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4. Touch and Touching

Touching things and being touched provide us all with a wealth of information, but we have become so used to its meaning that we are rarely aware of it. It is only when we see something unusual that we tend to ‘feel’ it for information. We ‘know’ ice is cold and hard without touching it and if we had a piece of ice put into our hands without seeing it or being told what it was we would know it was ice because we have felt and seen it before and someone has named it for us. When a child cannot see or hear things we must provide information through touch. If vision and hearing abilities develop they will, of course, become dominant and the sense of touch less obvious, but touch will always be adding valuable information and we must stress it for our child as it may well be the basis for future communication skills.

These children will not necessarily pick up tactile information without help. A totally deafblind child will be almost entirely dependant on us to draw his attention to the feel of things in his world.  If your baby also has difficulty with movement, the experience of and meaning from touch is even more important to develop without causing your baby to tense or withdraw.  It will also be more tiring as he needs to put more concentration and energy into just the movement before thinking about the outcome of that movement.

What kind of information does touching and being touched provide? For example a cup has the following features:

1. Shape - round, hollow, has a space to put fingers through

2. Texture - hard, shiny

3. Weight - light if plastic, heavier if china

4. Size - can be big or small

5. Temperature - hot (if its full of tea), cold (orange juice)

Once an object or objects are recognised then they also provide information about what is to happen next - recognising the bottle tells the baby its feed time, feeling the weight of the cup of milk tells the baby there is something in it.

Being touched tells us about the person or thing that is touching us. Your baby will be aware of your love by the way you hold him and attend to him. He will also notice the difference when other people hold him. Things that touch him or he feels will in time become meaningful to him - the blanket in his cot, the tap on the side of his cot you give before you lift him (vibration) which will warn him you are there, the touch on his hands as a clue to being picked up and so on. By touching he will learn about similarities and differences - two cups appear the same, one is plastic and light the other china and heavier. Your baby must have his attention drawn to a lot of these things, as this will be his most valuable source of information.

Stage 1

In previous sections I have already stressed touching body parts as a signal for dressing and undressing. His hands are the most precious part of him as givers and receivers of information, so touch them, hold and caress them whenever you are nursing him. Pat them, trace his fingers and thumbs and, if he is able to open them, rub the palms. He has to learn to have his hands touched and moved early on.

In these early days your baby will only be able to accept a small amount of stimulation. It is a time when you can think about how much information you get by touching and exploring objects with your hands and what you learn by being touched. With your eyes closed feel for yourself those things your baby will experience in his daily life - how big/small, how hard/soft, light/heavy, what shape (how do you know when you have felt all round a circle, that you are back at the beginning?), what are the differences between tiles, carpet, boards, with or without shoes? (Would the difference tell you where you are?). You will be most able to help your baby if you are aware of this sort of thing.

Stage 2
Your baby should now be awake for longer periods and you will have time for just nursing and encouraging him to begin with your help to touch different things. Start with small soft toys, pram toys, some things connected with daily routines - his hairbrush, a spoon, a piece of biscuit (not to eat yet but to get used to the feel). You can rub his hands with different textured things, wet things, cold and warm things (not all at once of course). These activities may lead to likes and dislikes, but get your baby used to tactile experiences.

Begin to explore some things with him, take his hands and move them around a soft ball and then a hard one, have a square brick and let him feel the four corners and so on. There needs to be a distinct difference between the things he explores or he will miss differences. In addition things that we can see are different may feel much the same to him.

Keep telling him about what you are doing together. On your lap he is getting many clues from your voice and from the way you are moving your body.

Stage 3

Now you can introduce other concepts, for instance size. Offer not just one ball, but several all the same except for size - with a big difference between the first two you offer and some time before you add a middle sized one. Balls may have different weights - the light one you move up and down easily, the heavier one let the weight take it downwards. A soft one you can press inwards, the hard one is firm and cannot be changed. I’m sure you will find plenty of examples for yourself.

Introduce these aspects slowly. Give him the body movements that go with tracing these shapes. Have some small sealed bags filled with such things as dried beans, sand, buttons etc (bags must be of the same material or he will miss the differences of their content). Fill some small plastic pill bottles (with safety lids) with different materials and stress the differences when you shake them. Let him dabble his hands in a small bowl of warm then cold water. Put bracelets on his arms and show him how to shake them off. He is getting experience in tactile exploration, but also about the differences themselves.

Hopefully your child is beginning to enjoy these play sessions - try to have them at regular times every day - it is by having them regularly that what you do begins to be remembered and give him pleasure.  Remember also how difficult it is for him to get a sense of “wholeness” just from touch, if his vision is poor.  So try not to introduce complex shapes too early.

Stage 4

We hope by now that he is aware of tactile differences and enjoying your sessions. When he is on his own with toys do you see him beginning to explore for himself? If he likes being on the floor you can stick or sew onto a floor blanket various things that will also provide different touch experiences. 

You might find that he is ready to discover that things can be manipulated and altered - take tops off bottles or other containers and put things into these (make these things a safe size in case he puts them in his mouth). Offer him simple wind up toys that vibrate, operated at first by you, then show him what you have done.

Try some simple actions. With as much of your body as possible in contact with his, take your baby’s hands, move them up and down and in big circles; make them as big as the child’s arms allow and do it rhythmically. When you have done this a few times, stop just before completing the movement and see if your child knows the shape to complete the action. Play action games that encourage him to touch his head, eyes, nose, mouth and ears - let him feel yours and play the game touching you. Rub his arm (leg, hand or face) and show him how to do the same on you.

Stage 5

Now is the time to introduce toys that do things - ie a helicopter on which the rotor blade revolves, wind-up merry-go-round, a vibrating toothbrush on which you can put different tops. Clearly this must be non-threatening and safe to use in this way. Let your child have your hand under his when you operate the switch or key and feel the result. The next stage is for you to take his hand and show him what he has to do ie turn something, push a button etc. He has learned he can manipulate people, now he must learn he can manipulate things. “I do” leads to what else I can do and in time to “what can I do for myself.” Hands are tools, to use them he must recognise things by ‘touch’ and then learn what you can do with them.

Stage 6

Continue to develop his skill in recognising things by touch - an example of a useful game now is to have a medium sized cardboard box with two hand holes in it, show him how to put his hands through and find what you have put in the box - praise him when he succeeds. If he gets good at it give him the sign only and see if he can find the object to which it relates (this is very advanced) but an example of the sort of thing you can do when the times comes.

It is difficult to isolate touch and being touched because everything you do with or for him or ask from him involves the sense of touch. Make yourself aware just how much you know by touching and you will pass much of it on to your child without realising it. This section provides some specific ideas, but remember he is getting these experiences all his waking hours; it is your job to see that they make sense to him.

As the child begins to remember what he touches, uses and manipulates, we need also to help him recognise that things, although they have some differences, belong to the same category - for instance cups, tumblers, mugs and bottles are all connected to drinking; the various things he plays with are all ‘toys’; potatoes, carrots etc are vegetables and so on. Later the word “vegetable” should bring to his mind carrots, potatoes etc.
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