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ABSTRACT

A regional center for physically disabled children in
Gothenburg, Sweden, called Bracke Ostergard, teaches non-speaking
pupils to communicate with Bliss symbels. Schoel records were
exXamined for the 38 non-speaking pupils, mostly cerebral palsied, who
nad beer trained to use Bliss symbols. Results showed that, of the 32
cerebral palsied chnildren, 25 use Bliss symbols. The five children
with acquired or progressive brain damage had a spoken language and
subsequently used tro?itional orthography in placz of Bliss symbols.
Among deaf children, sign language is most commonly used, but it was
felt that deaf pupils had a more flexible cormunication system Lf
they learned Bliss symbols as well as sign language. In the 1970s,
children started with Bliss traininrg at elementary school, but in the
1980s children started Bliss training in preschool. Eighteen of the
pupils know more than 200 symbols. Pupils with severe athetoid
movements could not indicate thear symbels clearly and chus had poor
communicative ability. (JDD)
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ABSTRACT:

Bockground and purpcse.

l work as 8 teacher al aregional centre for phycically drsabled children,
Bracke Osterg%rd in Gothenburg Sweden We hsve teught non-spesking
pupiis to communicate with Blise symbals since 1977, but untii Test yeer
we d1dn't heve docurmented how many chiidren there were, the rescone

they where unable to speak or how they communicated now

During the last year | defined the nun-cpesking pupils and gathered
informetion from their Niles

I found 38 pupris, mostly cerebra! palsied, some with other forme of prain
darnage 11 of the ouptls wnere mildiy mente! 4 hendicapped, the cthers

were average Most of the pupile, 25, uced Bhise cumbols
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Problems.

From the fiies | can drow some conclusions about this group of pupils,
for instance how they communicated when they still attends=d cur school.
Many 9f them have now teft our school and « would tike 1o know ahout their
comrmurication todsy Did they 'earn how to communicate tn 8 usefui way
at our schoo!, did they learn Tor liTe?

flethod

L heve defined the group and studiecd their files, | know the children's
medicei, inteliectust ancd school background and their systems of
cormmunication

intend 10 send 8 quectionnaire to a!l the 38 children who have lesrnt
siternglive anc sugmentstive commurnicetion 8t our school Thern | will
conduct interviews with some of them, videotspe and analyse these
interviews by the methoed used in Canada by Janice Light

Conclusions.

in the study that | conducted sbout thece chilgrern | found thet -

*Puptie with cevere athetovd movernents did not indicete their symbols
cigarty Because of thie, their sbility to communicate was very poor
Tegching symbole ts ot enouc i, more Uime nieeds Lo go into betler

mmgiiation of symbole

*Puptls with acquired or progrescive drevn damage, who had been speaking
before, did not sccept Blics symbeis They continued with traditions!

orthography although 14 took ther more time and effort

*The ceat pupiis had 8 more flexible communication system if they tearnt
sigroianguage a3 well Az Blvee symbole They were able to communicete

withomust pesple intneir currounding:



A follow-up study of non-speeking children ot Bracke Ostergdrd
in Gothenburg, Sweden.
Presentetionr at the ISAAC conference in Stockholm August 1950.

Karin Gutiman, Special Teacher at Bracke Osterghrd, Gothenburg,
docteral student at Gothenburg University Depertment of

Educetion.

Background.

| want to tel) you about our school for motor impatred children and my
work with gur nonspesking puptls

Since 1976 | heve worked as 8 remedial teachier st Bracke Ostergérd in
Gothenburg in Sweden ) have beerin 8 dJoctoral program in educal.on since
1967

when | started in 1976 st Bracke Ostergérd | got 8 class with three non-
spesring sever yesr old pupils and one pupil of the same age who wae oble
to etk {Children stert school at ceven years of age 1 Sweden ) | remember
thigt | worked tremendously hard to be able to communicete witl: these
children and o try to teach therm Every day when | came horme | went 1o
bed tosleep for 8 while before | started to make dinner Tor my family as |
wa: extisusted By the end of our Tirst year together ! was invitedic g

course on Bhissymbale with Shirleg Mo Neugnton from Canade That course

ang the Bilcsyrmbols have been very impartant for me ever since tnat day

The first thing 1 010 when | come back from that course wes Lo teach iy
punile 1o cormmunicate with Bligsymbols We imed to communicate with
Bliccymnbils everywhere and 811 time | wented my pupils to understand
that when they communiceted with their Blissymoenle, they would have the

Cppartumty to meke things heppen for thern Whrien Anette, one of the
4
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pupils, told me she was tired, my assistant and | 1aid her down to rest for

8 while wWhen she told me thet she didn't want the browr. shoes thst motor
impatred children often get, and thet she wanted bright colours and smert

models, | tald her mother end she bought her 8 pair of shoes that Anette

loved

| had these children as my pupils for seven years and | became very
involved tn their thoughts and their 1ives. Sometimes when | spoke about
my children, people didr’t know if it was my biological children or my
scheol children that | was speaking about. Today my former pupils are
grown-up pecple - 21 years o1d. They communicate very well with their
BElissymbols and | hope that they wili a1l benefit from the evolution that is
teking part in nonspeaking people’s communication by the small computers
with synthetic speech, which are not ac common in Sweden 85 they sre in
Cenacs and the LS.

e supposed to tell you about my research with nonspeaking children at
Bracke Ostergdrd, not just about my own pupils Eut | think you get 8 better
background 17 | first tell you about them, becsuse without my former
pupils | wouldn't have done any research at 811 They are the ones that made

rme interested in alternstive and sugmentative communication

Purpose
At Bracke Osterg%rd we have taught non-speeking pupile to communicate
with Blres symbole since 1977, but until Tast yesr we didn't have
docurienied how many there were, why they where unsble to spegk 0 how
they communiceted nowedays | started 1~ conauct some research on therr,
define the group, find their medicel and intellectusl background end try to
see ff they communicete well or not | have written 1t in Swedish a yeer
Q 8GC, 81 nove i have thic somewhet sharter English version as well
ERIC 5
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School history about the pupils.

In the early seventies there used 1o be 8 hundred pupils 8t our school for
motor impaired chitdren. Most of these pupils were not serverely disabled
and today most of these children attend their locel schoo's Ther & were
only one or two pupils who couldn’t speak. In the middie seventies when |
sterted 6s & teecher 8t Brécke Osterghrd there were suddenly 11
nonspeaking children in the school. My class was the first one with severe]
nonspesking children in the same cless.

In 1980 there were about S0 pupils with 20 nonspesking,

1885 we had 40 pupils with 20 nonspesaking and in

1889, 32 pupils with 20 nonspesking.

In our lower clesces there have been slmost no speeking children during
the last five years, and all the children have very severe motor

impairments
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School history aboutl alternative communiceation.

As | to1d you we started to teach Blissymbols in 1977 wher we had our
firet course here Since then there have been seversl courses every year,
and Bhissymbols are rather common in Sweden today We often use
Pictogram for our mentally handicapped children and Blissymbols for the

other chidren.

wher we had used Blissymbols for ten years at Bracke Ostergard | started
1o investigate how many puptls we have had, and gether Iinformation about
them | first had 8 rether tough target, to define which children during thic
period were nonspeaking. There were no extra marks by the nonspeaking
childrern’s names on the classlists The only way of idzntifying a1t of these
childrer was from personal knowledge. As | know most of the children |
studied the classlists for & period between 1977,/78 to 1987/68. | then
8sked the teachers who were most familtar with them for extra
clarification, and | finally got names of 38 pupils who has been taught

alternative cormmunication during their school time 8t Bracke Ostergﬁrd

©
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Medical Background.

After that | went through the childrens files end studied them. | found that
among the 38 nonspeaking children there was 32 pupils with cerebre)
palsy, S puptls born in the sixties had acquired or progressive brain demage

and 1 child has dysautonomi, 1 e she is unab'e to hear and fee! anything.

Graph 2: Mediceal diagnesis.
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which methods of alternative communicetion does the children
use?

Gl om e
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it comes to which method of aiternaiive communicalion the chiidren
use, | found out thet their medice! background was importent. The five
children with scquired or progressive brain demege never wanted to
communicete with Blissymbols. As they have had 8 spoken language, they

uced treditional orthography in spite of the bigger effort it took One of the

©
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cerebra) pelsied pupils who was born 1361 got Blissymbols too late in life
and didn't use them.

As for the 32 cerebrel palsied children, 25 of them use Blissymbols, 3 of
the younger mildly mentelly handicapped children used Pictogram and sign-
lenguage and one pupil used traditional orthogrephy as | mentioned above.
Among our deaf children sign-language has been common since the middle
seventies. we hed a teacher with sign-language start at thet time. | think
that the deef children have a much better communication system when they
are able to communicate both with signs and Blissymbols. 3 pupils use
sign-1anguage. There is one deaf pupil(see “other” in graph 3) who attended
our schooi before we had a signing teacher. This pupil was taught to
lipread, but given no siternative means of expression. ! perconally think
that she would have had much better communication if she had lesrned

signs when she y/8s in our school.

6reph 3 . Method of communication
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When do the children start to learn alternstive communicetion?

In the seventies our children started with Bliss treining ot elementery
schod) and some of them in middle school. During their preschool time

they often didn’t have any good communication outside the family. But from
the beginning of the eighties, children sterted their Bliss training in
preschool and now &re able to communicate with people outside the family

when they are very young

Graph 4 : Gtart of Bliss education.
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How many symbols do the children know?

In Sweden we often use 400-symbo! standard charts. When the pupils know
maore than 200 symbols many of them can communicate very well with
other people. There are 18 pupils who know more than 200 symbols - mony
of them use our 400 standerd chart.

There sre 9 pupils wno use between 100 and 200 symbols. Sometimes
these children have individual Charts, often they use charts that we are
able to build up like the 400 charts.

5 of the youngest pupils know fewer than 100 symbols, some of them as
few as 10 symbols.

6raph 5 : Number of Blissymbols.
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Is the communication of the children functional or not?

I know that the number of symbols that 8 pupil knows s very often used s
a measurement of the pupils ability to communicate. | have searched for
some other measurement, but | haven’t found any in the litersture that |
heve read. | know pupils who knov 1ots of symbols, but don’t use them
very well. | slso know pupils who know only o few symbols but are able
to communicete very well. | tried to find some other messurement of the
children's ability to communicate and | decided on the following. |
informally asked teachers, assistants and staff ot the boerding house if
they could tell ine the pupils who were not sbie to tell them a secret, t e
something they hadn’t 8 shsred experience of . The deaf pupil who can't
express herself, the pupils who are unable 10 indirate clearly and some of
the youriger pupils who know very few symbols were unable to do this. Tnis

informstion {s detailed in greph 6.

Graph 6 : Communication skills.
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intellectual status.

0f course | was interested in the pupils intellectus) status. | found from
the tests that our psyrhoiogist conducted that we had 11 pupils who were
mildiy mentally handicapped, the rest attended the normal school although
some of them has severe motor impairment and may function on e lower
level than these testc indicate. It is very hard to test nonspeaking
children, sometimes | wonder if the psuchologist hopes that the children
sre more clever then they actually sre.

In Sweden there is a difference in the ievel of care dependent on whether
your child is mentally handicapped or not. Some of the children who are
borderiine mentally handicapped are registered as being mentally
handicapped as that mekes it easier for the perents to get help to lcok
after the child tu ellow them to spend time with their other children or
do whatever else they want to do without their disebled child.

Graph 7 : Average/Mentally retarded
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Where are the children now?

Ten of the children who ettended our school during this ten year period
have now left school. 8 children are in different special schools for
mentally handicapped children, sometimes because they can live closer to
their families. 20 children were still in our school 1ast year when | made

this investigation.

Graph 8 : School situstion
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Discussion ang suggestions for further research.

The chiluren that | have 10ilowed ere ail serverely disabled chilaren Of
3 course | car not generatize my findings about these pupils t¢ all non-

speaking puptis I do think that we have to meke several investigations like

this in different countries so that we will be able tc shere our different
experiences with each other In the literature that | have studied there is -
very Yittle done of thiz kingd Either pecoie tell us about one puptl for along
time (Kates, Mc Naughton 187S) or they tell us about many pupile for 8
stort time Sometimes the puptle thet they investigate asre not et 8ll non-

spesking pupile (Luftig, Berseni 1985,196€)

: | have thought very much of the way we teach chnldren to communicate

with Blicsymbole ‘when | had & class with many non-spesking children we  —
used Blissymbols 81l the time | know the! when my children becarne older
many people were impressed by the way they communicated The children

- were able to try other symbols If the first ornec weren't understood They
knew how to handle peopie who thought they were desf or cilly We mede

veriy many tours ir the community, ininformation centres end st

exhibitions, ¢ thet they could get used to talking to strangers The amount

of time Blissymbole ere used makes a great 01fference in the ability to
cormtrunicate, but | have never seen that pointec cut 1n the hitergture |

would ke to cee other peoples experience of thie

- Moachild ic the on)

RO only noh-spearing chiia in the reguler clase, there can't le

as much time for using Bhissymbols Often if these children have peers
who want to commurncete with them, they are good commuricators in
B class, but sometimes not able to 00 so outside schiool The teechers or

1 assistante should be aware of this and sometimes let the ¢rild speab Lo

Q 15 '




strangers outside school Why net on 8 dey wnen t'.2 other children do

sometring that the motor impeired child cardt physice 8lly dc eg sketing?

Conclusions

As for the puptle fnoui school | found out that the pupite withn acquired o
projressive brein damage found Blissymbole too himitting They rememasred -
the.. awn speech and they continued to communicate orthograpricelly i )
spite u¥ the effort and time it took them

lalsa founc thet the dea’ or severely hearing irmpsired chiidrern got murt -
more varied cammunicgtan when they could uce batk sign lenguage and
Blissymbols

Finglly 1 found tnet . hildren with severe sletoid movements fing 1 Very
herd to commuricate ge<pite the fect that they may know very many
Sgmbole, Deceuse wheneve: they get excited their moverients makes 11

mpossible to indicate the symbols
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