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Vision Loss 

Visual impairments are not the severe handicaps 
they are often imagined to be. There are many 
kinds of vision problems. Some people may fi nd 
it hard to pick out details in their environment. 
They can see only large items or distinguish only 
shadow and light. Some people cannot see well 
when there is too much light, such as glare from 
highly polished fl oors and refl ective wall coverings 
or bright light from direct lighting or windows. 
Others may not be able to see well in low light 
or their eyes may not respond quickly to abrupt 
changes in lighting. Depth perception also may be 
a problem, making it diffi cult to see steps, judge 
the height and depth of stair treads or see where 
one wall meets another.

Poor vision makes it hard to read clocks, 
telephone dials, touch pads, appliance controls, 
thermostats and printed material in general 
(recipes, food and medication labels, newspapers, 
books or telephone directories). This disability 
threatens one’s safety and ability to live 
independently. 

Modifi cations for Vision Loss 

If more or better lighting is needed, try installing 
task lighting in selected spaces such as the kitchen, 
in reading areas, in the bathroom and on the 
stairs. There are stick-on or screw-in fl uorescent 
lights that fi t under kitchen cabinets and along 
stairwells and hallways; plug-in wall sconces or 
lamps; and plug-in ceiling swag lights. Light 
switches that glow in the dark also are available, 

as are rheostats to adjust the intensity of lighting 
(for more or less brightness, as needed). A skylight 
can illuminate even the darkest room. Less costly 
than a skylight but giving the effect of one is a 
new technology called the light tube. This device 
is installed through a roof. 

If bright light or glare causes a problem, use 
blinds or shades, coating on windows, non-
glare or low-gloss fi nishes on fl oors and textured 
wallpaper or matte paint on walls. 

It also is helpful to the person with a vision 
problem if visual cues are replaced with other 
sensory cues. For example, different fl oor surfaces 
(tile in the entrance foyer, carpeting in the living 
room, hardwood in the hall, vinyl in the kitchen, 
etc.) give tactile cues for navigation. Attaching 
sticky-backed felt to the smooth surface of a 
microwave oven’s pressure pad can help one fi nd 
the frequently used controls such as Reheat, 1 
minute, Start and Clear. A talking microwave is 
another option. 

Some people with low vision are helped by using 
bright, contrasting colors to differentiate walls, 
fl oors and counters. Colors or contrasting patterns 
might be used to distinguish the risers on stairs 
(the vertical parts) from the treads (the horizontal 
parts). Using white or refl ecting tape to clearly 
mark changes in fl oor levels can prevent falls. 

Visually impaired people can adapt successfully to 
most environments, especially the familiar spaces 
of their own homes. 
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Hearing Loss 

Hearing loss is a common disability, especially 
among older people. As people age, they often 
lose inner ear bone conductivity and/or nerve 
sensitivity. Some people have trouble hearing 
certain sounds, particularly soft ones. They might 
not be able to hear high tones, low tones or both. 
When listening to speech, they might not be able 
to understand certain words containing higher-
pitched consonants. When there is background 
noise or several conversations are going on at 
once, understanding speech is even more diffi cult. 
Some people may have diffi culty locating the 
source of sounds. 

In the home, these problems can make it hard to 
hear doorbells, telephones, voices on the phone, 
televisions or radios. More important, people 
with hearing problems might not be able to hear 
warnings from smoke and fi re alarms. 

Modifi cations for Hearing Loss 

One way to modify the home is to make auditory 
signals louder. Adding an amplifying device to a 
telephone or replacing an existing telephone with 
an amplifi ed one can help. When amplifi cation 
is not suffi cient, auditory signals can be replaced 
with other sensory signals. A simple fl ashing 
light attached to a doorbell, telephone or timer, 
and a strobe light attached to the smoke alarm 
to distinguish it from the simple fl ashing light, 
are examples. Any emergency communication 
system should be equipped with either a visual or 
vibrating warning system. 

A TDD (Telecommunications Device for the 
Deaf ) enables a deaf person to communicate over 
the telephone. The user types out a message on a 
teletypewriter and the message is transmitted to a 
similar machine on the other end. Contact your 
telephone company for amplifi ed handsets, signal 
devices, TDDs and extension bells. Ask for their 
special needs department. 

A sound-activated device that shakes the bed and 
wakes a sleeping person can take the place of an 
alarm clock. It also can be attached to the fi re 
alarm. 

Another strategy is to try to decrease background 
noise. Installing insulating materials around 
noisy appliances such as dishwashers and washing 
machines, installing insulating materials on fl oors 
(e.g., soundproof sub-fl ooring covered with 
carpeting) and improving the home’s acoustics 
to reduce sound transfer can accomplish this. 
Fabric window coverings also reduce noisiness and 
echoes.
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