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Dear listeners, 

Today I’m going to talk to you about the project “We Can! Overcome Barriers to Reach the 

Disabled”– “Raising Children’s Awareness on the Needs of the Blind and Visually 

Impaired”- a series of workshops that I held in elementary schools and also some 

kindergartens to raise awareness about the special needs of people who are blind and 

visually impaired. 

The workshops were very successful and we are very happy with the results we achieved. 

I’m going to take you through the process step by step – and I hope that you’ll be interested 

in the results and that you can maybe develop similar projects in other countries to help 

children and teachers understand, accept, help and empathize with those who are blind or 

visually impaired. 

We included our workshop project in the framework of the nation-wide library advocacy 

programme in Slovenia called: Public Libraries Supporting Social Inclusion. This nation-

wide programme included 5 other libraries. It was organized by the Slovenian Public 

Libraries Association in order to demonstrate the important role that public libraries can play 

in the area of social inclusion. The programme was also run in accordance with the EU 

2020 Strategy for Smart, Inclusive Sustainable Growth as well as the 2014-2020 Slovenian 

Development Strategy. 

On the basis of the idea of social inclusion, we wanted to create programmes that would 

teach about different types of disabilities and the fact that people who are disadvantaged 

must be accepted and assisted in our communities. Our library was also carrying out a 

“Library for All” programme – based on the idea that the library is a place of community 

where everyone is welcome and that we already had some resources that helped different 

people, including those with special needs.  
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We decided to focus on people who are blind and visually impaired because this is a 

particularly sensitive/vulnerable group in our communities. The idea for focusing on the 

blind and visually impaired also came from some of the users who visit our library 

(particularly senior citizens).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

We assist those who are visually impaired by providing reading and magnifying glasses, 

larger print books, audio books, etc. 

So this is how we started to develop the project “We Can! Overcome Barriers to Reach the 

Disabled”. 

The project targets “fully able” school children aged between 4 and 12 to educate them on 

blindness and visual impairment, to teach them acceptance of those who are different, to 

promote social inclusion, sensitivity and assistance to others.  

We started the workshop by developing a series of goals – the first goal focuses on helping 

children develop awareness and tolerance for the needs of the blind and visually impaired. 

And to help them understand that there are different types of people in our communities 

who have special needs. That we shouldn’t be afraid of these people or walk away from 

them. That we shouldn’t act like we feel sorry for them when we meet them. And that it’s 

important to try to understand how they feel and what their limitations are so that we know 

how to help them correctly. 

So the main goal is to help children develop greater tolerance, empathy, assistance and 

understanding – without making people who are impaired feel disadvantaged themselves. 

We had secondary goals as well. The most important of these goals was probably to reach 

teachers – to educate educators who had little knowledge in this area and who had the 

power and resources to pass this knowledge to their students – both now and in the future.  

We wanted to stimulate students and teachers to read in general and to visit the local 

library, to see that we have many other different types of programmes like for example: 

exhibits, lectures, travel lectures, literary evenings, workshops, plays and puppet shows for 

kids …  

And we also wanted to highlight that many people who want to read, can’t read … but 

THAT we can READ and THAT it’s a lot easier for us. So we should really appreciate the 

fact that we have all these books and knowledge available to us and we should take 

advantage of this as much as possible. 
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After establishing our goals, we began to think about how to reach the goals. In other 

words, how do we best develop these workshops? How do we reach young people? How 

do we let them experience what it feels like to be blind or visually impaired? How do we tell 

them that blind and visually impaired persons (as well as people with other disabilities) 

should be included in our communities? That they are fully functioning individuals who have 

special needs that we should pay attention to? And that we have the power to help these 

people in their everyday lives? 

To make sure that we were on the right track, we enlisted the help of Professor Aksinja 

Kermauner, who is an expert in this field.  She provided us with lots of information and 

ideas and we were able to borrow aids used by the blind and visually impaired from the 

Union of the Blind and Partially Sighted of Slovenia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the main workshops, we decided to target elementary school students from the 1st to 

the 5th grades and to include their teachers in our workshops. We also carried out these 

workshops in some kindergartens to see how very young children reacted to the workshops 

and what they remembered from them.  

Specifically, our goals for the workshops were: 

 To help very young children understand what it means to be blind or visually 

impaired. 

 To change the attitude of fully-abled children towards the blind or visually impaired. 

 To let fully-able students come into contact with aids for the blind and visually 

impaired. 

 To teach the correct use of aids and vocabulary that is related to the blind and 

visually impaired. 

 To provide children with access to materials that give them even more information – 

for example, showing them books that are especially made for those who are blind 

and visually impaired. But also getting them more interested in general reading 

materials for themselves and that they come to their local library. 

So, our main and overarching goal was to show children what it means to be blind (so, a 

person with 0-5% vision), visually impaired (a person with 5-30% vision) and how a 

person’s other senses help them to function in society. That 80% of the world is typically 

made known to us through sight, while the remaining 20% through our other four senses – 

which also means that among impairments to the senses, it is most difficult being blind.  

We wanted to show children that blind persons do not automatically see improvement in 

their other four senses – but that they must work to develop their other senses. What does 
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it mean to really touch and feel something? How do they develop the skills to function 

independently in life and society if they can’t depend on their sight? 

We decided to carry out these workshops for a period of 2 class sessions for each group of 

students. To be able to actively include all participants, the workshops were limited to 25 

students.  

I began the workshops just by introducing the topic and telling them what we’re going to 

learn about. Before we started I asked them what they already knew.  

It’s important for me to keep asking them questions through the workshop – this lets me 

know that they understand what we’re talking about, that they remember what we’re talking 

about and it also keeps them really interested and engaged because they think more 

actively when they think about how to answer a question … 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So a main point of the workshop was to get the kids involved and that they really remember 

what we talked about. The workshop is divided into two parts: first there’s the theoretical 

part where we talk about things and then in the second, practical part of the workshop, the 

students can try the aids and we learn together through action.  

Some of the main things that we talked about: 

1. First we discussed what it means to be blind and what it means to be visually 

impaired and that this is not the same thing. We talked about the fact that not 

everyone who wears glasses is visually impaired.  

2. We discussed how important it is to describe something exactly. For example, we 

can’t say “it’s over here” or “it’s over there” because where is here and where is 

there? So, instead we have to describe something exactly: it’s up on the top shelf in 

the left corner. So, very specifically… 

3. We spoke about the fact that it’s OK to use expressions like “Did you see that?” or 

“Would you like to see that clock?” Because these expressions are part of the 

language that we know and use every day. And then: how will a blind person see the 

clock? He will touch it and see it with his hands and fingers. 

4. I also explained that blind people have to have their apartments really well 

organized. All their things have to be in the same spot all the time. They also have to 

keep their clothes colour coded. So all the blue shirts are on this side of the closet 

and the red ones on the other side. The black socks are in the bottom drawer, etc. 
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5. I told them about the Braille alphabet and I mentioned that the alphabet is also used 

on boxes of medications and in elevators. So these dots that we see sometimes are 

there to help blind people. 

6. We discussed the fact that people who are blind need to use their other senses as 

much as possible. For example, hearing is important at a traffic light.  

7. Blind people actually have to “learn” the path – they have to learn how to get to the 

store, how to get to the post office. They also have the right to a guide dog.  

8. They use the white cane like an extension of their arm. They use it to see what’s in 

front of them and also for depth – is there a step in front? Where is the curb? 

9. They also snap their fingers or make clicking sounds when walking towards walls 

and solid objects because they can hear the echo when they come too close so they 

know the wall is in front. And this is not something that comes naturally for them – 

they had to develop their senses. So blind people had to develop their other senses 

a lot more than we usually develop them.   

I showed different aids that help blind and visually impaired persons and we also let them 

try out some of the aids and played some games with them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are some of the aids that I brought with me: 

 A textbook written in Braille 

 A Braille embosser 

 A blindfold so the kids could experience what it feels like to be blind 

 Simulation glasses so they could experience different degrees of visual impairment 

 Magnifying glasses with different degrees of magnification 

 Two types of touch memory games – to practice touch 

 Different types of etheric oils – to practice smell 

 A type of listening memory games – to practice hearing 

 A blindfold 

 A white cane 

 An audio book and an audio newspaper 

 Aids for carrying out the story for the blind and visually impaired – “Žiga Špaget gre v 

širni svet” (which means “A Spaghetti Named Žiga goes out to see the world”). This 

book was written by Professor Aksinja Kermauner. 

 A sheet under which I hid different fruits and cooked and uncooked spaghetti, so that 

the kids could try to guess what was hidden underneath 

 Tactile maps 
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 An information booklet entitled NOT LIKE THAT, BUT LIKE THIS – this booklet 

teaches us how to treat blind people (we also use some of the booklet’s contents in 

the workshops) – each class gets to keep a copy of this booklet so the students can 

look through it later and have more class discussions 

 I also brought the Braille alphabet on a poster and aids for teaching creating and 

reading the alphabet with the help of an egg carton and ping pong balls 

 Books that are related to the subject of the blind and visually impaired: educational 

stories, literature – for example a biography about Mr. Louis Braille 

 Tactile picture books that are adjusted to meet the needs of the blind and visually 

impaired 

 

The Žiga Spaghetti Part 

So this story is about a spaghetti that jumps out of the pot while his other spaghetti friends 

are getting cooked. And then Ziga Spaghetti goes out to see the world. On his way, he 

meets an apple that he thinks is a tomato. And he thinks: “OH! I do love tomato sauce!!” 

And the apple turns green with fear because he thinks that the spaghetti is actually a worm 

that wants to eat him. So then the spaghetti and the apple start tumbling with each other 

and roll over a hill. They stop in a kids’ playground. The spaghetti shakes off the dust and 

asks the apple: “Who are you?”  

 

 

 

 

 

And the apple says: “I’m a Red Delicious apple! Who are you?!” And Ziga Spaghetti says: 

I’m Ziga Spaghetti and I’m going to see the world. So the apple says: “Oh! I almost pitted 

myself with fear!” And the Spaghetti: “Oh! I don’t like apple sauce.” So they both laugh and 

the apple says, “It’s a good thing that things aren’t always as they seem on first sight.” 

So they wave goodbye and go their separate ways. 

 

The key point of the story is that Ziga Spaghetti and the apple figure things out using their 

other senses – touch, smell, hearing – and not just their sight because “things aren’t always 

as they seem on first sight.” 

Over the course of about 36 months and more (from April to December 2017) I carried out 

about 65 workshops at 20 elementary schools and 12 kindergartens across our public 

library region of: Bled, Bohinj, Gorje and Radovljica, reaching about 1500 participants – 

which includes both students and teachers. The students were interested, motivated and 

felt that they had learned a lot. 
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Of course, we were very interested in getting feedback from the students about what they 

learned at the workshop. I also wanted to learn which things they already knew before the 

workshop. So, I developed a series of age-appropriate questionnaires and handed them out 

before the workshop and also after the workshop.  

I did the same for the teachers – before the workshop I asked teachers what they expected 

to learn and why they were interested in this workshop. And afterwards, I asked them for 

their feedback – had they learned anything new from the workshop? What do they think 

went well? Did the workshop meet their expectations? 

The people who are best able to respond to this question are probably the students and 

teachers themselves. So I’ll go over the responses we received from the questionnaires. 

Many of these responses are very interesting – we translated and made copies of 

questionnaires and the responses provided by one school. So I can give these out to you if 

you’re interested in reading more of the responses because we don’t have time to go 

through them. 

From the responses of the questionnaires we were really happy to notice that the students 

had learned a lot of new things. They were very interested in the workshops and they never 

seemed to be bored. They were interested in the aids we brought, especially the ones that 

they could try themselves. They could now better understand the limitations faced by the 

blind and visually impaired. The kids wanted to help a blind or visually impaired person if 

they were in a situation that needed help and they now know how to help in the correct way.  

From this, we can say that we achieved our goals of promoting tolerance, acceptance and 

understanding for people who are different from us. The students responded well to the 

importance  

 

 

 

 

 

of including people with disabilities in our communities and making adjustments that are 

needed in order for people who are disadvantaged to live a fully and happy life. 

In March 2015 we also had an exhibit entitled “A World of Different Senses” in association 

with the Library of the Blind and Visual Impaired of Ljubljana. 

 

And where Do We Go From Here?  

- Continuing carrying out the workshops (all the time there are new generations of 

children) 

 

- Presenting the workshops as example of best practice 
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- Further steps … “We Can! – Overcome Barriers to Reach the Disabled”… 

addressing other types of disabilities 

 

  

 

 

 

For more information on these workshops, contact Andrej Jalen at: 

andrej.jalen@rad.sik.si 

 


