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5. The Development of Communication

Babies make sounds (vocalise) from a very early age and whether they are aware of it or not, we respond by talking to them or in some other way. Babies are aware of the sounds we make (listen) and are able to recognise sounds such as mother’s voice early on in life. From this they begin to listen to the human voice and respond by vocalising in sequences as a form of ‘conversation.’ This gradually leads to turn taking which is the basis of all communication whether the child has a hearing or visual disability or both or these combined with further disabilities.

It is very important that you are aware of this early stage of development. Your baby will make sounds and you must respond by speaking. Make him aware by putting his hand on your throat to feel the vibrations you make and his own throat when he makes sounds.

In this section we are concerned with developing the skill involved in turn taking. I think it will help to look at listening and vocalising separately although of course ultimately your child has to learn to use them together. This section will also show you how you can use the other senses; particularly touch, to overcome the difficulties caused by being unable to use speech for communication or by being unable to see the speaker.

There is a recognised sequence through which hearing children learn to listen to sounds and understand they have meaning. Similarly there is a sequence of stages through which a child learns to make sounds, ultimately to use words, which have meaning for others. Early spontaneous sounds develop into ‘babble’, which the baby can control and gradually refine with mummy’s help. Finally the baby becomes aware that some of the sounds he makes get results, for example “ba” when his ball rolls under the chair and mummy shows she knows what he means. Communication has begun and develops very quickly.

For the child who cannot easily develop these skills, similar sequences lead to the ability to receive touch signals in place of listening and in place of speech learn to give signs or to use technological means of communication.  This takes much longer and is more difficult to establish.

For the child who is deaf and has visual problems but reasonable movement, the best means is to be taught to communicate with signs. Unless there is certainty of useful sight and hearing, signing should be taught anyway because setting the pattern for communication as early as possible is imperative. Much the same sequence occurs as with listening and vocalising. He feels the manual signs, gets to recognise and link them with what is happening, he makes some similar movement which mummy helps him refine and he eventually learns to use standardised movements (signs) in the appropriate place. (At this early stage it is most important we recognise and respond to their efforts - even if the response is totally inappropriate.) Initially we have to help him copy our movements by moving his hands and arms in imitation. It is advisable to keep the number of signs low to begin with and always connected with things that occur routinely. Signing builds up to communication in the same way as speech and regardless of whether you later use the manual alphabet or fingertip spelling system (or even technology), where lack of fine movement prevents finger spelling.

Remember speech and signing both require the ability to make complex movements. For speech these are with the mouth and tongue, throat and larynx and in signing making complex movements in space with arms, hands and fingers. Where there are physical problems these movements may be difficult if not impossible. A later chapter briefly addresses some of the issues in using technology for your child.

It is important that you do not demand responses from your child without giving him the experiences necessary for him to learn to respond. Whichever method is right for you and your child, you must still always be talking to him - if nothing else he will get vibration from your voice, but if you put his hand to your mouth when you speak he will also know you are the source and that there are changes both in its shape and in the breath you exhale as you speak. The other reason is the habit that it cues you into, linking your normal verbalisation to a ‘second language’ so you don’t miss things.

If your baby’s movement is severely restricted you may have to move your mouth to his hand or come close to his face.  Make this a pleasurable experience for him as well as cuing him and you into the communication process.

Stage 1

Listening

When you talk to your baby always put lots of emotion in your voice. Observe his reactions to sound carefully. Does he startle at a noise, appear to hear loud sounds or low sounds. How far away must he be from the source of the sound for it to have any effect (a door banging for instance)? How close must he be, say to loud music, for him to notice it even momentarily? Is there any reaction if you hold his hand on something that vibrates? Note down what he does and see if he becomes more aware over time.

When you are talking to him and use his name, touch his hand to his chest. When you are referring to yourself touch his hand to your chest. These are the first and very important signs for “you” and “me.” They will always be needed and are vital in relationship formation.  This stage is really one of observation of your baby’s responses - when you feel he is beginning to take some notice, move on.

Stage 2

Listening

Observe his responses to more sounds - telephone ring, music, a drum being banged, high and low sounds etc. Does he respond by stopping what he was doing, turn his head towards the sound, still his eyes and body. Does he seem to be listening, if so wait a moment and then make the sound again. He will lose interest quickly at this stage, but it is answers to these sorts of questions that will help you assess his ability to use whatever degree of hearing he has.

Get into the habit of alerting your baby when you are about to speak to him - say his name or something like “Hi” - this helps him prepare to listen before you actually speak to him.  Or, if there is no response, touch him gently so as not to startle him.  Begin to use some specific phrases with emphasis on the keys words. Say, “Come to mummy” when you pick him up; “Down you go” when you put him in his cot, or “Go to daddy” when he takes him and so on. Use just a few which relate to everyday happenings. It helps him to anticipate what is about to happen and in time can be linked to a sign if necessary.

At some time your baby will have a hearing test and may be given a hearing aid. Make sure when you put it on the sounds he is expecting to hear are pleasant - a loving greeting, a tune to which he enjoys being rocked. Unexpected sounds, not yet meaningful, can be very frightening especially if he cannot see where they are coming from. Let him make some sounds for himself (with your help) or see if he connects the two. 

Unless otherwise advised let him wear the aid for short specific periods, same time and routine each day until he is happy with it, then leave it on a bit longer each day. Keep the background noise low to begin with and talk to him just as you always have been doing.

Vocalising

If your baby has some useful hearing and is beginning to make some sounds himself (vocalising), copy these and watch his reactions, do they suggest he is listening and has recognised them? The next stage is to encourage him to repeat these sounds in response to your imitation of his sounds. ‘Turn taking’ is the basis for all communication and starts very early so encourage it and praise it and use every opportunity to develop it.

You could now begin using the signs ‘sleep’ and ‘bath,’ making the sign and helping him make it, ensuring that you are in the hands on position for him to make the sign correctly.

Stage 3

Listening

When you want your baby to listen, make sure you give him an alerting sound such as saying “listen” and make sure you do have his attention. If he does not have any useful hearing this ‘alerting signal’ can be a tap on his shoulder.

If you think he is beginning to notice some of the environmental sounds - the telephone, a door banging etc - take him to them and let him feel the vibration. Not all things come to us; we often have to go to them. Let him feel the vibration by holding his ear to them as well as by feeling.

Talk to your baby at his level. Close to his ear or aid - it is important that he knows a person is speaking to him so that he gives his attention to the speaker. If there is some vision we should also emphasis our facial expressions, gestures and body language as well as stressing the words to which we wish him to attend. Even if some of these things are missed by the blind or severely partially sighted child, our communication style will be lively and that will reach the child.

You can show your baby how to make vibrations (and sounds) for himself using a drum (or other suitable noise maker). First let him feel the vibration through his hands when you hit the drum. Remember to make a sound, then briefly no sound so that you give him time to change from ‘listening to’ to ‘listening for.’ If it is a series of continuous noises he will get bored very quickly. Make changes in the number of times you hit it, from loud to soft and so on - good contrasts. If he enjoys this let him have a go - you help him hold the drum stick and bang it to begin with but let him take over when he wants to. Always begin with a session when you dictate what the drum does and then when he takes over give him lots of praise for his efforts. Does he like to put his ear (and which one) to the drum or seem to listen more to one side than the other.

For the child with limited movement, switching devices may need to be attached to such sound making toys so very small deliberate movements can trigger a response and allow him to achieve something on his own.  However you must always make sure your child takes part in the other aspects of this activity rather than concentrating on the technology - it is there for a purpose.

You could now introduce the signs for ‘drink,’ ‘play’ and ‘hello.’ Also ‘no’ if you feel it is necessary.

Vocalising

There are a variety of ways in which your baby could be telling you something now. The baby may:

a) Want you to notice him, to share something he has noticed, to repeat something he has enjoyed, to alter something

b) Smile if you have met his needs, cry if you have not done so

c) Object to something he does not like by pushing it away, struggling or crying

d) Refuse to do something familiar more than once

e) Show he is aware of the introduction or ending of something he likes or dislikes. 

f) Show he has noticed something by perking up, changing his expression or vocalising, beginning to cry or laugh.

This is all communication which we need to let him know we have recognised and have received his message - just by how we respond, the tone in our voice etc. When a hearing child says  “ta” you will notice that his mother always acknowledges his “ta” by saying something like “That’s a good boy.” You must find an equivalent.
Note, and every so often make a short tape recording of, the sounds your baby is making. Whenever he makes nice vowel sounds imitate them and encourage him in turn taking. Put his hands on your face when you make the sound and back on his own face if and when he repeats it. His hand could be on your throat and back on his to be aware of the vibrations there. If he does get good at this try changing the pitch. Make the contrast a big one, much higher then much lower - have fun, it’s a great game. Does he notice the difference, does he try to change the sound he makes. Does he make no sound but change the shape of his mouth - even the smallest change? Praise him for trying. 

When he can imitate two tones make the difference less obvious and eventually try a two tone sound, up/down to start with then down/up. Listen for new sounds from him and imitate these. These exercises will help the child who has some hearing, as they are all links in the chain that has to be worked through if he is to learn to speak. For the deafblind child it is an activity, which draws his attention to us when we are speaking.

Stage 4

Listening

Introduce more sound making toys, particularly those he can use himself (good also for hand control). If you use a sound maker can he locate it?  Chime bars are fun; one at each end can provide contrast. When your baby shows he has heard something he should be allowed to feel the source and make this kind of connection.

He can be learning that to listen to the radio you need to push a button, to play on the drum you need a drum stick, to get a sound from a rattle you must shake it. Different actions go with different sounds. 

You can play a game of giving him the drum and let him find the stick amongst several things he could not use for this purpose. Or you could put two (or later three) noisemakers on the table, sound one and see if he can pick it out.

Vocalising

Continue to play at reciprocal sound making, always giving the tactile and vibration clues through your face and throat. If he can now imitate some of the two-tone sounds encourage him to make the same sounds several times, eg “ba ba ba ba, ma ma ma.” Give him different vowel sounds, making him aware of the way the shape of the mouth changes. He may enjoy these sounds when you make them close to his ear and may pull your head down towards him. If any of the sounds he makes sound like any of those you emphasise in your special phrases and are in context, show him you recognise these by giving him back the normal word and praising him for his effort. The blind child with no hearing loss shows some delay in developing speech and language, so we must accept this when there is loss in both senses.

Introduce signs for ‘thank you,’ ‘wait,’ ‘finished’ and if he does go out in a car, ‘car.’

Stage 5

Listening

Show him how to take turns using sound makers. You shake the bell (having alerted him to your proposed action) stop shaking it, give him time to realise the sound has stopped and then show him how to take his turn in shaking it. Use the phrase “listen to the (name) listen.” When he understands this procedure, you can each have similar noisemakers - let him operate his freely, but keep drawing his attention to yours while you hold his still for him. You can play this game with him using musical instruments, ie xylophone, maracas etc. Sounds should be quite loud to begin with, but you can gradually reduce yours and see if you can determine how low it has to be for him to hear.

Vocalising
If imitation of vowel sounds is progressing well, begin to give your baby the feel of some of the consonants (his hand on the appropriate part of your face or throat): 

‘m’: hand on your lips, which are closed inwards with no air coming through. 

‘p’: hand on your lips first closed inwards then opened to let out a puff of air which is felt on the child’s hand. 

‘b’: hand on your lips closed outwards and opening to let air out slowly.

Then add a vowel sound after a consonant (ah, ou, ee, eh etc.), letting the child feel you making the change in shape of your face and mouth as it occurs. Very gradually, quicken up the change from the consonant to the vowel so that the sounds blend, eg. you will be making the sounds ‘me’ ‘ba’ etc. You can also progress to making the vowel sound before the consonant, eg. ‘Up’ etc. Remember, you must have his attention when you are doing these exercises; keep the duration of the exercise short. Where these sounds occur in any of the special phrases you use, draw his attention to them by putting his hand to your face. 

He may make some of these sounds (and others) quite naturally but not necessarily deliberately - it is making them deliberately in recognition of their similarity to the speech sounds we make when talking to him that leads to him using speech sounds in context. However, praise him and respond to any vocalisation.

Watch to see if there is excessive use of any self-initiated sounds that the child makes a habit of using and might be using as a block against listening and which will therefore cause him to fail to appreciate sounds as a means of communication. Such sounds are often very unpleasant to the listener, and the child is well aware of this and can learn to use them to avoid contact. If the sounds the child hears are interesting and meaningful, he will listen. If he is rewarded when he makes pleasant sounds and is made to realise that we too make these sounds (and others), this kind of problem should not occur. It is often the result of lack of auditory input in the very early days.

Because the production of speech sounds depends on complex manipulation of the muscles of the mouth, jaw, lip and tongue, spending a few minutes each day helping your child to exercise these parts can be helpful. You may have to let him feel you doing them, and perhaps doing a little gentle manipulation of his face, in order that he knows what you want of him. If he has additional physical disabilities you may need to get some advice from a professional before you do this.  The following are some ideas: 

- Put your tongue out. 

- Put your tongue out and waggle it. 

- Blow up your cheeks and ‘pop’ them. 

- Put something sweet/tasty on various parts of his lips and show him how to lick it off.

- Gently put against his lips things that contrast, eg. something luke warm/cold, wet/dry, smooth/rough.

Introduce signs for “sit down”, “stand up”, “I want”, “do”, “give”, “spoon”, “biscuit”.

Stage 6

Listening

Continue to play listening games (always in a quiet room).  Make sure your child is in a position to listen and is attending. Contrasting sounds highlight differences and that is what we want the child to notice. Give him clear sounds and give him time to respond.

A. See if he can copy if you bang the drum:

1) Just once or lots of times

2) Slowly, quickly and them a combination (brief)

3) Loudly, softly and then a combination of both (brief)

B. Each time he hears you bang the drum get him to put a brick (or something) in a box (or use a switch to release a brick into a box) - at first let him see you bang the drum, then see if he can do it by hearing the sound. Sometimes we inadvertently give the child other clues about what we want, so at times play this game using a tape recorder.

Vocalising
If imitation is progressing well, there may be some nice efforts at actual words now, but keep talking as you have been doing all along. You can play games with animal sounds using toy models, environmental sounds using models - car, aeroplane and so on, not in relation to the real thing, but as a variety in sound making which could be related to the actual experience of travelling when the time is right. Sometimes children with useful hearing are able to recognise a spoken word once they have the sign for it. Today’s toys that light up in response to sound provide a reward for a good attempt at sound making.
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