Coaching Judo for Blind Athletes

By Neil Ohlenkamp

 Judo is one of the few competitive sports that the visually impaired athlete can participate in fully without major accommodations. Perhaps because Judo has evolved as a martial art from ancient fighting systems, the blind athlete can attain a special sense of satisfaction from participating on an equal basis with sighted individuals. In competition, both shiai and kata, blind athletes have achieved great success against top sighted competitors.

World class competition for male blind athletes has also been available since the mid-80's when the International Blind Sports Association accepted Judo as a Paralympic sport and for women beginning in 1995. The United States has achieved outstanding results in world class competitions for the blind such as: 

1987 World Cup: two gold medals 

1988 Paralympics: two bronze medals 

1990 World Championships: one gold, one silver medal 

1991 Kodokan Invitational: one silver, one bronze 

1991 World Cup: one gold, one bronze 

1992 Paralympics: three silver medals

Today, opportunities exist for local, regional, national, and international competition and training camps specifically for blind Judo athletes.

In working with visually impaired Judo students there are a few principles that can assist a coach in providing the best possible learning environment. These are basically the same principles that should be applied when coaching any Judo student, and can be summarized as follows: 

Use verbal descriptions to supplement demonstrations. Be as exact and descriptive as possible. When describing an action or intended result avoid using phrases such as "like this", "put this hand here", or "move it this way". Terms that rely on visual cues will provide no information to a visually impaired student and they can be confusing. Clearly specify which body parts are involved in the technique (right or left, inside or outside) and be consistent with descriptions. Describe the technique or drill at a normal pace as it is demonstrated. 

Don't disrupt the class to have a blind student feel the position of the instructor. Feel free to use the student as a partner in the demonstration, but try not to single out the student in a way that delays the rest of the class and makes the visually impaired student feel self-conscious. 

Deal with the visually impaired athlete as an individual. Learn how much vision the person has, and don't make assumptions about the person's abilities or skill level. There are uncoordinated students who are blind just as there are highly athletic students, there are slow and fast learners, there are weaknesses and there are strengths to take advantage of. Deal with individual needs, but don't treat a visually impaired person as if that person has a handicap. 

For those who could benefit from it, begin with an orientation to the room and mat area. Allow the visually impaired individual to become aware of his or her surroundings through exploration and verbal descriptions, noting any potential hazards, to allow the student to be as self-sufficient as possible. 

During instruction or training provide audible cues, so that students can determine their location in the room without seeing. Don't allow visually impaired students to drift off the mats or into danger, but avoid grabbing or pulling them to direct them, unless necessary for safety. Offer to guide them if you think they may need assistance. Rely on verbal instructions to respect the dignity of the individual. 

Challenge a visually impaired athlete like any other student. Expect full participation and maximum effort. 

Fully integrate blind students into regular Judo classes whenever possible but permit opportunities for competition and training with other blind athletes as well. Educate all the students on the special competition rules for blind athletes. 

Listen to your students and let them tell you if they need assistance. Feel free to ask what you could do to help. 

Avoid teaching based on misconceptions. Although some blind athletes may be good at matwork, it is a myth that blind athletes like matwork. Visually impaired athletes can do foot sweeps, they can excel in ukemi or kata, and they can be effective in all other aspects of Judo. 

The visually impaired athlete does not want others to look at them with sympathy. Likewise, they do not want to feel as if what they do is inspiring. It does not take special courage for a blind individual to pursue Judo. The blind athlete would like the same opportunity to participate as anyone else without carrying along any baggage or special responsibilities. All students of Judo are courageous and inspiring, and all of them overcome great difficulties and personal handicaps.

Visually Impaired Athletes in Judo Competition

By Neil Ohlenkamp

 Today there are many competitive opportunities for visually impaired athletes in local, national, and international events. The United States Association for Blind Athletes (USABA) coordinates sporting events for Judo, track and field, tandem cycling, swimming, power lifting and many other sports. Visually impaired athletes require some minor accommodations to participate in most of these sports, including judo. No sport though is better suited than Judo to permit visually impaired athletes to compete on an equal basis against sighted athletes. 

Blind competitors have competed at the local level for years and at the national level, in both kata and shiai. Blind competitors also compete in international tournaments and world championships for the blind. However, there has always been a need for uniformity in application of the rules at various events where the visually impaired compete against sighted athletes. Training for the visually impaired competitor should include specific instruction on rules applicable to their participation. As more visually impaired athletes take part in tournaments, referees and sighted athletes will also need to be familiar with the adaptations required for matches involving a blind athlete.

Competition specifically for visually impaired competitors is governed by the International Blind Sports Association (IBSA) and by USABA in the United States. Both organizations have similar rules based on adaptations to the current International Judo Federation rules.

Each visually impaired athlete is unique and competitors may need varying degrees of assistance depending on visual acuity, experience, age, etc. The basic procedures are that the coach or assistant will guide the competitor to his/her side of the mats when called and ensure that the competitor knows whether they are aka (red) or shiro (white). The corner judge then guides the athlete to his/her starting mark. After the judges are seated the referee will announce "re".

The most important rule modification involves the beginning of the match. Although different methods have been tried in the past, the current rules call for the referee to clap once with arms outstretched in front. The competitors then advance towards each other until contact is made. They engage in Kumikata (grip each other's gi). The competitors should have their feet even or parallel with each other and then the referee announces "hajime". 

This starting position is used to permit the contestants to grip each other freely. Until "hajime" is called the referee should ensure that the athletes do not step away or change their foot positions. Each time the athletes separate during a match the same procedures are used to resume competition.

Rules for blind competitions call for the danger zone to be distinguishable by touch (this can be done by temperature). Since this is not practical for many local tournaments, officials must recognize that visually impaired athletes may not be able to tell when they are approaching the boundaries. The referee should call "matte" when necessary to ensure safety and to prevent an unintentional rule violation. 

All of the referee's hand signals (such as the motion which indicates stalling or inactivity) should be verbalized for the visually impaired athlete, and announced scores should include "aka" or "shiro" to be sure both competitors are informed of the score. Referees may take the opportunity during a break in the action to verbally inform the contestants of the score and time remaining, if appropriate. At the end of the match the corner judge again provides whatever assistance is needed as a guide for the visually impaired competitor. 

Being visually impaired is not a handicap when it comes to participation in judo. With a little assistance and encouragement, blind athletes and youth can enjoy all the benefits of judo competition. By recognizing the abilities of visually impaired athletes they can easily be included in all judo classes and events including tournaments.

