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TO:

Marriott Fairview Park Hotel Department Heads

FROM:
National Federation of the Blind of Virginia (NFBV) 
SUBJECT:
Information to help your staff meet blind guests


Hotel staffs are usually uneasy to begin with when a number of blind guests appear all at once. They wonder what they should be doing to help. They fear that they will insult or injure or embarrass the blind person. They also feel uncomfortable and sometimes are unable to think what to do. We hope that the information below will be helpful as we gather at the Marriott Fairview Park for our 52nd State Convention, November 11 – 14, 2010. This information will go a long way toward answering questions and making everyone feel at ease.


Registration

A desk clerk cannot know for certain how much a blind person can see. Asking whether or not assistance is needed in completing the form is the only way to be sure. If the guest reaches for the form, of course, it is clear that he or she has enough vision to complete it with little or no assistance. Most blind people are able to sign their names in the correct place if they are shown where that is, but there are several general systems for accomplishing this. The clerk need only ask what assistance would be most helpful and then follow the instructions.


When confronted with a line of people, none of whom can be signaled by eye contact, look directly at the next person to be served and speak to him or her. If you are standing close to the person, he or she will be able to tell that he or she is being addressed. It is also appropriate to say, "The woman in the red coat is next." As a last resort, touching the person's hand or shoulder can be used. I hesitate to suggest this method since, as blind people, we are frequently pushed, pulled, and prodded in a way that invades personal space and would not be tolerated by sighted people. But sometimes, particularly when it is noisy, this is the only efficient way of alerting a blind person that he or she is being addressed.


Restaurant Service

Again here, the first task is to convey to the blind person that you are addressing him or her. Standing close and speaking directly to him or her will work well. The party may or may not include sighted or partially sighted people who can follow the maitre de or hostess readily. Blind people differ from one another in their ability to follow the sound of another person and in their preferred means of moving through a crowded restaurant. Dog guide users will usually depend on the dog to follow the group. It is probably best to say, "Would someone like to take my arm?" Either someone will step forward to do so, or someone will say, "Just keep talking, and we will follow you."


In offering an arm to a blind person, one brings the elbow into contact with the person's arm so that the blind person can take the proffered arm just above the elbow. In a narrow space, 
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the guide can put his or her arm behind the back. This is a signal to the blind person that it will be important to walk single‑file. When you arrive at the table, placing the hand of the arm the blind person is holding on the back of a chair while saying, "Here is a chair," will notify the person of the location and orientation of the seat. Audibly tapping on the seat back will accomplish the same thing for someone who is not in contact with your arm. If a single person or group is following an employee, he or she can be helpful by saying, "I'm turning left here," "I am angling right, now," etc.


It is best to limit such announcements to what the server or hostess is actually doing rather than turning around to give directions to the blind person, which requires that the employee remember to reverse directions because of facing the guest, and most people who have little experience of doing this forget to do so, which results in giving the person the opposite instruction from that intended. The location of the employee's voice will also give the blind guest accurate information about where and how far to turn. For this reason it can be confusing for an employee to step to the left and instruct people to turn to the right. They will tend to follow the voice, assuming (based on long and unhappy experience) that the server has simply made the reversal error.


Usually someone in the party will be able to read either print or Braille and so will be able to read the menu to anyone who cannot read either format. The staff may sometimes have to report what is available. Prices should be included in these descriptions. This goes for specials that are, as a matter of course, mentioned by the server. It goes without saying that, while it is perfectly acceptable to leave out the adjectives in descriptive blurbs, a server should not omit sections of the menu or dishes without consulting the party.


Most blind people prefer not to have someone tell them where things are located on the plate. We have worked out methods of identifying the items. Unless it makes the server happier, it is unnecessary to announce what is being placed on the table in front of the diner. A table of blind people might appreciate being told that the rolls and butter or cocktails have arrived, but the fact that more water or wine has just been poured is obvious because of the characteristic sound.


A word should be said about dog guides. It is important for staff convenience and safety in the aisles that dogs not lie in areas where people must walk. The staff can help avoid this situation by pointing out to a dog user the chair that is most out of the way. The dog can usually fit under the table or between two chairs. Dog guides should not sprawl, and users whose dogs are doing so are being inconsiderate and should be asked to move their animals.


Housekeeping

Even good blind travelers take a few hours to accustom themselves to the layout of an unfamiliar hotel. It is always appropriate to inquire if assistance or information is needed. This does not mean that the guest needs to be taken to the room in question. Directions like "Turn left at the end of the hall," "The last room on the right," "Turn right just past the ice machine," are quick and clear. If it proves necessary, members of the NFB will label hotel room doors in Braille temporarily for the use of conventioneers. The staff should not worry unduly about linen carts left in the hall. Blind people know that these inhabit hotel corridors and recognize that they should use good cane technique to avoid them. Dogs, too, should be able to guide the user around such obstacles. It is helpful if the cart can be placed at one side or the other rather than 

standing right in the center of the hall, but my own attitude is that, if I walk into one of these carts, or anything else for that matter, I deserve what I get since I should have used my cane more carefully. It is appropriate to say, "Cart ahead on the left," if the staff member feels compelled to. But please remember that, if you see that the cane is going to strike an obstacle, you should not worry or try to warn the blind person of the collision. That contact is what is 
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supposed to happen. When my cane comes in contact with an object, I am very much less likely to do so. In fact, one of the reasons blind people move canes back and forth in front of themselves is to locate and identify objects that they would otherwise strike with parts of their bodies.
The problem is more likely to be that a low-hanging chandelier or projecting sconce or staircase will not be contacted by the cane before the blind person finds it the hard way. A warning in such circumstances is very helpful. But again, what is said is important. The statement, "Watch out," does not convey enough information to be useful. The blind person may not realize he or she is being addressed. The word, "Stop," is more useful because the person knows what to do, and the speaker can then gain a moment to consider what warning to give. Very often, when people see a blind person coming toward them in a corridor or lobby, their instinct is to remain silent and try to step out of the person's path. Mostly the blind traveler knows perfectly well that someone is there--or at least that someone was there before he or she noticed that a blind person was coming. It is always far more helpful to continue to make noise, speak to the person, carry on with assigned duties. These things enable the blind person to pinpoint the location of the person and avoid bumping into him or her.


General Information

It is not appropriate for a blind person to request that a hotel employee run an errand or take a dog guide out to relieve itself. No guest should expect that an employee will stop doing a task to accompany him or her to a destination. Directions for the first part of the route are always sufficient. Try to refrain from grabbing a blind person. Because it may be difficult to remember to reverse right and left when you are giving directions while facing a blind guest, it may be helpful to you to turn around so that your left and right are the same as the blind person's. Terms like "over there," "straight that way," "just beyond the blue sign," are virtually useless. Using the points of the compass or the hour positions on the clock face is quite helpful to most blind people.


Above all, your staff members should take the attitude that they are capable of providing useful information. There is no right or wrong way to do things. We have suggested good and bad ways of offering help, but some blind people will be happy with an amount of assistance that would dissatisfy others. By and large, blind people are glad for any accurate information they can get. Each of us is an individual. We prefer different amounts of assistance. We are a cross-section of the society; some of us are competent and some not. Most of us are polite and grateful for others' willingness to assist, but a few of us are, regrettably, rude. If the staff remembers to consider us as hotel guests first and provide information and service to the same degree they would to other guests, we will be able to manage, and your staff will not allow themselves to be inconvenienced by silly demands or their own misplaced feelings of pity. We hope that we have been able to tell you some common sense ways of overcoming the natural unease of most sighted people when confronted by a number of blind people.




