4

Moni Jakob

Blindeninstitutsstiftung München

Winthirstr. 24

D - 80639 München

Communicating while Eating – Eating as a Social Event for Multi-handicapped Visually Impaired People and Their Partners?

Good morning, ladies and gentlemen:

Eating as a social event, an opportunity for people to meet and communicate – hardly self-evident as reality in the lives of many multi-handicapped visually impaired people. In my experience, mealtime is for them more often a learning situation, frequently an occasion totally lacking in joy and interest, a time when other people make the decisions, and a moment when the trust in the multi-handicapped person’s own responsibility is very low.

This is often the case because we view mealtimes with people who have been entrusted to our care primarily from the aspect of nutrition. We regard eating less from the standpoint of a happy, social event. My colleagues and I in the Department for Congenitally Deaf-Blind Students at the Blindeninstitutsstiftung in Munich have devoted much of our time and energy to this topic in the last year. We have achieved good results by actually communicating with the children and young people during meals. And in many cases we have actually succeeded in defusing the ”conflict situation” during meals, so exhausting for everyone involved, and turning the meals together into a positive experience for both partners.

Contrary to the announcement in the program, I will not be showing video films of mealtimes with multi-handicapped people. Instead, I would like to show you an advertising film which the company Kraft Suchard Jacobs has kindly provided. The key sentence – ”Miracoli (the product being advertised) – and the table comes to life” – is for me a clear example of what is important when eating – namely lively situations which are formed and shaped by all of the people taking part. The film shows great and small emotions, and it shows wonderfully what a meal together means for so many of us and how much communication takes place between the individual persons. And it is perfectly natural that the food is not the only subject of conversation. Let us now look at this film together. Afterwards, I will describe briefly to you what I have discovered in this short film and what opportunities I see to make such conversations possible even for multi-handicapped visually impaired people.

(Video Film – ”Round Table”)

What impressions do we get from the film?

A large family eating spaghetti. All generations are represented. Couples and single persons are having conversations in constantly changing constellations, but we do not know anything concrete about  what they are saying. 

But we see many different emotions: e.g., bubbling joy, anger, love, annoyance, uncertainty, reconciliation, shyness.

They also talk about the food and table manners, such as when the little boy eats his spaghetti with his hands and is given a disapproving look by his mother or aunt!

How does communication take place in this film? We do not see simple question and answer games, no information about the next step to take when eating spaghetti. No, we experience different patterns in which people relate to one another and react immediately to things that the partner has just expressed. The course of the communication is not set from the beginning, but is a result of a co-creation process. And so the course of the communication is developed together by the people involved.

And with that, I have already mentioned a number of essential characteristics of the concept of ”communication”. Let me repeat them:

· There is no one-way communication; it is an exchange process.

· There is reciprocity between the partners, which means that the course of the conversation is not pre-determined, but is co-created.

· The topics are those of shared interests.

· The communication partners have equal rights.

Much of the message in this film is communicated non-verbally by visual means. We only see most of the conversations, but we do not hear them – we could hardly imagine a more difficult situation for multi-handicapped visually impaired people. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why the conversation during meals with multi-handicapped visually impaired people so often follows this pattern:

”Take the spoon – dip it into the food – put the spoon down on the plate – hold your head straight – don’t wiggle around so much – swallow – not so fast – not so much – wait.”

The things said during the meal are as a rule limited to instructions, to the verbalization of actions, and to a restricted concentration on the food itself. There is often no space allowed for fun and games and other topics. If  we are asked to tell something about a meal, we will generally only talk about the dishes that tasted especially good or that we did not like at all, about conversations during the meal which awoke our interest and have therefore remained in our memories, about the interesting people who were also present, about funny or embarrassing situations that occurred during the meal, in short, about everything that touched us personally and was therefore emotionally of importance for us.

We will generally not describe the exact chain of events during the meal. We will, for example, not describe who served what dish or that the plates were cleared away after the meal was finished. If we have to listen to someone telling a story in such detail, we will normally become very bored very quickly.

The motto of this congress, ”Visions and Strategies for a New Century”, gives us an opportunity to examine the meal situation for multi-handicapped visually impaired people from this aspect.

The Vision. Meals become happy, joyful, and entertaining occasions for multi-handicapped visually impaired people during which they are able to experience extensive social interaction.

The meal is the framework for exchanges between people and the enjoyment of the food can be one of the important topics. It will presumably be different from what we saw in the video, but it is important to give the situation a similar emotional quality for multi-handicapped visually impaired people.

What could strategies look like which could change meal situations for multi-handicapped visually impaired people and their non-handicapped partners so that they become communicative and eventful?

Of course, we must find very individual solutions here; we are talking about the communication processes between two people. Still, there are certain rules and patterns which, if we follow them, make this easier. An essential point is the basic attitude of the non-handicapped person. If we are willing to believe basically that multi-handicapped people can determine and take responsibility for their own lives, we have gained a lot. The questions asked then change automatically. We no longer react so strongly to deficits, but look for the abilities which are really there and are able to value them more highly. Of course we cannot neglect the orientation to the next step in the development, but looking at the next step no longer distorts our view of the here and now.

What can we do to change the situation at meals? To start with, we must look for measures which will enable us to reduce stress; furthermore, we must look for things which will increase the enjoyment for the multi-handicapped visually impaired person. Naturally we will first have to do our best to find out what is actually causing the stress in the situation. If, for example, it is a general swallowing or chewing problem, then the solutions will be different than if it is a lack of appetite or limited concentration abilities.

Here are now a few possible strategies which can reduce the tension, annoyance, and the struggles during meals. Please keep in mind that these are only suggestions and ideas. Only by considering them in detail will it be possible for us to find individual solutions:

· We could possibly offer fewer meals a day, or

· Limit the duration of the meals.

· A hopeful approach would also be to offer primarily foods which the people really enjoy eating.

· One alternative for poor eaters could be high-calorie foods.

· We have generally had very good experience by not simply ignoring rejection, but by taking it seriously and negotiating with the multi-handicapped partner about the food.

What are the strategies that would make mealtimes more fun and enjoyable?

· Most importantly, of course, is a basic arrangement which supports communication. It is very difficult, for example, if people are sitting behind each other. A position across from one another or sitting around a corner makes communication easier from the very beginning.

· Why not speak about the food? Of course it is important to say what there is to eat. But it is just as important to speak about the emotional side. ”Here come the mashed potatoes that you like so much!” is presumably more pleasant than ”open your mouth” or ”now swallow.”

· It is also good to find an individual tempo. If we are only willing to wait long enough with the next spoonful, we will often find out that the multi-handicapped partner is quite capable of making his or her own independent contribution to the meal situation.

· We have also had good experience with allowing other things and activities during the meals. If we think back to the film, we realize that the topics of conversation were quite clearly not only about the food. So why not carry on a conversation during the meal in which perhaps someone knocks on the table, puffs and snorts, or laughs? The important thing is only that the topic is so interesting that a conversation can result.

· This means that we must do less to get a handicapped person to become and remain still, but must rather bring in movement and games and try together to find a rhythm for the meal.

· There should also be room for spontaneous reactions. Why not eat another two spoonfuls, even though the meal is actually already over? I like to do that myself!

Much of what I have just talked about may seem to you at first glance to be old hat or superfluous. But – experience has shown that it is not so easy to turn loose and permit such actions. The structures which we have developed with so much effort are suddenly called into question. I also believe that structures and routines are important, but I have found in my daily work that it is also possible to develop structures together with multi-handicapped people. And these structures which have been co-created often have the advantage that they really suit the people and the situation and thus offer a true opportunity for communication with one another.

Our experience with these co-created structures has shown that not only have the children and young people we are caring for become more open and interested, but that the quality of the relationships between the handicapped and the non-handicapped partners is clearly improved. And that makes a very fundamental contribution to an increased quality of life.

Thank you. Dziekuje.

