‘Guiding’ Sight Impaired Athletes For Beginners and Dummies
By Alan Barr.
Firstly be aware I am self taught so have no official diploma in guiding which means this is not from a text book and will not be PC. And in saying that I am still learning this with each new time I guide.  But if you shut up and listen this may help you.

So lets start at the beginning:

1. It is not about you, or me. We are the guides.

      2.   Know the athlete before you start:  Fitness level

                                                                      History

                                                                      Fears

                                                                      Hobbies

                                                                      Experience  etc etc

3.  Assume nothing  ask what help and to what extent the athlete requires you.

          Start off slow and easy. Walk before any running is attempted, on a flat coarse use this time as assessment and trust building. 

         Every athlete is different. After all we are human. Where a ‘ Blinky’ may be able in some circumstances to see, in others they can’t. Be aware of changing light shadows differing colour of road or path surface. Remember no. 3 above.

      Blindies on the other hand are relying totally on your ability to protect them against all manner of injury. So much trust is required that no matter how much you may think you’ve got it sussed if trust is compromised in any way, all will be lost.              

      Take note of no.’s 1  2 and 3 above.

     Consider training venues, as your athlete will need to somehow get there and home all smelly and sweaty.

     When training work on building a re pore so as to put the athlete at ease and this may allow them to trust in your ability both to keep them from harm and to get them to the finish line no matter what.

   You are the eyes. Know what’s happening around you at all times. Watch ahead for any obstacles. Keep the athlete aware of the surroundings to help with their mental picture. Advise of all hazards before you get to them, and then again when you are negating them (no. 3 above.)

    Put yourself in their position: 

                                                      You are running along. Now close your eyes, after two or three steps you would be in protective mode. Steps become small, hands ready to protect you from injury. Okay now imagine someone is there with you guiding you from danger you have contact with him or her by a short rope or physical ‘hand’ contact.

    There is trust, there has to be. How important is it now what they are telling you about your surroundings. Scary ay. 

     Whilst trying to keep some poise and rhythm in your running style you are desperately trying to create a mental picture of what’s what. Imagine if while all this is going on in your head your guide suddenly blurts out “ Oh no!” You think. What is going to happen? Is the next noise you hear going to be your legs breaking, is a meteor crashing to earth on top of you or is it a curb a hole or cliff.

     No it’s none of the above your guide just realized they had odd socks on.

But do you see how your actions as a guide have a big bearing over how well your partnership develops.

    Be aware, as a guide you are classed as ‘Able Bodied’ and with that title you cannot fail your athlete. Remember what I said about “ ..trusting you to get them to the finish. NO MATTER WHAT. They can break down… but you will be stoned by spectators and talk of lynching would be heard murmured in the crowd should your athlete, who has trained, against all odds to be there, is let down by the fact that you can’t drag your sorry arse to the finish line. And they miss out on their deserved medal and finishers ‘t’ shirt.

    Plan to get everywhere early. What I mean to say is whenever we plan to go somewhere we think about how long it will take to do ‘stuff’ so that we can be on time. So planning to get there early is because it takes longer if you are guiding someone as you are responsible for doing ‘stuff’ for the two of you. And you move slower.

    Marathon runners are a pain, but don’t get me started that’s a whole other story.

    People ‘marathon runners’ who are about to run or who are trained up to run a marathon are wired. They have taught skin, eyes like saucepans and are jumping out of their skin. They cannot be reasoned with and probably can’t see you, their ears are tuned waiting for a cannon to fire and their muscles are like coiled springs which can just ‘go off’ at any second. If you happen to be standing in their way when they need to get anywhere they will try to climb over you, as that’s all their mind can handle.

    The reason for telling you this (even if you are one) is so you calculate this into how long ‘stuff’ will take before you are ready to start a run or find where to go at a venue or whatever.

    Without training to death put in the effort before the event so as to be ready.

    I believe marathons are 80% mental  20% physical and 85% of people who run a marathon are over-trained for the event. Which is probably why they are like I’ve mentioned above.

    All that aside remember. “ Guides don’t break down.” 

     On the day be the Boy Scout or Girl Guide. Be prepared, organized and early.

     When lining up to start, look around you. At the start most marathons have time groups so people start in the group of runners they should spend most of the run with.

   Then why is it that those runners who have actually come to walk 5 abreast with their mates, so no one can possibly get passed and who from behind look like a giant bean bag stuffed into a lycra tu tu 28 sizes too small. With 6 different tonic bottles strapped around their waist, wearing wrist bands, a head band and a walkman and one of those ‘camel packs’ with 5 litres of water on their back and a hose over the shoulder to suck on insist on lining up in the 3 to 4 hour group.

   Well I’ve got one idea, it’s all about them, that’s why.

   Never try to debate or argue with this kind they are unpredictable and terribly dangerous when approached. They also tend to move in packs. Be very careful.

  Blind T-shirt  This is a great idea and I recommend this as such a useful tool and would go so far as to say this should be a must for all athletes who need ‘sighted’ assistance.

  I have done many runs both practice and events and could name several times in every occasion when if the athlete I was guiding had a ‘blind’ bib or shirt on things would have been so much easier for all of us.

  I can’t say “I know what it must be like to be losing or to have lost my sight” and if it was me I would be clinging onto the fact that I’m not quite blind yet and trying not to advertise it to the world as well. But hey if there is a tool out there that will (and I assure you it will) make your life as a guide and stop unknowing people crash into your athlete and make them get out of your way like the parting of the red sea then use it.

  I did a marathon with the athlete in a ‘blind’ bib and then a few weeks later did a half without a bib and the contrast was amazing. The whole thing, from the finding the right bus to the getting into position on the line and trying to move through a crowd of those big eyed taught skinned dingleberries I spoke of before, and all the people who think the rope is a sign of your deep ‘gay’ love for each other. Your blind athlete would not see all the hassles that are before you both that have to be managed.

 Believe me sit your athlete down, talk about this, put what I say to a test, if you must, but at the end of the day JUST DO IT. You’ll both thank me for it.

Whilst Training or Eventing safety is the key. No pressure but it’s all on you.

This was highlighted to me, in no uncertain terms, way back. We were doing Rotorua Marathon, we had turned the corner and were heading for home on the long highway.

The track was narrow and I was out in the traffic dodging cars and swerving around road cones so my athlete could have the smooth seal.

   As we caught up to an elderly lady, it all went pear shaped. She slowed, cars came, it got more narrow, and my athlete ran ( was guided) into the back of the poor old lady.

   Well, she went off at him. He was apologizing profusely saying he couldn’t see her, but she still went off, so I said “for f**k sake he’s blind.” And then she said it….

WELL YOU’RE NOT !!

    Well, there just is no answer to that is there? 

Had we had a ‘blind shirt’ she might not have gone off so quickly but the point is. You are the eyes, you are the safety person, you have the answers, and you make the life preserving decisions.

  Like I just said    ‘No Pressure’.

Tips For Race Day

I don’t know if I said this before but hey. None of this is rocket science, is it? Most of you who have bothered to read this far (and are still awake) would have to agree.

But…

There are some things that make race day slightly different than another training run.

Firstly, this is it. This is what it is all about. The training, the pain, the fear of the unknown, the anticipation of what might be…. Today is the day.

   FAILURE IS NOT AN OPTION… TODAY IS THE DAY!!!

When I had only done 1 or 2 marathons we were all at a function and I got talking to an older veteran of 30 or 40 marathons and he said “ You just go out and enjoy it” I was gob smacked after all how could anyone possibly enjoy all that worry and pain. 

 But then during my next one I started to look around and take it in and relax and possibly for a brief moment I felt it, and of cause he was right if you enjoy something you are doing it makes doing it a lot easier.

I won’t tell you how to set your training program because mine may differ from yours but I would guess the marathon is further than you have run in training. So for that matter things are different.

Hydrating at every stop is essential, eating as much as you can during the run will give stored energy take time to do this even if you don’t really feel you need it. Remember you have an awfully long way to go.

If you get to a stage when your body says it needs food or water it is probably to late.
Race day requires the guide to have all the ducks lined up. Only preplanning can do this.

 Do not leave any little thing until race day. Have it done and dusted.

Because most events start so early breakfast is generally had at 4 or 5 in the morning. Nothing is open… have it ready.

Pin the race numbers on the night before, thread the computer chips into laces.

Carry a ‘bum’ bag with essentials. Nothing too much just essentials, lollies cash and the like.

See like I said before. This is not rocket science. But it will be the difference between you getting there on time with no hassles and getting off to a good start, and not making the start at all.

The latter being unforgivable.

This is not everything. Like I said I’m still learning. But if you do all this it will get you to the end of your challenge. Then at that point you may have picked up tips that will work for you in the future and as time goes on we’ll all be better for it.

Have fun, stay safe, and remember..

FAILURE IS NOT AN OPTION

