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Introduction:

Toril Loe. My education is preschool teacher with additional studies and training as special educator for the visually impaired. I have a master degree in special education, my topic is a case study of how parents develop increased knowledge how to interact with their blind child. I have been working at Tambartun National Resource centre in Norway since 1980. The centre provides services for visually impaired persons from birth to death, and includes courses for parents and staff members. 

The main subject of my lecture is: 

working with parents and relatives - a method of guidance

Tambartun offers services to families with preschool children in the west, middle and northern parts of Norway, and Huseby National Resource Centre offers services in the eastern and southern parts.  The main functions are to improve and develop knowledge on adapted education for pupils with special needs through the identification and diagnosis of handicaps, as well as through advice, training and developmental work. 

At Tambartun the consultants of families with preschool children, do their counselling when visiting the families in their homes, or when the parents are at the courses at Tambartun.  We are visiting the families 2-4 times a year, and the parents will come to the centre 3-5 times during the child's first 6 years. We also arrange local courses with participants form a smaller region of the country, or we have local courses for the whole family and friends of the parents. 

The consultants at the centre are specialists on blindness or on visual impaired children, but we look at the parents as experts on their own child, they know how their child react and respond to the environment.

So why do these parents need advice? 

Amongst the functions of the centre, are support to families with the intention in preventing unwanted effects of impaired vision in the young child, and increasing the child's competence and performance according to his or her level of function, ability and maturation. We believe that by working with the parents, we will find the child's best opportunity to have a propitious development. The consultants have a central role in early years, in informing parents about general development in their visually impaired or blind child, in giving technical and pedagogical advice, and in strengthening parents' confidence in them as able caregivers to their child. The parents have to recognize that they themselves can be the source of development for their child. 

Michael Brambring has made an outline of how he is considering Early Childhood Intervention, dealing with the child, the family and the Service providers. Brambring (1996) considers early intervention as the provision of support to families with impaired or at-risk children. He states that it has been a change from a more child-centred to a family-centred support. Together with the parents we discuss what the parents are most concerned about, and the family takes a decisive role in compiling the plan, and the professionals will take account of their central wishes and individual needs. Together we will work out an individual curriculum for at least 3-5 years - to secure that the education and leisure time of each child and family is functional, and focused on activities today and in the future The goal of family-centred early intervention is to improve the socio-emotional living conditions of families, to overcome the parents' uncertainties about how to bring up an impaired child, and to strengthen parental competencies and resources. 

For the youngest children we emphasize the importance of attachment and mutual interaction in the relation between parent and child. It is of paramount importance that the blind child can experience a sensitive and interpretative attitude from its care‑persons. These persons must be able to give the child a swift and adapted reaction to its signals and initiatives.

The Transactional Model is central (Sameroff 1975). According to this model, developmental outcomes must be interpreted as the products of a child's characteristics, his material environment and the cognitive levels and values of his social milieu. The reciprocal influence is crucial for the child's development either in a positive or a negative direction. Relations between children and care‑persons create the basic conditions for learning and development. A child always develops in close interaction with its environment (Vygotsky 1978) and the infant is predisposed to social interaction with its surroundings (Trevarthen 1988). The infant expects its behaviour to influence the counterpart and also has expectations of mutual interaction. During this interactive process vision plays an important role. Consequently the way of interacting with a blind child must be different from interaction with a seeing one.

Blind children constitute a high‑risk group in the sense that they are prone to developmental disturbances. These are mainly seen in the areas of language and communication, and in social behaviour ‑ characterised by a general problem of passivity and withdrawal. Their attention tends to focus towards themselves and less towards others. Loss of vision is by itself a critical factor in interactive development. Increased knowledge and a suitable model of guidance are important factors in the efforts to reduce developmental defects in this group.

A method of guidance like the Marte meo method ‑ using video based instruction, can be a useful tool to assist in the process of interpretation, helping to gain a better understanding of the events taking place.

The name Marte meo is derived form the Latin "mars martis" and this saying is used in the mythology to express "on your own strength".  The name was deliberately chosen to highlight the central focus of the programme; which is first to identify, and then activate and develop those skills, which enable and enhance constructive interaction and development. The idea of Maria Aarts in The Netherlands was – how could professional information be re-formulated so that it could made accessible to parents in a practical way? How can the good things parents do – be exploited? 

By using video camera – the good things could be traced, identified and analysed with the parents in an effective way. When watching the interactive process between the child and his parents we can document how the care‑persons' competence of communication with their child changes as they gain a better understanding of the unique behaviour traits of the blind child. The parents will learn how to interpret their child's signals and how to give him support in mutual interaction. 

When we look at the videotape together with the parents, we can stop the tape and point out the positive interaction the parents will have with the child. Many things the children do in a positive direction the parents will not see, because it is so common to them. When observing the parents in play and interaction with their child, we learn a lot about the child's competence and opportunities, and see the parents as a source in the child's development. The Marte meo method directly relates to the children's developmental needs in the situation.  

The method is focused on strengthening and empowering the parents in their functioning and to prevent an unwanted development. This method is an important supplement that gives us an opportunity to concentrate directly on some basic aspects of communication and to give the parents a tool, which they themselves can use to increase growth-stimulating interaction with their children.

We would like to give the parents more concrete and relevant information concerning the communication with their child.

Some guiding principles are:

· to work with the family in the community and not just with the child

· to allow the parents to set the agenda and not the professional; working with them rather than for them

· to work in a positive, productive way, step by step, achieving realistic goals

· to work only with what the family knows or is able to understand at each stage

· to build on strengths rather than emphasising problems, focusing on the possibilities and resources of all persons involved

· to recognise the diversity in families and in all work respect the special cultural, racial, ethnic and religious traditions that make them distinct.

From several projects using this method, we have seen some results in the families:

· The method is very useful in helping parents making qualitative changes in how they see and behave toward their children. 

· Reviewing the videotapes with the parents makes it possible for the parents to see their children and themselves in new ways. 

· The parents state that they have become more sensitive to their children's needs and initiatives.

· We can see an increase in positive communication between parents and children

· And that the parents strengthen their competences as parents.

In my study I was present with a blind child and his parents in different situations of interaction in his first 3 years of life. By following the family's councillors guiding the parents in their responses to their child's initiatives, I have seen how the child has developed to become an active and extrovert boy. The parents have learned how to interpret his signals and are able to give him support in mutual interaction. The transaction has been a positive one.

By video analysis and reviewing the videotapes with the parents, the consultant looks for their positive interaction with their child. The parents hopefully will be actively engaged in the child's activities, thereby indirectly increasing the child's capacity to be active and to face the world outside rather than its own inner world.

By providing early support and guidance to families with a blind child, it is possible to minimise the unwanted development often seen in blind children. The goal is to increase the competence of care‑persons by strengthening their confidence and by giving them support in their behaviour towards the child. 
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