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INTRODLU CTION

arents and professionals agree that play is an important and ‘

necessary part of children’s development. Through play. \

children have the opportunity to learn and practice new i
skills at their own pace. o Different factors influence the
way a child plays, such as his individual temperament, his activity
level, and the kinds of toys and games he likes best Over time, cach
child develops his own style of playing. There is no one “right” way
to play—the important thing is that children enjoy doing it. © For
most children, play seems to come naturally; it doesnt need to be
taught. Sighted children learn by watching and imitating what
others are doing. They learn how to relate to objects und people
through their many opportuniries for what we call “incidental
learning,” or lcarning how things are done simply because they
can sce them happening in the course of their daily
activities. e Visually impaired children don't have the same
opportunities for incidental learning, nor do they have the ability to
readily imitate the behavior of others. They often need more time
and extra help to learn what to do with toys and how to interact
with people. A We have found that certain play situations
seem to be especially difficult for children who do not see. In this
booklet we will focus on three areas: exploring toys and materials,
making transitions from one activity to another. and playing with
other children. We will discuss why these areas sometimes pose
problems for blind childien and we will share some of the sugges-
tions we've gathered over the years from parents and professionals

SUSAN L RECCHIA M A
Infant Specralivt

Bhind Childrens Center
Los Angeles, Californa
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PAPTOPING FOYS ANDAIVTE RIS

Eddie sat on bis blanket surrounded by a variety of colorful infant toys.
chewmg on bis leather shoe Each mornmng bis babysitter was careful 10
provide different toys for lim She bad learned bow important it was 10
make sure that blimd children had something to do with thewr hands so
they wouldnt get bored Eddies babysitter kneu: that most 1.2 month-old
babies were very interested i exploring different toys But no matter bou'
nteresting she tried to make the toys for Eddie. he mmtarnibly ended up
chompmg on that old leather baby shoe She was begmmng 1o feel like it
wasnt worth the time to try to gite Eddie special toys whben all he cared to
do was suck on bzs shoe anyweay Why not just give bim the shoe and be
done with 1t?

tke many visually impaired infants. parucularly those who are totally

bhind, Eddie has found a favorite thing to explore and 1s “stuck™ on it

Though his shoe may not seem Iike an appropriate plavthing to his
babysitter. the shoe does have some very appealing qualities for him- it
starts out on his foot and he zlways knows where tc find 1t, 1t is .nade of
leather. and has a texture. taste and smell of its own, difterent from most
plastic infant tovs, 1t may have little evelets made of metal and cloth shoe-
laccs which can be chewed and pulled on 1t has an outside and an nside
part. which nicely accommodates his hand or fingers These may be some
reasons why Eddie 1s so interested 1n his shoe But what really concerns his
babysitter is Eddie’s disinterest in everything else

Eddie’s lack of interest in different toys 1s common for many blind babies
Designed to be visually enticing or to help coordinate movements between
the hand and the eye, most infant tovs have little meaning or appeal for
Elind children. Parents have told us that their visually «.npaired ~hildren
often prefer exploring household objects, particularly those made of wood
or raetal To a young child. the taste and feel of an object and the fun noises
1t can make. are much more important than its actual use

|
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Even the most appealing objects may not motivate 2 visually impaired baby ‘

to reach out and =xplore as a sighted child would Blind babies often don't l

begin new acuvities on their own. which makes 1t hard for their parents to

know when they are becoming bored with an old routine or if they are ‘

ready to play with other toys We have found that most blind babies must be

gnven extra time and help to discover what and where their toys are and ‘

what they can do w:th them |
|
\
|
|
|
|

When your visually impaired baby s first learning to bat at objects. help
Itm to stay in touch with his toys by fastening them to his crib or hanging
them overhead, within his reach Allow him t:zme to discover and rediscover
the same toys 1n the same places so that his play environment becomes
more predictable. Let your baby hold and touch a rattle or bell before vou
try to entice him to reach for 1t. so that he knows what it 1s that's making
the sound

\
|
. |
Infants play for a Jonger time and with greater interest when adults give |
them feedback about their play activities For a blind child this becomes |
especially important because he cannot see the toys available to him or the |
\
|
|

ERIC

O - -
o

.
.



-

t

Q

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

E




ERI!

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

cftect that his actions have on them Take some ume cach day to sie with
vour Culd as he play e reiking with him about what he's dong “Youve
tound those keys agan . Michael. Dont they feed coid against your che k?
You Itke to taste them oo Oh, such cold. hard hevs i your mouth'™ You
cdn dlso help yvour child o make connections betw een one toy and another,
and to move from one acuvity to another Those kevs are made of cold.
hard metal just Ithe vour hetde metal cup Lets find that cup

los important to remember that vour bhind child cannot really understand
how atoy works without bemg shown i a way that makes sense to him. At
first vou can take his hand in yvours helping him to reach out and explore
the tov Describe the tes as he feels i, and explain how 1t works “When
vou turn that handle on the jack-in-the-box. Joes. a ddown wall pop out at
the top Lees find the place where he pops out from ™ It may take a while
tor vour child to discover his own engovable wavs of plaving with: toys.
which may not alwavs be exactly what vou had in muind Over tme. yvou
will get used o this different way of plaving. too

Tico year-oid Lawre sat at the table ignormg the ball of playdough m front
of ber Her mother. feeling a little entbarrassed that Laura seemed to be the
only one m the group who completely refused to touch it was trying ber
best to mutate all the techmques the teccher bad showr ber to encourage
Lanras mrolrement “Oob Ilore squushing my finger into this big glob of
dougly " vhe sard It feels so soft and sticky, kmd of like peanut butter Lets
make a ball — bhere it comes. rollmg over to you. Laura ™ As soon as the
ball made contact with the edge of Lauras fingey. she fluag up ber arms.
knockmyg the playvdough to the floor and begen bangirg her bead on the
table Her mother scooped Fer up out of her chan: apologetically telling
the others mi the group that Laura bad a cold and bad been extra fussy
orer the last fe« days She knew that reaily wasn't the reason for Laurds
beharior This seemed to happen erery time d messy deticity 1wds itro-
duced at school Why was Laura so resistant to this she wondered. and
worse yet. why was it that she couldnt get any of the techmques which
worked with the other kads to work for Laura?®

sometmes called “ractle defensiveness,” this refusal of Laura’s to touch
Messy textures 15 not umique to blind children. but does seem to be more
common among them  Professionals often concern themselhves more with
the bind child’s resistance to touchimg materials because in the absence of
vison 1t takes on a new significance I Laura can't see the plavdough. and
won't touch it how wiil she ever get to know what 1t 1s or what she can
possibly do with 1t?

Mamv voung blind children are resistant to touching new or different tex-
tures for several reasons Sometimies & child may assodate touch with pain,
partcularh 1f she has had frequent hospitalizations or unpleasant medical
mnterventons Some children seem to be parucularhy sensttine to tactile sum-
ulation and may be more casily irntated by certam types of textures Others
siply don't ike miessy activiies Whatever the reason. introducing a resist-
ant bhind child to a new exture can be difficultat firse And though a
reaction ke Laurds might seem unusual, from her 2-vear-old point of

view she feels perfectly yustified in displayving her anger Just think fora
moment how it might fee! to bump into a cold gushy jump of mush. or
worse vet. to nave someone force vour hand into one against yvour wilj!
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We have found that the best way to help blind children get used to touching
different textures 1s to introduce them to a vanety of tactile CXDUTICNCeS 2
carly as possible Desensitizing a toddler or preschooler who has never liked
touching messy things can be difficalt. and may take a very long ume

If your child is like Laura, you can help her get used to the idea of touching
messy activities very slowly You may want to start out with something less
threatening than sticky plavdough, such as a big bowl of dry cereal Gre
her the chance to touch 1t smell it and taste € on her own. and to make a
mess with it 1f that will get her involved Once she 1s able o tolerate this. mn
something gooter. Don't expect her to jump 1nto an activity like fingerpaint-
Ing You may have to start by placing just a drop of finger pa: it on her
hand. gradually increasing the amount over ume while cncouraging her
mvolvement in the process

Laura may nced lots of time to get used to this—and she may never really
like domng it Sometimes taking 1way the pressure of expecting her to par-
ucipate makes a big difference. Once she is able to relax and stop worrying
about the messy stuff being on her. she may be able to realize that the other
chudren are naving fun and she’s missing out on something

Sometimes v¢ become so concerned about what a chiid won't do that we
can lose perspective on how important it really 1s in the greater scheme of
things Whether or not Laura ever in her hfe touches that plavdough 1s not
really gong to make a whole lot of difference What does matter. though. 1
how Laura ulumately feels about using tactile exploration in new situatens

MARING TRANSTIONS FROM ONE ACTIVITY TO ANOTHER

Billy. 18 months has been blind smce birth He and bis mother bai e been
attendmg a Monimy and Me class for the last < veral months with a group
of sighted infunts and their mothers Music time 1s Billy's faronite part of
the class Ie knows that it aliwdys comes dfter snack and before recess s
mother really enjoys simging the songs and playing the Smger-games with
bim. But each time music comes to an end. Billy falls apart. While the
other kids are getting ready to go outside. Billy usually cries and refuses

to gire up his farorite tambourme s mother feels that it’s important that
he follows the school routme. but sometimes she wishes she could just let
bim sing and play the instruments for as long as be wants to Then she
wonldnt hare to go through this struggle et ery Hmne

hough most young children have trouble making transitions at one

stage or another. for blind children this scems to be partcularly diffi-

cult At 18 months. Billy probably has a hard ume understanding o hy
he has to end music and go on to something ¢le

The other children in Billy's class may enjoy music ume as much as he does,

but they have the advantage of being abie to see what the next actviey s,

and that everyone elseas preparing to do it This added incentive acts as a

wonderful distracuion, and makes the transition casier From Billy’s pont

of view, this change signals both the end of his favore acuvity and an

onslaught of confusion Going out to the playground takes so much more

work than sitting in his little chair inside. No wonder he doesnt want nisic :

-
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tme to stop. Merely hearing his mother describe the “tfun”™ that hies ahead at
recess hardhy makes up for ending an enjovable activity

Though Bitlv may never make this transition with ¢nthusiasm, there e
some ways to make 1t casier for him Prepanng him dSefore the transition
takes place might help him get used to the idea. even sf he doesn't Itke 1t
Try to activeh involve him 1n the process so that he feels that he has more
control over the situation Duning snack say something ke “After we cat
our crackers we're going to have music time Then we'll go out to play
Before the last song vou nught remind him agam  “After we sing Row, Row,
Row Your Boat 1t']l be time to put on vour sweater to go out to play © After
the song. 1t might help if vou have his sweater ready., rather than expecting
him to go find 1t when he's already having such a hard ume Again. taking
things one step at a time seems to work best

Some children have an casier ume if theyv ¢can hold onto a transtional object
of some kind. ke a small toy that goes outside with them cach day Instead
of struggling with Billy to take away his tambourine, offer the toy as a
replacement to help him prepare to go outdoors. ™ Here's your car. Bill

We can take that outside with us and play with it like we did Jast week”

Three year-old Melame wes busy playimg with ber favorite toy when her
wmother came i:1to the room with her jacket and bat “Come on, Melanie,
time to go pick up your brotber at school Were got to hury so we wont
be late ™ When she took Melanies arm to belp ber « i wuth ber jacket,
Melamie wrencked it away from ber and conmtmued playnig Melcame's
mather placed the toy aside and took Melanie onto ber lap Melanie began
to tantrum, kickmg and screanung “toy toy " “Ob boney I know you want
your toy. but we really have 10 go now You can play wuth it later when we
get bome.” Melanie contmued to tantrum as ber mother took her kickmg
and screanung to the car. wrestled ber mito ber carseat. and sped over to
school By the time they got bome Melanie was stili crymg and her mother
Selt frustrated and angry “"Why does it alieays bave to be like this?” she
asked herself “Melanie just doesnt seem to understcand that thirgs cant
aluays be ber way”

This scene might sound familiar to many parents. Melanie has been going
along to prck up her brother after school every day for months, and her
mother feels she should be used to 1t by now From Mcelazie s perspectine,
however, not only is her activity being ended abrupthy by someone eise, but
she s also being forced to do something that she really doesn't want to do

Blind chiidren tend to be more resist .at to change in general th e therr
sighted peers Change means somg from the known to the unkown when
vou don't have the advantage of seeing the signals that prepare vou for what
wilt happen next. Sighted children depend on visual cues to help prepare
them for what's to come Think of all the additional mformation that would
be available to Melanie if she could see As her mother entered the room,
she would see that she had her own jacket on. and perhaps her purse and
car kevs inhand  She would see that ner mother was holding her jacket, a
sure sign of preparing to go outdoors She would probably know from the
look on her mother's face that she was ina hurry Though all of this infor-
mation eventually came to Metanie through her other senses, she missed out
on the advance warning that the sighted child would have had. She didnt

ERIC .

|




have the same opportuntty to prepare herselt for what soon would be
expected of her

Itisn’t possible to prepare your child for every transition that she nught have
to make throughout the day. Someumes we have to change or stop our
dctn ttes mid-stream without any advance warnmg But when you do have
the ume. a liitde preparaton can make a big difference m how your ¢hild
will respond to a change Just giving Melanie some advance notice by saving,
In ten minutes it will be ume to put away vour toyv and get ready o pick
up vour brother at school.”™ would be a good place to stare Tt night also be
helpful to give her a small amer that vou can set together, and let her be in
charge of tethag vou when 1t goes off. Then go together to get vour jackets
so that she 1s imvohved in the process of preparing to leave Mcelanie nughe
like to have a specnal tov to bring along, or a tape to hsten to in the car.
Just as a sighted child might soacch the same familiar sights along the way,
Melanie wili be establishing her own familiar rouunce for the drive to school

It nught atso make it casier for Melanie to leave with youif she s ginven a
stronger sense that she will be able to return to her favorte tov You nught
sav something like “Lets put vour special music box night over here on the
table so were sure to know where to find it when we come home ™ Then be
sure to renind her of where it s after vour return, so she'll know that when
you tell her she can have it again later. you mean what you say,

Dont be discouraged if yvour attempes dont seem o be effecuve at first It
may take some ume and practice before vou find what works best for von
and your partcular child There may be times when vou feet vou don't have
the patence to deal with all this preparauon And there will most definitely
be times when vour child doesnt either Over ume. 1t will become casier to
tell when she can best respond to this type of direction. and when she may
fust be too tred or crabby to deal with 1t As one mother so aptly put it,
“Sometimes we have o just forget about how wed hike things to be going,
and go take anap

PLAYING WITH OTHLR CHITDREN

Mrs Howard was looking forwerd to seemg ber thiee closest friends and
therr children Her 32 year-old daughter Jenny loved bemg with the other
wids, but sometimes she had a hard time keeping up with them Mrs
Howard knetwe that the other children didnt realls :ndersteod about
Jemnys blmdness She coulddnt expect them to play differently because of
ber The last time they came to vistt, Jenny ended up playing quaetly with
her tape-recorder m the corner. while the other three childre:t played
together After awbile she camie to fimd ber mother and kept askig the
same questions over and over agam Just to get her attention Mrs Howard
wished that for once she could enjoy talkmy with her frievids while ber
child played hapmly with the others But at the same time. she knew that 1t
was heard for Jenny to wderstand what they were playmg. and she wished
she coudd do somothing to make 1t casier for ber
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have found that many parents of visually impaired
chiidren share Mrs Howard's fechings Though their chil-
dren may play adequately when theyvre alone or with an
adult, sometimes they shy away from groups of children. or behave m ways
that make other children shy away from them

When blind and sighted children play together. they may need extra ume to
famuliarize themselves with cach other's styvle of playving The quick, anpre-
dictable movements of sighted children can be disorienung, perhaps ever:
frightening at imes for a blind child It's hard o prepare for unexpected
bumps, or to know what they mean Blind children often respond more
slowhy' 10 new activities, which may cause a sighted child to lo. e inteiost
Dufferent children play in different ways Some ¢hildren are able to size up
a simation and join 1n easily Others may have a harder ume dotng this on
their own Exactly how you go about helping vour child to play with other
children will depend on her particular needs and vour mdividual style of
interacting with her.

Your child and her sighted playmates can all benefit from vour support A
simple statement like, “1 always tell Mary when I'm going to throw her the
ball because she can't see that 1it's conung,” can give both children a frame-
work for plaving together It lets vour child know that she doesn't have to
worry about the bali coming at her out of nowhere. and it cues her sighted
friend to use words to describe what he's about to do before he does 1t Sav-
ing something like, “It's okay if Mary just hsteas now Mavbe she'll join in

a lie later” can help a sighted child understand that vour child may not
re., ond to him the way that other sighted children do at first

Vhen your child has successful expertences playving with other children.
she'll be more motivated to do it again. Extra input from vou can help to
make the play situation less threatening, Keep the first plav expenences
short: set up situations with just one other child. and be avadable to “nter-
pret” tor both children unul they become more comfortable on their own
In these wavs. you can help to make vour child’s interacttons casier

My and Mrs Blackburi were delighted that their son Jeremy had been
neated o s friend Tomm's fourth birthday party jeremy. bld smce
birth. hadn't had too many opportunities to be with sighted cotldren

Smce be was an mfant bed been attendmg classes at the prescrool for the
blind, where he seemed to exyjoy playing with the other children But there
werent many children s age in the neighborbood. until Tommy moved
m across the street seveval months ago The Blackburns had really tried
bard 1o get the boys together for short periods of tine when Mr or Mys
Blackburn could sit with them and belpy them play together, as Jerentys
teacher bad suggested It bud been workmg out very well and it seemed
that Towmmy and Jeremy were begnmmg to play together on ther ot ¢
little longer each time On the day of the party, Jeremy seemed very excited
about gomng He talked about Tomny's party all mornng He knew theyd
bare cake and ice-cream. and would play games and open presents But
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when be got to Tommy's, he was very reluctant 1o bave bis daddy leate He
seemed overwbelmed by all of the children and when Tommy told bim 1
was time to play musical chers, be burst into tears Mr Blackburn tried to
cajole Jerenty mto joimng m the fun, but ferenty conined (o vy until bis
faiher took himt home

Though Je emy may have been to Tommy's house before, this ume the fur-
niture may be rearranged, there are lots of people, and it is probably much
notsier than usual Birthday parties like Tommy's can be confusing for any
child, but being able to see what's causing the confusion makes it much
casier to understand There may be a birthday cake and presents, games and
4 table ser wath paper plates and napkins with a famihar child's mouf. All of
these things give the sighted child 2 <« se of what will happen For Jeremy,
there 18 miostly the noise and confusion.

Though the Blackburns did their best to prepare Jeremy for Tommy's party,
and though Jeremy may have scemed very excited about going. the reality
of bemng there was a hrtle more overwhelming than he had expected. Group
events like birthday parties can be very overstimulating, even for sighted
children Most pareats are confronted with a situation like this during the
preschool vears, but parents of visually impaired children seem to have to
deal with this for a much longer period of time 1Its often difficult to deade
when to give your children that extra push toward independence and let
them try to handle 2 new situation on their own.

Before vou expec ,our child to play 1n a larger group, be sure to provide a
lot of opportunities for him to have fun with just one or two children. You
might begin by having him play with or.e friend for 10 minutes 1n his own
backyard. Work up to a trip with the same friend to a nearby park, where
vou can watch them play among other children in a new surrounding You
can help prepare your child by telling him what to expect from a new situa-
tion ahead of ume “Tomorrow we'll be going to Sally’s house to play. She
has a new baby brother who cries sometimes He's teo little to know how to
talk yet "

Someumes sumply describing what a place will be like or what will happen
there vron't be enough to put your child at ease. He may not feel comfort-
able at first going into a new situ .ion alone When 1t comes time for him

to be part of a larger group. let him know that you will stay with him if he
wants you to Knowing that vou are close by. “justin case,” can be very
reassuring. After the first few tmes. try leaving for 10 or 15 minutes, gradu-
ally adding more ttime as he gets more comfortable Be sure to tell him when
you are leaving. where vou'll be, and when you'll be back

It takes time for blind children to gain the skills and the confidence they

need to enjoy piiying with other children Learning to find the right words
to express therr feelings and to ask for what they want takes lots of practice
In some situations tiis will be easier than n others The important thing 15
that your child knows that with vour help he can learn to do 1t on his own.
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A FINAL WORD

he informaton provided in this booklet is based on our expe-

rience with many visually impaired children and their fam-

ilies, but you know your child best. You may have other
concerns about your child’s play that are not covered in this book-
let. Jf you feel that your child’s play behavior is unusual, or that he
persists in repetitive play behaviors that you find difficult to undet-
stand, talk it over with his teacher, doctor, or therapist. If you would
like any more informaton, please feel free to call us at the Blind
Childrens Center, (213) 664-2153. ©
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