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YOUNG BLIND CHILDREN :

DEVELOPMENT AND EARLY INTERVENTION

Leo Delaet, Belgium

Introduction

Assessment has always been an important part of our work in early intervention.

We recently developed a simple procedure for assessing the developmental level of young blind children.

The procedure consists of two sessions. Both sessions are organised during home visits and are recorded on video for more detailed analysis and for discussion with the parents.

In the first session we observe the child when he or she is involved in normal activities at home, in the presence of the mother or father and of the early intervention worker, who has become a familiar person by then.

We are very interested in the usual interactions of the child with these familiar people.

We are also interested in the play behaviour the child demon​strates with his own toys and  with all sorts of objects you find at home.

Besides we try to get an impression of the child's mobility, his speech development and the development of practical skills.

The second session is taking place one or two weeks after the first. Now the child (and his mother) meet a less familiar (or even strange) person. He is a psychologist working in the early intervention centre. Actually I am this strange person.

I try to get into contact with the child in a non-directive and non-intrusive way.

I provide the child with a selection of materials to play and 'work' with. For example: a series of common objects. We like to know if the child can name them. If not, we’ll name them and see if the child can use the object in an appropriate way. If not, we can try to learn to use it together  … or just have fun together in playing with it.

By this second observation we try to answer the following questions 

Does the child - in the presence of the mother - accept this strange person?   

Am I allowed to approach the child?  In what way?

Am I allowed to offer some new materials and to stimulate the child to join me in playing?

What discoveries does the child make?

Does he learn from these discoveries?

Does he repeat and does he remember objects and actions?

Does he apply routine strategies for manipulation and combina​tion of these new materials?

In other words : is the child able (or not, for some reason) to let me enter his world? Can we share experiences?  And does the child accept to be guided some way into new experiences? Can he accept me as a person - as a teacher?

The whole procedure can be repeated every 6 or 8 months.

I like to repeat our two main intentions :

- 1 to explore different areas of development : cognitive, motor, language, tactile development, and so on.

Observation with familiar and unfamiliar materials is serving our purpose and replaces the use of standard tests or scales which do not exist or cannot be used with blind children at this age for several reasons.

-2 we have a very special focus on social and emotional deve​lopment

Why is that?  For three main reasons

1 a general view on social and emotional or personal development serves as a framework : observations on all different areas can be integrated in such a general appro​ach

2 social and emotional development seem to be at risk in many blind children ;

from a preventive point of view we have to be interested in the development of communication and social skills. This is also reflected in our assessment procedure.

3  We consider all development in blind children  to be social development.

Winnicott stated that "there is no such thing as a baby" - mea​ning you cannot speak about the baby alone, only in relati​on to his mother. In our experience this is more than true for blind infants and young children.

The importance of early relationships for personal deve​lopment is well known. 

The impact of ‘holding ‘and ‘containment’ on all psychological processes ( cognitive as well as emotional and in the field of intersubjectivity) are described by many authors. 

Fraiberg, Preisler ( following Stern) and others studied the develop​ment of young blind children  and compared them with normally sighted children and with 

children with developmental problems.

The ‘mediating role’ of parents and their bridging function ( making bridges between blind children and the world) is well known for blind children of different ages.

If we consider social and emotional development to be so important, this should be reflected not only in the goals of assessment but in the activities of assessment as well.  During assessment there should be a kind of personal contact - a dialogue , like there is in an interview.

I want to make this more clear with to brief clinical descriptions.

We will focus on two blind children and their development from age 2 till age  3;6 years.

Both children are blind from birth as they have anophtalmia or extreme microphtalmia.

Assessment ( following the procedure we described ) took place when they were 2;3 and  was repeated when they were 3 years old.

JOKE is the youngest of two children in a middle class fami​ly. She has a normally sighted brother. Both parents have a job. 

In the case of Joke ( when she was 2 years old) the aims of the first assessment were to answer these questions :

can we consider her development as normal?

are there any specific problems?

how can we help her and her parents ?

I quote from the report we made :

"Assessment has shown us that Joke is very much concerned with the presence and availability of her mother. When mother is not within reach - even only a short distance away - she gets in distress and anxiously calls her back. She uses words to request her mother to stay where she is. She has a few objects (a small plastic plate and a pacifier) that can comfort her a little in the absence of her mother. She wants to hold them forever.

Because of this anxious concern with mother she hasn't her hands free to explore and manipulate and make discoveries. Her activity level is low, she doesn't feel like playing. She doesn't feel free and cannot direct her attention to anything else. She seems very inhibited in using objects.

Assessment of most developmental areas was difficult ( we had to rely on data from the parents and the early intervention worker). Joke did not demonstrate everything she could. Only after a long time ( more than an hour each session )she re​laxed and she showed us she can explore and make fine tactile discriminations, she had good motor abilities and a good sense of orientation."

She reminds us of what Preisler wrote about blind toddlers leaving their mother for exploration and coming back for safety.

For Joke leaving provoked a lot of anxiety about not coming back and this became a real impediment to her development of several practical skills and of concepts about objects and space.  Her behaviour reminded us of what Mahler called ‘the rapprochement crisis’.

We were somehow worrying about the quality of her attachment to her mother.

Our conclusion was more optimistic however. It was based on previous observations and also on Joke's level of verbal development, including verbal communication.

Joke liked to play with words, rhythms and intonation. She could sing songs she had heard, her favorite song being ‘I’m a big big girl in a big big world  … and I miss you o so much’.  She liked to make 'music' together, even with a strange person! She used some words with a magical meaning -  hearing or saying them made her stop crying and feeling sad. There was a lot of echolalia, but she could also answer a simple question. She labelled persons and a few objects and she could ask for them.

We considered the use of language to be very important for Joke's general development. Words gave her a feeling of safety and control - she needed both.  Words provide a safe contact without being to close - she needed that too.

We expected her language to develop fast and - with words more and more available - we hoped she would get a more stable sense of safety and connectedness, even when separated from mother for a while.

We discussed this with the parents.  Early intervention went on and so did Jokes development.

From the report of assessment at 3 years :

"Joke is still very selective in her interests and play acti​vities. She definitely likes to make her own choices and decisions.  But she is able to accept guidance and she is learning.

Language development enables her to have real conversations - even with unfamiliar people. She asks and answers questions about people and events. She started to play simple fantasy play. We were not surprised that this play was about ... leaving home and going to work : the old theme of separation still being alive."

At 3;6 years Joke entered regular nursery school. The big adventure. She's doing quite well, she's making a good adapta​tion. She is involved in daily routine activities and she joins in group activities like singing. Individual activities while she is sitting at a table are difficult without support and guidance.

SERGIO lives at home with his parents, two brothers and a sister. The father  is a worker in a building company, the mother is a housewife.

Sergio's earliest development was considered normal.

At the age of one year he demonstrated a lot of exploration with both hands. He showed high concentration and awareness of sound effects and tactile qualities. He walked along the wall and with the help of furniture. We heard him vocalise and play with sounds. He was selectively smiling but showed no anxiety towards unfamiliar people.

At  2 years 3 months  we could see that his play behaviour was further developing well. He was an active child, taking lots of initiative, trying to master the world around him and enjoying this. 

No problems with motor development. Sergio knew the house and the different places in there.

In the previous year Sergio showed some remarkable regressions as well.  He could walk and eat alone but stopped doing this after being in the hospital. He started walking again but refuses to eat with his hands until now.

Following our procedure we could observe a lot of play behavi​our and not so much of interaction. During three or four hours he does not take many initiatives to communicate. He is parti​cipating in routine activities but he does not show much feelings,  no strong involvement and enthusiasm in contact.  There are rather strong shifts in his general mood : he can get very angry. He uses expressive sounds but the words we hear do not seem intentio​nal.

It is not easy to approach him without causing anger or dis​tress, even for the early intervention worker who Sergio knows well.

Sergio is selecting materials : he throws them away or keeps them within reach. He is almost constantly making repetitive movements, using small objects. He does show fine tactile exploration skills and good tactile discrimination. He has a good sense of direction and he is aware of space and orientation.

In a play session  - as part of our assessment procedure - we were trying to reach Sergio in his activity, using his toys and our materials.

For some time we had a feeling of being together and sharing his experience, but you have to be very careful and sensitive to what he wants or likes or dislikes. You have to respect his wish to be active and 'in charge'.

We like to make a reference to Sterns notion of attunement here, indicating the careful sensitive responsiveness Sergio needs very much. 

Our conclusion :

Sergio's "capacity to be alone" is strong and has helped him to get in touch with the world in his own way. But his strength is also his weakness. Being a blind child he is also very dependent on us for the discovery of meaning and for learning many practical skills, constructive play, and so on.

Sergio seems not to have found a good balance between the construction of a world of his own and the experience of being  together  which is an essential condition for further development. All this applies to language development even more.

Some people who saw the video were using the term autism for Sergio. We did not.

7 months later, when he was 3 years old, we met Sergio again. We could see that some things were changing slowly.

When he is playing alone his activity  definitily lacks variation and goal-directedness. He is repeating the things he can. This activity doesn't lead to new discoveries, new combinations, ... He is walking in circles of (known) actions and (known) effects.

But when - on the right moment - you succeed in getting close to him, you may introduce new materials, you may initiate a new acti​vity. Sergio allows us to end such an activity and to start a new one. We may touch and even lead his hand. He stays quiet and interested and in a good mood, if we respect his refusal  of some objects. We used language to comment on his actions, to mirror his experience, to attune to what he was feeling in these moments of shared attention and experience. We saw that he understood our words and heard him use words in an approp​riate way.  We could communicate.

In these moments we were able to influence his stereotypic ways of playing. He was taking over and imitated our activity. Through repetition he was gathering information.  He enjoyed being together: we became a teacher and he was learning.

Following this assessment, we discussed with Sergio's parents his entrance in the nursery school and the way of preparing him and themselves to this transition : their youngest and blind child going to school!

A month ago now (may 2000) Sergio went to school. He is joining a small group with a very dedicated teacher. She has an excellent approach and chooses activities that are very appropriate for Sergio.

Sergio doesn't say more than a word now and then.  But looking at the video we believe that he has made a new step in his development that can bring him closer to people.

CONCLUSIONS

Joke and Sergio are two very different blind children.

For several months  Joke’s anxiety and preoccupation with mother’s being present prevented her from investing in the use of her hands (Frai​berg), from exploring objects and from learning practical skills, which are so important for developing autonomy and self-reliance.  Assessment made us and her parents more aware of the problem she had with normal separation and being alone.  It also made us believe that Joke  could use her strength - verbal development - to learn to cope with her  problem.

Sergio had a strong interest in being active, in exploring and experiencing. But being blind he found himself in an impasse : you need others to get further.  Assessment has helped us to see how we can offer him opportunities for being together and sharing experiences.

That means he has to let us enter his world.  We have to learn to attune to him, to be very sensitive and responsive in the right way. In shared experiences he will discover new ways of playing and using objects in many ways. We hope he’ll also disco​ver the joy and meaning of contact, in play and verbal communication, which is smoothly developing.

final comment

Our reports on Joke and Sergio are about assessment that is not an objective registration of failures and successes in reaching developmental milestones. Assessment is a dynamic process where the child as a person is involved in meaningful interactions. Working in this context of true interactions and being together we can sometimes discover ways for development that are open for this child and his parents.

Isn’t that what early intervention is all about?
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