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The Sky I Don’t See

Heather Grizzle - October 8, 2026
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« DeafBlind describes a spectrum. What defines it is that two losses remove

each other's backup, not how little a person can see.

« Minnesota's license test measures the horizontal field only. My loss sits in
the one direction it never checks, and the road rarely needs.
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Retinitis pigmentosa is a family of inherited conditions in which the light-sensing
cells of the retina slowly die off. Most people who have heard of it picture the classic
version: the field closes in from the edges until a person is looking through a straw.
Mine is a rarer variant called sector RP, in which the damage stays confined to one or
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two quadrants of the retina instead of spreading around the whole ring. In most
people with sector RP, and in me, the damaged quadrants are in the lower half of the
retina. Because the eye's lens flips the image, damage at the bottom of the retina
erases the top of the visual field. Clinical reviews describe exactly this pattern:
degeneration along the inferior retina, matching defects in the superior field, and slow

progression over years (1],

Above eye level: not seen

Ceilings, upper shelves, open cabinet doors, a tall person's face up close

No gray patch. The brain fills the gap, so it feels like nothing is missing.

Eye level

\ Central vision: about 20/30
with glasses

Middle band and lower field: clear

Faces at eye level, the road, sidewalks, screens, hands at chest height

lllustration, not a clinical visual field test
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But that is not what the word means to the

people who live 1?. D.eathnd isa spfectrum, _ /l\ :]*(m ¥§$§T}$&§ j:)lgl E/‘] 1@
and the large majority of people on it have

some usable vision, some usable hearing, or l]ﬁ' A ’ 9&% E/‘]% |\—_| * E EI/‘J

both. The DeafBlind community has long nZE, FHEENEFKIE
made a point that the numbers miss: - fp:
— \
deafblindness is not deafness plus blindness. = EI/J]-J‘ DBO
It is what happens when the two losses Heather M. Grizzle

remove each other's backup. A hearing

person with my exact eyes would hear the cabinet door creak open. A Deaf person
with perfect eyes would see it. I get neither channel for that slice of the world. Every
piece of information that reaches me comes through vision, and part of my vision is
missing.
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Top of the signing space
Forehead and temple signs. When a tall signer
stands close, this band can fall above my line.

My eye level, looking at a tall signer up close

N

Face, mouth, chest, hands
Clear. Most of the conversation lands here.

ASL signing space: top of the head to the waist

-~
~

lllustration. How much is lost depends on the signer's height and distance
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The question I get most, sometimes asked out loud and more often asked with a look,
is how a DeafBlind woman has a driver's license. The answer is that driving happens
almost entirely in the part of the world I can see. The road, the lane lines, the car

ahead, the pedestrian stepping off a curb, the mirrors, the dashboard: all of it sits in
the horizontal band and the lower field, which are clear for me. Minnesota's licensing
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rule reflects this. To hold an unrestricted license, a driver needs 20/40 acuity and a

field of at least 105 degrees measured across the horizontal diameter [3]. There is no
vertical field standard at all.

ERETEEFSENHF

20/30
o ARER SRR

20/40
BHE A M 33 TePR B E RV E K

(@]

105
ZMNERBYKFELEF

O
HE Y E E ST

KR PR EMITEIEMT7410.240075 ; HAABREMGE

Page 6 of 10




NOVARA

CONSULTING GROUP
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What Minnesota measures What it never checks
Seen from above: the horizontal field Seen from the side: the vertical field

Above eye level
gone, and not tested

Road level
elear: lanes, cars, people

Required for an unrestricted license, Minnesota sets no vertical
plus 20/40 acuity. My field clears it. field standard at all.
Source: Minn. R. 7410.2400. Angles in the drawing are illustrative.

BRRTEMNMBIZRIRERZ R, MAREE. RHMAHRKGEIEREEXTIE N ZNBY G Lo

The overhead parts of driving are the parts I have learned to handle on purpose. A
traffic light or an overhead highway sign sits near the horizon when it is far away,
which is exactly when I need to read it, so I read early. As I pull close to a stop line I
lift my chin rather than trusting that the signal is still where I last saw it. None of that
is heroic adaptation. It is the same kind of habit every driver builds around their own
car's blind spots. The irony is that driving is one of the places where my disability
matters least, and it is the single fact most likely to convince people I do not have one.
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Live conversation asks for many things at once. I have to take in the language, track
the other person's face and intent, hold my own thoughts in working memory while
they keep moving, decide what matters, and answer in real time without the pause
that would let me answer well. For my brain, that is not one task; it is five tasks
running in parallel, and the cost shows up later as exhaustion and as answers I wish I
had given differently. Writing removes the clock. I can read the whole message, let it
settle, think it through properly, and send something precise. Many of my best hours
of work arrive in deep, focused stretches, and asynchronous exchange lets me meet
people inside those stretches instead of being pulled out of them by a call that lands at
the wrong moment. Email is not me avoiding people. It is the setting in which I show
up as my most competent and most generous self.

AR, mARE

If I let people believe email is a DeafBlind accommodation, someone eventually
watches me sign fluently on a video call and concludes I was exaggerating all
along. Each condition deserves its own true explanation, and each is easier to
believe when it is not being asked to carry the other's weight.
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