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To have a friend, or better yet, several friends, is important for all of us, and naturally for blind children too. In order to make friends, it is necessary to interact with other children, and to do so. it is necessary to possess social competences that help the child to blend into a group of children as an accepted partner (Corsaro, W. A., 2003,  Frøsnes, I., 1994, Ytterhus, B., 2003). For many years we have known that precisely this process is difficult for blind children to handle successfully.

In integrated, and now inclusive, settings it has been demonstrated repeatedly that social integration is far more difficult to master for blind school-age children than academic integration (Andersen, S. E., 1979, Gustafsson, B., 1991, Janson, U. 1996, Janson, U., Merenyi, A.C., 1992, Dunkers T. S., 2006).  Few descriptions show what it is exactly that makes social interaction with sighted children so difficult to master and there have been few suggestions as to what we can do to strengthen a blind child’s interaction with others in horizontal relations.  Thus, as most blind children today are included in environments with sighted children, it is important to look more closely at this aspect of the blind child’s development.

That was the reasons why a project in Denmark was started with focus on social development and competences of blind children in the age group from 4½ to 6½ years. The children were followed over a period of 6 months, during which time 3 visits were made to their respective kindergartens and 1 to their homes. At the launch and closing of the project, the children’s educators completed a questionnaire with some 300 questions relating to the social development of the children in the above-mentioned age group. At the three visits in the institutions the children’s social behaviour was also discussed with the educators, and the interaction between the blind children and their sighted peers was videotaped. 
Along with the study of the videotaped “here and now” situations of the three blind children in their kindergartens, this material is used to describe the difficulties that blind children meet when they interact with sighted children and as a basis for thoughts and considerations about what social competences the blind children must have, and how this knowledge can be best used in the future in the efforts to strengthen the development of social competences of blind children.

Why focus on blind children in the 4-to-6-year age range 

I have chosen to focus on children in the age group from 4 to 6 years because this is the age when vertical adult-child relations are gradually reduced and replaced by horizontal child-to-child relations. 
New social strategies have to be developed, and strategies used in vertical relations have to be consolidated or adapted. Also, along with the new strategies, new elements in the form of role-playing and the development of fantasy play and abstract thinking gradually become important in the children’s interaction. In this period of life, the basic social competences in relation to horizontal relations have to be developed and tested. Experiences from this period form the basis for subsequent social development in adults (Lillemyr, O. F, 2001, Olofsson, B. K., 1992, Sutton-Smith, B., 2001 ).

These are exciting but definitely not easy years for blind children. At this stage of their social development, blind children are very dependent on help from others, from children as well as adults, in order to be successful in mastering new social strategies.

But the question is whether a blind child at the age of four is ready to develop the social strategies required to master horizontal relations. 
This requires that a number of important skills and competences in other developmental areas have been successfully fulfilled during the first years of life, because the development of new social strategies is based upon these skills. 

For example:

Within the area of language and communication, basic communicative skills have to be in place, including dialogue skills for mastering the system of turn-taking and a basic store of concepts. 
In the area of social-cognitive skills, basic skills in relation to joint attention in sharing, following others’ focus of attention and getting others to follow his own focus of attention (Moore, Chris, Dunham, Philip J., 1995, Carpenter, Malinda, Nagell, Kathrine, Tomasello, Michael, 1998, Ingsholt, Anette, 2006) are prerequisites for the successful establishment of joint focus of attention with others which is a necessary tool in making themes and introducing shifts in social interaction and for having longer conversations with others about mutual themes.

There may be qualitative differences in the use of these elements in the individual children, but the basic skills, which are normally developed before the age of 3 to 4 years, must be in place.

In the area of cognitive skills, abilities such as the use of selective attention, memory, a sense of time as well as knowledge of facts and routines in everyday living, of objects and their functional uses, of acts and sequences in events and the comprehension and development of mental representations of objects, events and persons must also be in place. 
The latter, for example, is important for the child’s development of concrete and abstract thinking, for the use of pretend play, in the development of fantasy and role-playing, and the comprehension of stories, fairytales etc., which are important elements in the interaction with other children at this age. 
Furthermore, the child must be able to comprehend his own and others’ intentional acts. Without this latter comprehension, a child will have difficulty interpreting the signs and acts exchanged between children in reciprocal interaction and mutual play.

This brings me to the area of emotions. Blind children cannot use visual information or cues to interpret other people’s facial expressions or body language and must therefore base their interpretation of other people’s emotions on tactile and auditory information.

Others must use voice and touch to pass on social references to the blind child, who on his part must interpret and understand that this gives him access to emotional feedback from others in relation to his acts. The development of empathic skills and an emerging capacity for regulating his own emotional reactions are also important for the social interaction of the 4-to-6-year-old child.

In relation to the emotional area it should be emphasized that the child’s sense of security is the be-all and end-all for development and learning. Feeling safe and secure is a prerequisite for the courage and motivation of a child, especially for a blind child, to participate in activities – familiar as well as unfamiliar – with others. Trust in others springs from positive experiences from earlier and current social encounters with other people.

Thus, from the child’s first days in kindergarten, it is important to develop a feeling of trust, confidence and security in relation to one person and then gradually transfer these feelings to more adults and subsequently to groups of children.

When the basic feeling of trust, confidence and security in relation to one adult is achieved, it is important not to develop too strong a bond of interdependence. This is inappropriate for the subsequent development of horizontal relations.

In the motor area, the blind child has to develop skills that enable him to follow other children as they move about in joint interaction and play. The child has to learn to get around and find his own way around the kindergarten, and he must be able to learn new routes to new places quickly and cope as independently as possible without much help from others.

In order to be accepted as a partner in interactions with others, the blind child at this age must also master routine activities of daily living. It is important that the child can follow other children in various practical activities without needing too much support, and it is essential that he demonstrates basic knowledge of daily living skills in his role-play activities. 

--

The 4-year-old blind child is normally able to master the mentioned pre-requisites. However, as some of the skills are difficult to develop because of the absence of visual cues, they may be developmentally delayed. As a consequence, a delay of social skills corresponding to one year in relation to the normal development of sighted children, is often observed in 6-year-old blind children (Gustafsson, S., Preisler, G., 1991).

Environment
In relation to social inclusion, it is also important to consider the physical setting in the kindergarten. This analysis of the physical environment may be compared to the analysis, for example, of lighting conditions that often takes place in relation to visually impaired children.

To ensure accessibility for the blind child it is necessary to locate tactile and auditory landmarks and to be aware of sound sources, noise levels and any possibilities for using echo-location to detect landmarks (Elmerskog, B., 2009)

Helping a blind child to become independent and self-reliant strengthens his or her social potential. There may be places where it is difficult for the bind child to get around because of noise, chaos due to crowding, a lack of landmarks etc. Therefore, it is important to notice if there are accessibility features that have to be altered in the kindergarten – and to address and rectify these issues.

In relation to this, it is also important to be aware that physical properties in some places may be the reason why the blind child has difficulty interacting with other children. Thus, good physical surroundings contribute to strengthening the development of horizontal child-to-child relations in kindergartens.

This brings me back to the issue of social relations. Here it should be emphasized that first, an assessment of the blind child’s development shows whether or not the developmental prerequisites for social interaction in horizontal relations are present. If this is not the case, it is necessary to work in a targeted manner with the missing skills.

The next step involves describing the behavioural strategies that the child uses in social interactions with other children. By observing the social interactions and by interviewing the child’s educator, it is possible to describe the child’s use of behaviour patterns.

4 important behaviour patterns 

A Nordic study of 5-year-old children in kindergartens identified 4 separate behaviour patterns
: social interactive behaviour, self-marking behaviour, adaptation-ready and socially isolated behaviour (Sommer, D., 2003). 
Through interviews with the children’s educators and reviews of the video material, the four behaviour patterns are used as the basis for qualitative descriptions of the individual blind child’s behaviour skills.

The interactive, competent child 

Examples of interactive competent behaviour seen in the interactive competent child include:
The interactive, competent child 

Is able to focus his attention on and follow the intentions of other children.
Is able to mark and follow his intentions, ideas and desires – but is also able to adapt them to the interests of other children.
Is able to interpret and size up the intentions and enterprises of other children.
Is able to act in order to effect that his intentions and enterprises are carried out. 

Is often able to leave his mark on the mutual interaction in the group in a positive way through his intentions, initiatives and enterprises.

Is characterised as well integrated in the group of children.
The self-marking child

Examples of self-marking behaviour seen in the self-marking child:

The self-marking child

Is characterised by a strong motivation for being “seen and heard”.
Tries to catch the attention and interest of others to show himself off.
Shows individuality and competes noticeably with others to claim the social scene.
--

Positive self-marking behaviour is sometimes part of the repertoire of the behaviour pattern of the interactive competent child.

Exaggerated and intensive use of self-marking behaviour risks becoming a negative behaviour pattern.

The adaptation-ready child

Examples of adaptation-ready behaviour seen in the adaptation-ready child:

The adaptation-ready child
Is able to contribute to the execution of activities in the group thanks to his great attention to the intentions of others and good social “ear”.
Is seldom a soloist.
Is able to follow others’ proposals and agenda  - through social acts, not in the form of passive submission.
Only marks his intentions weakly and to a modest extent.
Is able to follow an agenda determined by others – but has minimal influence on the group’s agendas. Seldom he opposes other children’s agendas.
Often experiences that his proposals are ignored by others who are more dominant and better at applying various instruments of power – often he experiences talking without anyone paying attention.
Often leaves it up to others, adults and children, to choose his social contacts, others making contact to other children on his behalf.

The socially isolated child

Examples of social isolated behaviour seen in the social isolated child:

The socially isolated child

Generally has only sporadic interactions with others.
Receives few and weak initiations of contact from other children. As a consequence, the child is often ignored or overlooked by others.
Uses more active strategies to avoid or break a social contact.

Lack of success in making contact with others results in less attention to intentions of other children and hence reduced ability to follow these intentions. In the long term, this may lead to a more active rejecting behaviour.

Withdraws from interactions with other children and withdraws to inner fantasy world. He may e.g. create a private fantasy world with his activities in the middle of a group of children, may play motor games on his own while speaking loudly to himself or engage in inner fantasies without paying attention to the outside world.

The socially excluded child

Socially isolated behaviour patterns are seen in a stronger form in the socially excluded child.
The socially excluded child is characterised by the following features:
His proposals or ideas are strongly ignored by other children who simply continue playing without interruptions.
He strongly rejects initiations of contact from other children. He wll not or cannot play with other children. Successful contacts, for example a proposal of play, are not followed up by active participation on his part, and this naturally brings an end to the contact.

The child is so absorbed in his own activities and fantasies that other children leave him out.
He mostly walks alone in the social corridors between the playgroups.
He has a sort of “listening togetherness” with other children. The child stands or sits at a distance and watches the activities and interaction of other children.

Behaviour patterns and blind children

In relating blind children’s behaviour patterns and the four above-mentioned behaviour patterns, it can be noted that:
Blind children generally use skills from all four behaviour patterns.
Blind children’s choice of behaviour strategy depends on the current situation, its content and the children involved.
Blind children often have difficulty being socially competent in interactions on their own with sighted friends – but at the same time the child may sometimes master this behaviour in interactions with blind children. This is mainly due to the fact that it is missing information that makes it difficult for the blind child to develop the broader grasp if a situation that is necessary for being socially competent. Thus, the blind child does not always have the possibility to interact on equal terms with sighted children.

In interactions with blind children the situation is different. Here, the children meet on equal terms. As a result of their blindness, blind children often naturally brief each other more. This reduces the amount of missing information and makes it less important.
Often, the blind child uses self-marking behaviour as a necessity in order to be heard and seen by others. However, positive self-marking behaviour may often develop into negative behaviour, because self-marking behaviour is only positive if it is used in moderation.
Blind children’s behaviour patterns may have some points of similarity with behaviour patterns that are normally observed in adaptation-ready and socially isolated children. However, using adaptation-ready strategies is a natural consequence of the visual impairment. The blind child has to follow others, physically and mentally, in many situations. Adaptation-ready behaviour is therefore a natural strategy for the blind child. Also, this behaviour is often expected of the blind child by other persons.

Socially isolated behaviour strategies are also often used by blind children. However, there are qualitative differences in sighted and blind children’s use of these behaviour patterns. Even if, for example, the group position of a blind child has similarities with that of a socially excluded child, the blind child is rarely socially excluded all the time. In some situations, the blind child uses socially isolated behaviour strategies because they are appropriate in the context, or because the child has no other possibility. In other situations, the same child uses behaviour patterns that are much more socially competent. This switch between different behaviour strategies distinguishes the blind child from the socially excluded sighted child who uses socially isolated behaviour strategies more consistently.

Now I am almost at the end of my description of the preliminary work that is required before we can propose concrete ideas for strengthening a blind child’s interaction with sighted children.

The preliminary work, as I have mentioned above, consisted of an analysis which aimed partly at determining whether the individual prerequisites for developing horizontal child-to-child relations were present, and partly at analysing the behaviour patterns used by the individual blind child.

The final important part is still missing, which is to describe the necessary educational steps to strengthen the individual blind child’s social interaction skills. Due to time constraints, I am only able to touch on these in more general terms.

Some general proposals and ideas:
As mentioned, we have to address the physical surroundings and cannot accept an environment that is inadequate for the needs of the blind child. We have to optimize accessibility in relation to activities and surroundings and in relation to social interactions. Naturally, it is necessary to strengthen the blind child’s personal skills. We must analyse whether the prerequisites for developing social competencies in relation to horizontal relations are in place. If skills are missing, we must target them. Also, we must focus on the child’s current use of social strategies and on the social tools that the individual blind child needs to acquire or strengthen in order to engage on equal terms – or more equal terms – in interactions with sighted children.

However, the study of the three children mentioned above has shown that it is not sufficient to work with the blind child and his competencies. We must also work with the behaviours of the adults and children around the blind child. Often, it is essential that they change their behaviour to better meet the needs of the blind child. We have to address the group dynamics in the group of children. We have to look at the strategies for initiating, establishing and maintaining contact in ongoing child-to-child interactions. 
I have only mentioned a few specific actions in this paper concerning social inclusion, as time does not permit a more detailed treatment, but I may briefly illustrate how proposals of intervention were made in the project.

The form that I used to describe the individual child’s social competences had several separate sections. The first describes the child’s “good” skills, the next the “less good”, while the last two sections indicate possible interventions for strengthening the child’s personal skills as well as initiatives aimed at enhancing group dynamics.
--
After completing this paper in March 2009, I have continued working on the project. The plan was to work out a sort of questionnaire that can be used to study whether a blind child has the necessary prerequisites for engaging socially in horizontal child-to-child relations and to study the social behaviour strategies in the individual blind child.

Next, I have worked on a catalogue of proposals and descriptions of what we can do to strengthen the social child-to-child interactions. This catalogue will be published when the project is completed.

Closing
The Danish project and this paper were made because I thought it was time to take the principles of inclusion seriously when mainstreamed blind children are included in groups of sighted children. This means that sometimes we have to actively change both the physical and the psychological environments in which the blind child has to function. Only by accepting the blind child’s unique situation, taking inclusion seriously and living up to the intentions of changing the surroundings and not the child, will we be able to strengthen the social interaction between blind and sighted children.

Therefore, it is not sufficient to work only with the blind child. We have to work with the other children too and with their mutual behaviour strategies - and we have to address the roles of the adults. This includes a much stronger emphasis on the group dynamic processes in the groups of children. 
If we fail to do this, the social inclusion of a blind child will continue to take place on the sighted children’s terms which promotes behaviour patterns that lead to social marginalisation and in some cases even to social isolation instead of the socially interactive competent behaviour patterns that the blind children have in fact demonstrated that they are capable of in equitable encounters with blind children.

********
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� Dion Sommer named theese 4 behavior patterns as: Social komptent, self-articulated, konforme and social isolated behaviour.





