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Togetherness, interaction and dialogue between blind infants and their parents.

Annette Ingsholt

This paper summarises the main results of my Danish PhD-thesis about early interaction in dyads of blind infants and their parents. The thesis is based partly on theories and recent research on normal sighted children and partly on experience from my work through 20 years with visually handicapped pre-school children. 

The main theoretical inspiration behind my thesis stems from researchers and theorists such as Stern (1974, 1995), Brazelton (1982, 1992), Trevarthen (1977, 1979, 1988, 1992) and Schaffer (1977, 1979, 1984, 1996), whose view on children and early interaction are influenced by the psychoanalytic tradition and by praxis and recent research on sighted children while ideas about blind children derived from Burlingham (1972), Fraiberg (1977) and Preisler (1988, 1991, 1993) have contributed as well. 

In my study I have investigated similarities, differences and development in patterns of interaction between dyads of parents and, first, premature children born blind, and second,  sighted children born respectively premature and to term.  

The focus of the study has been mainly on the pre-verbal phases of development.

Participants in the project:

The blind children in the project are from a birth cohort and each of them had received the diagnosis premature rethinopathi and was estimated to be blind from birth or soon afterwards.

As the children developed it became obvious that some of the children had additional disabilities.  Therefore, the blind children were divided into two groups.  One group consisted of 5 monohandicapped blind children, the other of 5 blind children with multiple impairments.  All five children of the last group were mentally retarded and two of them had cerebral palsy as well. 

A third group consisted of six sighted children, three children born premature and three born to term.  

The thesis has been based on a comparison of these three groups in terms of three central themes in social interaction: turntaking, attention and dialogue. 

Main hypothesis and associated questions

The main hypothesis of the thesis is simple and, at the same time, deliberately broad in scope. The hypothesis states that a missing visual capacity will influence interaction in dyads of children born blind and their parents so that different patterns of interaction may be observed in dyads of parents and children depending on whether the children are born blind or sighted.  As a subsidiary hypothesis it was posited that the patterns of interaction would change in line with the development of the children.

In addition, a number of questions were also raised about patterns of interaction in general, dialogues and the two special phenomena known as social reference (Sorce, Emde, Campos & Klinnert, 1985) and joint attention (Moore & Dunham, 1995). 

The first group of questions dealt with the patterns of interaction.

What are the characteristics of the patterns and interactions between dyads in the three groups?

1.1  Which similarities and differences can be observed across  the three groups?

1.2  Is there any difference in the change of patterns of interaction across the three groups as the children develop? 

Then followed questions about dialogue:

How are dialogues established, maintained and interrupted in dyads in the three different groups?

2.1 Who is the promoter of initiative in establishing the dialogues?

2.2 Are there differences in the length of dialogues in the three groups?

2.3 Who interrupts dialogues and how?

The third and last group of questions dealt with the two phenomena social reference and joint attention.  Here the questions posed were:

3.1 Is it possible to identify situations with social references in the three groups?  

3.2 Do blind children show what the focus of their attention is, and if so, how? 

Material and methods:

The study was based on 90 video recordings made in the homes of the children. The parents were ask to create situations of togetherness similar to daily situations, where they would devote 20-30 minutes to play with their infants. No instructions were given about the content of the situation.

Afterwards, episodes were selected for micro-analysis. The selected episodes lasted between 1 to 4 minutes.  The chronological ages of the children were between 8 to 24 months (all correlated for premature birth), while the ages of development covered 3 to 36 months. 

Space does not permit me to mention in detail the way the analyses were made.  I shall merely mention that a combination of descriptive analysis and quantitative coding of a large number of categories of behaviour were made in intervals of 1/10 second.  

Main Results

I will now turn to a summary of the main results.  These will be described in relation to three important themes in social interaction: turntaking, attention and dialogue.  The three themes will be treated individually according to the children’s age of development(.

Turntaking.

Social interaction and dialogues are based on turntaking.  Therefore, turntaking is a fundamental element in social interaction.

In the group of blind children with multiple impairment, three of the five children did not develop patterns of turntaking before the age of two.  Furthermore, the remaining two children developed only simple forms of turntaking, e.g., imitating simple vocal sounds or participating in simple motoric games  involving the hands of the child and those of his parent.

All five blind monohandicapped children developed patterns of turntaking. Exchange of vocalisations and other body-relating activities were used before turntaking with objects.

Finally,  all the six sighted children developed patterns of turntaking, as expected. This happened both in relation to use of eye contact, vocal or verbal utterances and objects.

However, a longer period of primary intersubjectivity was observed in the blind children compared with the sighted children. Thus, the blind children focused on activities of parents involving vocal or verbal sounds, body movement etc. in-stead of focusing on activities involving objects. 

Thus, the visual sense seems to assist in motivating children to involve objects in interactions with their parents at an earlier stage of development, than the use of the other senses does alone. 

There are several possible explanations of why a longer period of primary intersubjectivity seems to exist in blind children.  For instance, involvement in close dyadic interaction will typically produce pleasant feelings since the parent is able to create a more differentiated and exciting experience for the child than is possible when the child just plays by itself with an object (Brazelton, 1982, Brazelton, Koslowski, Main, 1974, Trevarthen, 1977, Bullowa, 1975). This dependence on parents to obtain “good” or pleasant experiences seems to be of longer duration in blind children.  

Another explanation might be that there is a generally retarded development of the capacity to include in the focus of attention more than one object  – e.g. a toy and a parent - at the same time in the focus of attention in blind children.

Finally, we may explain the extended period of primary intersubjectivity by noting that the blind children have less experience in games with reciprocal turntaking.  Mothers of blind children often have an important role as interpreters for their blind children (Preisler, 1988).  In this way the blind child typically has less opportunity - and is not expected - to act as a initiating or responding partner in the interactions. This pattern of behaviour can further be reinforced by the frequent and too quick changes which parents of blind children often make when they offer activities to their child. 

In relation to turntaking with objects it is also worth noticing that the joy in participating in games involving acts of real reciprocal “give-and-take” is not normally developed in sighted children, until they reach their second year of life where these games reach their maximum when the children are between 15 to 24 months of age(.  (Brunner, 1977,  Restoin, Montagner, Rodrigues, Giradot, Laurent, Kontar, Ullmann, Casagrande & Talpain, 1985).

Attention.

In relation to attention, it turned out that the development of a child’s capacity to include more than one object at the same time in his focus of attention - e.g., a toy and a parent - was of importance in relation to social interaction. 

Most of the blind children with multiple impairments showed attention to objects before the age of two, but four out of the five children were able to focus only on one object at a time.  In several cases, this resulted in a child’s rejection of initiation of contact by the parent. Often this behaviour gave rise to concern and anxiety in his parents.

All of  the blind monohandicapped children developed a capacity to include more than one thing at a time in their focus of attention before two years of age.  As in the case of sighted children, a development in term of age could be observed in the attentive behaviour of the blind children.

Between 6 and 9 month of age none of the blind children could attend to more than one thing at a time - a toy or a parent.

Between 9 and 12 months four of the five children could attend to more than one thing at a time while all of the five children demonstrated this capacity between 12 and 18 months. 

When sighted children are between five and six months of age( one may normally observe that they display a preoccupation with objects, a phase which follows on their early interest in human beings and which in turn reaches its maximum when they are between two and five months old. However, at the age of five to six months the child’s system of attention has not yet developed to include more than one thing at a time.   Children in this age group thus have to choose to attend either to a person (a parent) or to an object, but not to both.  So, at this stage of development the combination of the child’s growing interest in objects and its still immature system of attention may result in a natural rejection of its parents. 

However, four of the five blind children did not show this characteristic behaviour of interest in objects.  In-stead their attention was more often caught by their parents than by objects, thus extending the period of primary intersubjectivity. 

When the blind children reached the age of 12 to 18 months they started to show the typically interest in objects and, as in the case of sighted children at an earlier stage, this similarly resulted in acts of rejection of parents who tried to show how an object functionally could be manipulated.  But now these rejections had become positive signs, which revealed that the blind child had developed an intentional way of thinking and reacting. 

In particular, these rejections showed that the blind children at this stage did not want to be interrupted in their manipulating and tactual activities, while a similar rejection was not observed towards verbal approaches. In connection with verbal approaches by the parent  several of the children at precisely this age (after 12 months of age) demonstrated that they now could manage both to attend to an object and to participate in a dialogue with a parent at the same time. 

Joint attention.

In relation to joint attention the group of children with the multiple impairment did not demonstrate any form of joint attention to objects outside the dyad.

In the group of blind, monohandicapped children one out of the five children showed that at the age between 9 and 12 months it could take part in turntaking involving objects and vocal exchange.  In these situations you could observe just barely the first signs of joint attention.

Then, when the blind children were between 12 and 18 months they began actively to contact their parents in an attempt to share their experiences while the parents, in turn, often used vocal comments to alert the children to the direction of their own attention.

When this group of children reached the age of 18 to 24 months of age more frequent examples of situations involving joint attention were observed.

The dialogues.

Dialogues, which form my third and last theme, are built on reciprocal exchanges of utterances, verbal or non-verbal.  A dialogue is furthermore characterised by both partners sharing a responsibility to establish and maintain a symmetric pattern of exchanges.

In the group of blind children with multiple impairment dialogues were observed quite infrequently.  Even if the dialogues, that were in fact observed, seemed to have an overall pattern of symmetry (pseudodialogues, Schaffer, 1984), this pattern was frequently built on the responsibility of the parents and their capacity to adjust their behaviour to the behaviour and state of their child (motherese, see Tronick, Als, Adamson, 1979).  

Thus, three of the five multi-handicapped children did not show any examples of genuine symmetric dialogues at all, while two children succeeded in participating in simple turntaking in vocal or motoric games – but, still, the parents would nearly always be  monitoring these dialogues. 

The blind  monohandicapped children developed dialogue in which turntaking, reciprocity and joint attention could be observed before the age of two years.  In several phases of development a symmetry was seen in the distribution of initiatives from child and parent (about 50%)

In this way, when the blind monohandicapped children were between 18 and 24 months they initiated dialogues and were able to wait for an answer.  The dialogues were thus characterised by symmetry and responsibility in turntaking.  

In the group of sighted children it was the parents who in most of the phases of development took most initiatives.  This was not expected beforehand. An explanation of this parent-child asymmetry may be  that when a new object is introduced in the parent-child interaction, marking the initiation of a new dialogue, this will typically be connected to the children’s use of sight. By quickly observing the direction of the line of sight of the child the parent is able to interpret the child’s interest in an object and thereby to locate its focus of attention (Collis, 1977). In several cases this seemed to prompt the parent to introduce right afterwards the object in question into the dialogue.

Development of early social interaction in blind children

Now to the main conclusions of the thesis.

By correlating the developmental age of the children and the video recordings it became possible to compare the three different groups of children according to both their developmental and their chronological ages.  At the same time it was possible to examine the particular developmental stages of the children in each of the three groups. The conclusion of the thesis, based on these comparisons across groups, and articulated in terms of the three central themes of social interaction, was as the following:

Blindness is not in itself any hindrance in achieving a ”normal” development of patterns of early social interaction when compared with the developmental milestones of sighted children.  Blind monohandicapped children follow  in broad outline the milestones and stages in development of early social interaction as we know it from sighted children  when our focus is on overall interactional patterns and behaviours. 

Thus, for instance, blind, monohandicapped children are able to develop symmetric interaction with their parents, sharing the responsibility of initiating and maintaining the interactions and demonstrating patterns of reciprocity in the interactions.

However, this conclusion holds only when the descriptions are based on developmental ages. The study has shown differences, when the chronological age is kept the same

Thus, chronological ages showed retardation in developing some of the milestones in patterns of early social interaction.  Furthermore, the means to reach these milestones were used differently by sighted and blind children, e.g., the use of face, hands and voice. 

So, the study behind the thesis has demonstrated that blind monohandicapped children are able to develop into active partners in reciprocal social interaction with their parents.  This reciprocity is, however, based on the development of two important factors.  

In the first place, development and understanding of turntaking and exchange of first sounds and later on of objects with other persons have to be made. 

In the second place development of a capacity to include more than one thing at the same time in the focus of attention - e.g. an object and a parent – must also be achieved. 

-----  

Today I have chosen to present the main conclusions of the study behind the thesis and to describe its overall themes.  Because of the time constraints for these presentations it has not been possible to touch on the theoretical discussions, nor to give concrete examples or to describe in any detail the methods and material. Nor, indeed, has it been possible to talk about the blind children’s use of hands, face and voice. These issues are all described in the thesis - which unfortunately is available in Danish only.  Therefore I hope to be able to return to a more thorough presentation of these in English on some future occasion.
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