network and sharing DbI 
press releases and communication with your media network within a 
short period of time (1-5 business days).

3.	 Assist DbI by having the key contact keep his/her ears to the ground to 
assist in sourcing regional news and information that could be shared 
with DbI membership and can be posted on DbI pages.

4.	 DbI would be grateful to have the key contact act as an ambassador 
and connector within their geographic area.

Organizations serving as DbI Communication Ambassadors will receive the 
official DbI Communication Ambassador Logo to be used freely in all of 
their communication. You will have your finger on the pulse of DbI’s com-
munication and be fully informed about worldwide developments in our 
field. Your organization will have a presence in the upcoming short film 
about DbI’s Communication Committee ComCom. In addition, twice a year 
you will be invited to join an online meeting with ComCom to discuss the 
collaboration and the further development of DbI’s communication.

Help us to make a difference for people with deafblindness worldwide and 
join us as a DbI Communication Ambassador! We are looking forward to 
your answer. 

Please reach out directly to Leslie Giesbrecht about your interest at leslie@
deafblindinternational.org.
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