Monika Orkan-Łęcka, M.A., Educational Psychologist

"Rainbow" Association - Early Intervention Center, Kopińska Str. 6/10

02-321 Warszawa, Poland

SUPPORTING THE DEVELOPMENT OF EARLY CONVERSIONAL SKILLS IN BLIND MULTIHANDICAPPED INFANTS – THE MODEL OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM

My poster presentation consisted two parts. The first part was the poster itself, trying to show the most important elements of our work on early conversational skills. The second part was the paper describing the main methods and techniques used by our team in the area of infants’ education. The aim of the presentation was to share our experience of the utmost importance of conversational skills in supporting the development of blind multihandicapped infant.

“Conversation is the essence of communication..... Providing conversation–rich environment is the best way to include blind multihandicapped infant in the flow of real life, the way that will allow him to develop into a creative thinker and communicator to the best of his ability......”.*

· Barbara Miles, “Conversation: The essence of communication”, in: Barbara Miles, Marianne Riggio, “Remarkable conversations”, Perkins School for the Blind, Watertown, Massachussets, 1999

INFANTS EDUCATION - EARLY CONVERSATIONAL SKILLS - MAIN METHODS AND TECHNIQUES

I. IMMEDIATE IMITATION

WHY DO WE USE THIS METHOD?

1. To find mutual conversational topic.

2. To introduce the turn-taking structure of the dialogue.

3. To facilitate imitation.

4. To build up or reinforce the sense of influence over environment.

HOW DO WE UES THIS METHOD?

When the small blind child, often with additional handicaps, comes to us for the first time we try to make conversation with him. We don't know yet his preferences of the conversational topic, his general mode of communication, we don't understand the signals he sends out. So we watch his actions (even breathing is some kind of an action) and we listen to the sounds he makes. And slowly we start to mirror him, treating his actions as if they were his conversational topic. We try to imitate everything he does in the same modality and in such a way that the child is able to notice it. 

We try to match his pace, rhythm, intensity and his affect. We usually start with parallel   imitation, doing the same in the same time. Then gradually we try to shift our imitation to the pauses the infant makes. It is the beginning of turn - taking and we call this stage symmetric   imitation.   We keep doing this for a while, trying to assure the child that we respect his choice of the topic and that he has the conversation under control. In this way we give the child a chance of influencing his environment. Usually after some time of having such conversations the infant learns to wait for his turn, to prolong the dialogues and to change the topic as he wishes, assured that the adult partner will follow him. Then gradually we start  modified   imitation. It means that from time to time the adult partner slightly modifies his behaviour. He mirror the child a few times and then he changes his action, doing something similar to the child's doing, but not exactly the same. For instance when the infant shakes the rattle, his mother takes a similar rattle and shakes it in the similar manner, until her child pauses. After a few turns the mother bangs the rattle on the table instead of shaking it. The child already knows how to bang the rattle on some surface. Now if the infant imitates his mother, the conversation goes on with a new topic. If the child continues shaking the rattle, his mother follows him, accepting his choice of the topic. After a while the mother tries again to propose the new topic, encouraging the infant to imitate her. On some occasions we try to imitate the child's actions but in a different modality. That means the we mirror the pace, rhythm, affect and intensity of the child's action, using for instance our voice instead of the movement of our body. A good example of such activity is the situation when the child is swaying from side to side, sometimes slowly and sometimes quickly. His mother supports him, keeping her hands on his hips and at the same time she accompanies his movements with exclamations - "Hey - ho!". She makes her exclamations quicker and louder - when his movements are quicker. She makes them slower and quieter - when his movements slow down.

With the method of immediate imitation we make up many, many simple conversations. During them we start to know each other and to have fun. And our infant learns how to make conversation simply by making them, which is, in our opinion, the best way to learn. And of course from the very beginning we try to train parents in this new method of conversing with their child.

II. MUTUAL EXPLORATION - "HAND UNDER HAND" TECHNIQUE

WHY DO WE USE THIS METHOD?

1. To show the infant that we are interested in his topic.

2. To make the physical besides the verbal comments on what the child is doing.

3. To support the development of joint attention process.

HOW DO WE USE THIS METHOD?

The small blind multihandicapped infant, like any other infant, is interested above all in his own body. That is in the sensations coming from movements of different body parts and from different ways of touching the body. So the mutual exploration of the infants body can become our first conversational topic. We can follow his lead when he is

patting his belly, scratching his leg, or grasping his nose. It's enough to touch lightly the part of the body the infant is just exploring, commenting on what he is doing and exclaiming - to show our interest and admiration. In this way we can make a positive comment on the infant's action and to introduce joint attention process.

When the child starts to explore his mother's body, especially her face, she can answer him - making funny noises and funny faces. For instance when the infant accidentally touches the mouth of his mother, she can make the "brum - brum" noise with her lips and then she can put her finger just beside the fingers of her child and comment: "Oh, you are touching my lips, I am doing "brum-brum" with them. Then again the process of joint attention begins and a little conversation of touches, onomatopoeic sounds and words takes place.

We can act similarly when the infant starts to explore objects, even though he treats these objects as the continuity of his hands and his focus of attention is on his own bodily sensations and not on the object itself.

When the infant gradually passes from the reactional to the pre-intentional stage of communicative development, we can start to use the "hand under hand" technique, because he is now more aware of his own hands. When he starts to explore a part of his own body, other person's body or an object, we can gently put a part of our hand or just the two fingers under his hand. In this way a part of our hand touches the object the child is exploring and the other part touches the infant's hand. In this simple gesture we say to the infant" "oh, you are exploring this?  I am also interested in it." Of course we comment verbally too, showing our interest and commitment.

The type of touch used in the "hand under hand" technique is uncontrolling. It allows the child to experience the object in his own unique, individual way and at the same time it allows him to recognise the mutual touching of the same object with an adult partner.

When the infant becomes accustomed to our hands under his, while exploring, we can use this gesture to ask him a question. When he sits doing nothing with his hands, we can gently put our hands under his, palms up and delicately move them up and down. Doing so we are posing a question - "What would you like to do?". And quite often the infant will answer initiating some interaction or a little game with our hands - clapping, stretching or playing with fingers. Then we can expand on his action, adding some movement and the conversation of hands, sounds and words is going on and on. 1)

III. MOVEMENT, CONTACT AND FINGER GAMES

WHY DO WE USE THIS METHOD?

1. To keep the infant's attention and interest through the regular sequences of rhyme and rhythm.

2. To help the infant to understand his role in interaction and in co-operating with an adult partner.

3. To help the child to anticipate what's going to happen and in consequence - to take more active part in interaction.

HOW DO WE USE THIS METHOD?

In many cultures traditional parent - infant games, nursery rhymes and action songs - constitute a well established form of infant's first conversation. They provide an opportunity for multisensory stimulation and dialog in the tension-free, playful atmosphere. Thanks to the clear, repetitive structure and a small number of simple semantic elements they help the child in understanding the situational context, the sequence of the game and it's rules.

Many of these games have an increasing pace and a predictable climax which infants love so much and which supports the development of anticipation.

We use this method simply playing such games with an infant, trying to find out his preferences and the preferences of his parents. Luckily in our country we have many traditional folk rhymes, songs and games for infants. For instance, there is an old folk baby-game called "Magpie". The mother rhythmically knocks with her finger on the infant's palm, saying: "Here, here, here the magpie sat on a branch. Here, here, here she fed her chicks a good lunch". Next the mother catches and delicately curves her baby's fingers - one by one - saying:" To this one she gave a spoonful. To this one she gave a potful. To this one she gave a mugful. To this one she gave a cupful. To the last one she gave all the rest. And whizzzzzzz! flew away to the nest". Saying the words "whizzzzz!" flew away to her nest" the mother transfers her hand from her baby's fingers to the armpit, and delicately tickles him.

Sometimes we make a simple action song ourselves. For instance if an infant particularly likes to play with a string of shining beads - we first plan a chain of simple actions - shaking a bowl containing beads taking the string of beads from the bowl, putting them together on baby's neck, throwing them back into the bowl. Then to these actions we add a simple song describing precisely what we are doing with the beads. And then we play this action song co-actively.

Quite often we teach our parents some simple folk dances with distinct rhythm and clear movement structure. They dance it with the child in their arms. When the tune changes pace, rhythm or mood - the steps of the dance also change. In this way an infant learns what to anticipate and how to adapt the position of his body to the changing body position of the adult partner. In other words he learns to co-operate with an adult in the most basic form. At the same time this type of activity provides a lot of kinesthetic – vestibular stimulation so much needed by the blind multihandicapped infant. And what's more important, it takes the form of natural, meaningful interaction and not just passive training.

Last year we started running a small activity group for parents and their infants. It's a kind of workshop for parents helping them to learn practically a lot of new games, action songs and dances. Each time we try to repeat the already learned activities in the same order and then we add a new one.

After a few months of our work with this group it turned out that besides an educational role, the group also plays a therapeutic role for parents. Because for many of our young parents participation in the activity group is their first opportunity to relax, to sing, to dance and to laugh in the company of other young parents. By saying "the first opportunity" I mean the first after the diagnosis of their child's disability was made. And as their infants evidently have fun, playing with their parents in this small group (they smile, they laugh, they vocalise and often squeak with joy), the parents are doubly happy.

In our work on supporting the conversational skills in blind multihandicapped infants - we use many different methods. Among them are such methods as extensive use of non-verbal elements of communication, parallel talk, premonitory cues and signals eliciting games. But these three - immediate imitation, mutual exploration with "hands under hands" technique, and movement, contact and finger games - are certainly our key methods. They help us in making really meaningful conversations with our blind infants, even if they still are on the pre-intentional stage of development.

1) I wish to thank Barbara Miles from Perkins School for the Blind, Watertown, Boston, who taught me the technique of "hands under hands" and convinced me of the  extremely important role of blind infant's hands in early conversation.

