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Combat Boredom and Isolation: Inexpensive Tactile Games for People of All Ages Who Are Deaf-Blind and/or Have Hearing Problems with Low Vision 

Written By: Heather Schoenwald, M.S and Stephanie Brumbaugh
June 29, 2010


Over time, we have heard the expression: “I am so bored” from various people who are Deaf-Blind or Deaf/ Hard-of-Hearing with Low Vision. Many are unable to play games with others because of their vision problems. Our solution was to establish “Deaf-Blind Game Night” at Chestnut Lane; an assisted living facility located in Gresham, Oregon; that focuses on those who are Deaf, Deaf and Blind.  In order to provide games for the “Deaf-Blind Game Night” we took existing games and made them into Low Vision and Tactile versions at a lower cost. Games we had seen in Low Vision catalogs seemed too expensive and did not meet some of the visual/ tactile needs that we were concerned about. 


Many people have asked me, how do Deaf-Blind and/or people with Low Vision play games? Anyone, young or old, sighted, Blind, or with Low Vision can play these games.  The purpose of using tactile materials is so that the person can feel the game without having to depend on whatever vision they have left. All you need is a creative mind to develop ways to make existing games tactile. At the first event, we pulled out Braille “Uno” cards, but we were surprised to discover that the Deaf-Blind and Low-Vision residents did not know Braille. Now the question is: How can we make accessible games for people who are Deaf-Blind and/or with Low Vision without using Braille? We came prepared with other tactile games that we had created: Tactile Connect 4 and Tactile Checkers. The residents really enjoyed playing the tactile games. After that first event, we began to brainstorm and came up with four other tactile games: Jenga, Mancala, Large Print Yahtzee and Tactile Bingo (The Tactile Bingo game was created by four Western Oregon University students as a class project.) All six of the tactile games created were donated to Chestnut Lane. 

We feel that it is important to share what we know about creating Tactile Games with others. We will discuss how each tactile game was created with the proper materials to meet many tactile/ visual needs. These games are inexpensive and simple. Some projects do take longer than others depending on the amount of extra materials to be added. But the end result is well worth it when you see someone having a good time. You will need to buy some of the games and then add on extra materials. Other games such as Tactile Bingo can be made from materials around the home. It’s not a crime to modify these games because you are not selling them or otherwise using copyrighted materials. I call it, “making adjustments to meet other people’s accommodation needs.” 
The following is an explanation of 6 exciting ways to have fun with Tactile Games. Let the fun begin.
1. Tactile Checker Board
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The Checker board is a little complicated. Stephanie found a new checker game called, “King Me” (See Figure 1). Instead of stacking, the pieces, a crown pops up out from a hidden compartment when the piece is twisted, that makes it a KING (See Figure 3). Stephanie used the black felt self-stick circles to identify the black pieces from the red pieces (See Figure 2). She also used a tan felt, flat self-stick blanket, to cut pieces to cover the red squares (See Figure 1, 2 
and 3). Not only that, she used the fuzzy pipe cleaners for the edges so that the pieces would not fall out (See Figure 2 and 3). 
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“Wow, I haven’t been able to play checkers in a long time, now I can feel it without having to use my eyes”
—Deaf-Blind resident from Chestnut Lane
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2. Tactile Connect 4
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The Tactile Connect 4 is an easy one to add on materials. All you need is felt self-stick circles that you can get from the hardware store.  You will put these on the checker pieces. Pick one color then put the felt self-stick circles on both sides (See Figured 5). Squeeze the felt self-stick circles hard so they won’t fall off. Yes, they will fit in the hole when you drop them down (See Figure 4). 
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“Wow, I can play this game with my grandchild”—DB residents from 
Chestnut Lane
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3. Low Vision Jenga
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This popular game, “Jenga” is another easy one to put together. All you need is a black marker. Separate the stack into two halves. Take half of the stack color in the small end pieces on both sides. When you stack them, put the black end piece in the center and 1 plain end piece on each side. Then the other side you will need to put black end pieces on each side and one plain end in the middle (See Figure 6). I used a black marker because some people with low vision don’t want to feel it but rather try to use whatever vision they have left. I was trying to make it fair for everyone and it was successful, the lady with low vision stated, “much better, I can see it better and this game is addicting”.
4. Large Print Yahtzee



The game, “Large Print Yahtzee” is easy, but not complicated to put together. All you need to do is find a shoe box, buy 5 wooden blocks, and make the Yahtzee score board into large print. The Yahtzee Score Board you can either use a copy machine and/or type it out yourself on the computer to make it into large print (See Figure 7). 


You need to paint the 5 wooden blocks white. You can choose different size of wooden blocks at a craft store. After the paint is dry, put black felt self-stick circles on the white wooden blocks to make it look like a real dice (See 
Figure 8). 
You can use the shoe box to shake the dice with the lid on then look and/or feel into the box to score the dice (See Figured 7). If you’re working with a blind person, you may want to help them write their score on the score sheet (See 
Figure 7).

5. Low Vision and Tactile Mancala




The game Mancala is easy to do. All you have to do is either paint the wood either black or white (contrast).  If you paint the wooden board white then you need to use dark color rocks. If you paint the wooden board black then you need to use light color rocks, you can also use objects with texture (See Figure 9).


6. Tactile Bingo


This game, “Tactile Bingo” became very popular. It all started when Jamie Smith – from Western Oregon University – sent me an e-mail about needing to do a group project for her class that would involve doing an activity with people who are Deaf and/or Deaf-Blind. She wanted to help with, “Deaf-Blind Game Night” at Chestnut Lane and wanted to know if her group could create a new game. There were four students involved: Jamie Smith, Kaila Allen, Charisse Josi, and Rachel Walker, and they created “Tactile Bingo”. They came to Chestnut Lane to test their game out and it was a huge success. The residents would not stop talking about it for days.

All of the materials you need for this new exciting game are: Fuzzy pipe cleaners (Black or White), tacky glue, cardboard (or a hard surface so objects won’t fall out of the squares).  You will also need several special texture objects to use instead of numbers such as: paper clips, sandpaper, puff balls, feather, rubber ball, etc (See Figure 10). When creating the games, make sure the contrast are correct or else your client will not see it. For example, the cardboard is black, and the fuzzy pipe cleaners must be white so that they can see the different squares VS. if the cardboard is white, you will need black fuzzy pipe cleaners for the squares. One last thing, you will need either a black bag or a container to put the objects that will be called out for each time. 


The rules are simple. You call out the object that you pull out of the container, and pass the object around so that the person can feel what the object is. The person playing removes the matching item from their card (See Figure 11). The person who has four blank spots in a row wins that game. The last game played is a “blackout” round and all objects for that round are to be removed from the card before declaring a winner. You decide how many rounds you want to play. Prizes can be awarded as well just like in regular bingo.


“We want more…” – The DB residents at Chestnut Lane

Trying to create these Tactile games is challenging but don’t give up. Stephanie and I worked together as a team to come up with these ideas. Yes of course, it did take us several days to come up with a plan and to put it together. When I am talking about working as a team, one good example, Jamie Smith and I kept e-mailing back and forth asking each other questions about different ideas. I provided her with my support, and gave her my ideas; then her group created the Tactile Bingo project on their own. The point is if we all work as a team, then we can create enormous things for the Deaf-Blind population. People who are Deaf-Blind and/or have Low Vision have the right to have fun too. It’s a great way to become independent, battle isolation, allow family time, set up rapport with one another, and create new friends. If you’re an SSP (Support Services Provider), don’t be afraid to play the game with your client because playing a game with your client, will allow you and your client to establish a good rapport with one another. I hear comments all the time, “I love it when my SSP does things with me because it gives me the chance to know who they are as a person”. 
I wanted to show everyone in the world that any Deaf-Blind person or anyone who has a hearing problem with low vision can have fun and it can be done with the proper materials. It may take some time and effort but it is all well worth it at the end to see someone grinning ear to ear, laughing and motivated to do more. If you have any questions, want to share an idea and/or story; please don’t hesitate to send me an e-mail: Heather159@juno.com. I wish you all the best of luck and have FUN…
For more information about Chestnut Lane Assisted Living Facility go to the following link: http://www.chestnutlanealf.com/ 

For more information about the Interpreter Training program at Western Oregon University go to the following link: http://www.wou.edu/education/sped/wriec/ 
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