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LA-KU a tool for multiprofessional teamwork
Dear audiance 

I have  a great pleasure to introduce you briefly LA-KU, an assessment and curriculum program for children with visual impairment and describe how it has been used as a tool for multi-professional team work.

Background
First I will present you some background information about the LA-KU-program: Finnish Federation of Visually Impaired, for which I work as a regional counselor, has provided and developed early intervention services for children with visual impairment for about 30 years. These services have  been accomplished together gradually with the central hospitals, which have the medical and therapeutical responsibility of children with special needs in Finland. As a result of the co-operation a nation wide counselor or home visitor system has been developed to provide specialized guidance and early intervention for families with a visually impaired child, and for local services around them. The number of professionals working with these families has increased considerably well, but the training of the professionals varies. Most of the counselors or home visitors (depending on what term we want to use) today have medical training. Some of us have training on social work, some on education.  This leads to the fact that also the tools we are using at work are different.

To improve this situation Finnish Federation of Visually Impaired started a three years project in 1994 to get an educational tool for parents and professionals in order to assess and support the development of children with visual impairment. One of the goals was to get a nationwide and systematic tool as well as create common language and understanding between parents and professionals through the tool. The result was LA-KU - program which got translated and adapted into Finnish culture and language from the American program Oregon. 

Next I will present some elements about the program and then I will continue to explain how it has been used in multiprofessional teamwork. 

(transparency 1)

LA-KU

IS AN EARLY INTERVENTION PROGRAM FOR CHILDREN FROM BIRTH TO 6-YEARS OLD WITH VISUAL IMPAIRMENT

PROVIDES ASSESSMENT AND CURRICULUM GUIDANCE 

TO SUPPORT SETTING GOALS AND PLANNING ACTIVITIES 

FOR THE CHILD IN HIS/HER EVERYDAY PLAY SITUATIONS AND ENVIRONMENT

CONSISTS OF SKILLS INVENTORY 

AND TEACHING ACTIVITIES

WHICH ARE ORGANIZED INTO EIGHT DEVELOPMENTAL AREAS

These activities were developed in co-operation with specialists from different fields. (Transparencies 2-9)

- Physiotherapist was working with the motor skills, 

- Occupational therapist consulted us with fine motor and self help skills, 

- Speech therapist worked with language and socialization skills,  

- Neuropsyhologist and a teacher of visually impaired were concentrating with the cognitive and compensatory skills for vision, which include e.g. pre-braille and counting skills 

- Vision teacher and an ophthalmologist checked  the visual skills. 

Some of these specialists are with us here also today. The development process of the project itself was already fruitful multiprofessional teamwork. In addition to the mentioned specialists we got supervision from professor Hautamäki from the department of special education at Helsinki university. Last but not least, we also got some staff training and scientific consultation, as well as encouragement from professor Michael Brambring.
How then to use LAKU-program 

The first objective of using LA-KU-program is to assess the  development of the child at these eight mentioned developmental areas together in the multiprofessional team, by using the Skills Inventory as a tool.  The team consists of parents and various professionals working closely with the child, like therapists and day care personnel. The starting point is that the parents of the child belong to the multiprofessional team as empowered partners. Usually the assessment and team meetings take place in the child`s every day environment, at home or in day care. 

The second objective of the program is to decide goals for the child to accomplish and learn new things. Based on the assessment and discussions the parents most often are encouraged to choose and prioritize the goals for the child, with the aim of knowing the needs and best interest of their child and the whole family. 

The third objective of the program is to plan activities to achieve the chosen goals.  The manual of LA-KU program gives ideas for the multiprofessional team to create the activities for individual needs of the child and the family. The team meets about 2-6 times in a year to check the plans and follow up the progress. 

The experience of using LA-KU program in a multiprofessional team

LA-KU-program has been in use now for three years. According a study performed last winter (by Anna Alavesa), 130 families are using it, which is about 1/3 of all children from birth to seven years with visual impairment in Finland. Approximately 70 % of the children using LAKU are blind or have a severe visual impairment. The share of children with multiple handicap is about 20 % of all users. 

Based on experiences among LA-KU-users and the study, the results indicate that the team members have crossed their professional boundaries when assessing the overall development of the child and not just the developmental area they were specialized in. The assessment of the child has been systematic and the balance between different developmental areas has been recognized. 

The team members have learned to give space for each other’s and found it important to observe and assess the child through natural play and functional activities. Using the program together tends to lead to concrete co-operation, where all the team members are participating rather equally. 

Choosing the individual goals together for the child,  gives all the team members a chance to be aware of them. It also makes it possible to set the same goals in different environments, in order to support the child to practice the same skill in more than in one situation. At the same time it is easy to discover if the child has learned to generalize the skill.

Parents`, as well as professionals`, knowledge about child development, seems to have increased while using the program.  Also the differences and connections between separated developmental areas become more clear or familiar when using the program together. Furthermore parents` ability to assess the development of their child has improved. They have become more self confident and realistic to assess their child in a team. In addition they are very motivated to find and create activities which could support the development  and growth of their child. 

A negative side of using the program in team is the fact, that it is often difficult to find time to meet and the assessment together is time consuming. It means that careful planning should also be taken into consideration when we are organizing the team work.

Moreover, I want to mention that all the multiprofessional teams are very different and the number of team members varies notably. The young children might have a small team, maybe just the parents and the facilitator of the program, usually the regional counselor. Later on,  the team in many cases gets new members, like a child minder, a preschool teacher and assistant, an occupational- and speechtherapist, mobility instructor, so on. Some of the members might leave the team if the services they are providing are not needed anymore.  When the child is reaching the school age, which is 6 years in Finland, new members like a teacher might become to the team. Therefor the written documents which follow up the development of the child are valuable for the new member in transition. 

The collected information about the child`s development can also be provided in condensed form in the child`s  profile, for those professionals who work from the distance  with the child and family, like doctors and therapists in the hospitals. This type of information gives fast overview and evidence of the strengths and weaknesses of the child in order to obtain and target the support, e.g. therapies.

Training courses to learn to use LA-KU-program

To teach parents and professionals to use LA-KU we have developed a training program which gives an opportunity for the multiprofessional team to study together the characteristics in the development of a child with visual loss and to study how to get the best use of the program. The participants have been parents, counselors for children with visual impairment, day care and preschool  personnel, teachers of special education and physio - or occupational therapists. Parent’s participation in the training has been a good experience, giving  the professionals essential viewpoints from the family’s perspective. The eco-cultural approach (Gallimore & Weisner), which underlines the importance of daily environment and child`s interaction in it, is emphasized in the training. 

The training courses consist of two 2-days training for the whole group and 1 0r 2 tutoring meetings regionally after the training. The participants get assignments before and between the training to practice to use the material.  The training courses have been arranged two or three times in a year around the country. For parents the courses are free of charge.

To conclude in brief:

LA-KU-program has been approved to be a useful tool for multi-professional teams to support systematically the development of a child with visual impairment. The experience from practice has shown that 

1) professional boundaries have been crossed

2) parents` confidence to assess their child has improved

3) goals which were chosen together for the child helped to understand the overall development  and every day life of the child

4) plenty of time and a clear plan how to use the program and organize the team work is needed

I want to finish my presentation by underlining the importance of parents participation in the multi-professional training and teams. It confirms that the provided early intervention is appropriate and functional for the family and their social network.

Thank you for your attention.

