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7. Play

Play and imitation are very important in the development of all children. We do not always realise that their activities reflect much of what is going on around them and that this is a form of practicing, consolidating and refining what is learnt. A child who will set out a number of cups and put a spoon in each is beginning to demonstrate such skills as number, sorting and estimating as well as having fun.

It is up to us to show the disabled child ‘hands on’ how to play with things in a variety of ways so that we extend his experiences and prepare him for more complex uses of basic skills. From play with things such as spoons will gradually grow the awareness of what they are used for, when they are used, where they are kept, how these are cared for and so on. If such things seem to you to be out of your child’s reach now you still need to provide the opportunities to build up over time this knowledge about the world in which we all live. Your goal is that eventually he will be able to act independently in it. 

Think about the kind of experiences that go to make up everyday living, try to see those aspects of objects and activities that will help you child identify and remember them. For example, help him feel the ‘hollowness’ which is common to all things from which we drink, the shape which identifies all beds (low, long and with a pillow at one end) making them different from other things on which you could lie or sit (chairs, settees, etc), the roundness that is common to balls, plates, saucers, wheels, etc and the differences which determine how each of these round things are used. With your hands on his he must learn about such activities as banging, squeezing, pushing, pulling, etc.

It is also important for the disabled child that we do not do things for him, once he can do them for himself. Of course, we must be sure we have given him enough knowledge to perform the activity skilfully. We must also remember that it is not enough to show our child how to do something, he must also have his attention drawn to what he has achieved.

It is a good idea to set aside regular short periods each day when you ‘play’ with your child. Give him a sign to associate with this regular event so that it comes to have meaning. For it is from the recognition of daily events that life begins to make sense to him and he acquires the concept of time and stability.

However, always remember the essence of play is fun and make sure all the experiences you provide are, or become, really enjoyable.  The more fun the more learning that will take place.

Stage 1

Although we may not think of it as ‘play,’ a mother begins to interact very early with a young baby, cuddling, tickling etc during routines such as dressing, undressing, and so on. Nurse your baby; walk about with him telling him about the things around him. Establish regular short periods when you are just making contact with him and to some extent let him dictate what you do together - if he just wants to cuddle up that’s fine - if he is restless find and do things to catch his interest.

While your baby is awake have him in a baby sling or safely close to you (if the sling is not practical or safe having regard to what you are doing around the house) in a baby chair or his pram so he is aware of you and your movements and sounds.

Stage 2

Once your baby is awake for longer periods, the play period can be divided between time spent interacting with a person and being on his own amusing himself. Most of the activities that help him to use his residual vision and hearing and practice motor skills are forms of play. Whichever it is, it must always be fun for both of you.

Sing and move together. Rock to the rhythm of a tune. Dance to various rhythms with him in your arms. Jog him gently up and down in your arms, on your knees, lie on the floor with him rocking gently side-to-side. Deafblind children have to be introduced to movement through us and since we each have our own way of moving this will also help him identify you.

Talk to him about what you are doing together. If you are turning round and round with him say “round and round - stop,” making sure you do stop when you say stop. Walk a little while before you repeat an action - this gap is important as it gives him a chance to ask you to do it again. Even just a small body movement could be his way of asking for more and you need to respond immediately. You can say to him, before you do it again, “you want more?” so that he learns not only have you received his message but can send him one too.

Once the child realises he is in command of the situation and can get what he wants this way, he has made a big step forward. So watch for these first attempts at communication for they are often fleeting and easily missed, but so very important.

When your baby is in his pram and playing by himself, tie things around it, bright, noisy and well-textured things for him to see and feel and knock against as he moves. You can use pram toys that are strung across the pram and fix these so that he can touch them, not only with his hands, but also with his feet. When he is on the floor rug the same kind of incidental experience can be made available to him if you make the kind of apparatus illustrated below. Change the things on it so that he has new experiences as well as the familiar. Observe whether when he has touched something he tries to do the same thing again. Are there some things he does not like? What do these have in common, if anything? 

He needs to be able to find out some things for himself and, by observing him in this situation, we find out through which medium he learns best. 
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Stage 3

Rhymes 

With the child sitting on your lap, his back firmly against you, play a simple nursery rhyme with actions. I would suggest ‘Two little dickie birds sitting on a wall.’ You can find this and other action rhymes in the Ladybird Finger Play book or Rostron’s Finger Play for Nursery Schools. 

If you speak it rhythmically your movements will also be rhythmic. Do it two or three times at the most, but do it every day. Use only this one rhyme during this stage. Do it ‘hands on,’ of course, and observe whether the child is beginning to recognise the sequence of movement and through your hands you can feel him beginning to anticipate some of it. Simple patterns of movement and sound help to develop the ability to remember sequences and are a preparation for participation (joining in with you) and later for imitation (by himself). 

An alternative lap game, which stresses the action the child is making, is to sit with him on your lap as above and gently move his arms up/down, into the midline/out, bring his hands together and bring them to his face. Make up a little sequence of these and do them in the same order each time while saying “up, down” etc.

Play on the Floor

Provide a rug or blanket for play on the floor (not to be used for any other purpose). Choose a good texture, a good colour and big enough that as later you can encourage your baby to move about on it. Being put on the rug will act as a signal for the kind of activities we provide there.

Initially join your baby on the rug and lie beside him. Notice if he is aware of you and respond to any approach he makes. How does he play or move, is he interested in any light source or appear to be listening. If we begin with what interests him and join in with what he does we can lead him from there towards the things we want him to do.

Play tickling games with him such as ‘Round and Round the garden,’ not, as yet for him to copy, but creating a climax, which he can learn to anticipate. It provides an input of sounds, words and touch, first slowly, then building up in speed, loudness and nearness. You can make up your own small sequence for this game - watch his response, where in the sequence is he beginning to show recognition. Play a game of ‘peep-bo’ just with your hands gently over his eyes and then releasing them. Use a paper tissue and show him how to pull it off his face then off your face. All these games have to be fun and you must put this over to him in the way you talk to him and laugh about it. This helps towards learning that things remain in existence even if they are not visible.

Stage 4

All the activities under ‘Moving/Being Moved” in Chapter 6 can be done as part of playtime. Always join in with him - crawl with him, over and beside him, roll to and away from him.

Introduce the following games, if your baby’s physical movement allows.

1. With as much of your body as possible in contact with his, take your baby’s hands and move them (a) up and down in sweeping movements and (b) in circles. Make these movements as big as your child’s arms allow and do it rhythmically. When he is used to this routine, stop just before completion and see if the child’s movements suggest he would know how to continue and complete the sequence.

2. Play any of the action games which require him to touch his head, eyes, nose, mouth and ears - let him feel yours and play the game touching you.

3. Rub his arm (leg, hand or face) then ‘hands on’ show him how to do the same on you

4. Make a music tape, which contains two minutes of sound, followed by two minutes of silence, repeated several times. Watch for a response from your baby. Is he aware of the difference between sound and no sound? If there is no listening response put his hand on the recorder. Is he aware of vibration compared with no vibration?

5. Show him how to hide a toy under a cushion, tissue or small box and then how to find it - make this lots of fun. If he can play this game we can be pretty sure he has an idea of object permanence. To find hidden things is a useful skill later on in specific learning situations, ie colour matching.

Action toys

Introduce toys that ‘do’ things, ie a wind-up merry-go-round, even a vibrating toothbrush on which you can put different objects - almost any small toy that requires a simple action to activate it. Let your child have his hand under yours when you operate the switch, then let him feel the result of your action. When it runs down and he wants more you can observe if he takes your hand and puts it on the toy for you to operate it. Then you can take his hand and show him what he must do to operate it for himself. When this happens it is a moment of joy. In time you can have two such toys that you know he likes and give him a signal for him to make the choice, ie for a whirring toy his hand on your throat as you make a vibration sound. This is quite an advanced stage so don’t expect it too soon. Also be careful that the moving parts cannot cause harm. Check each toy carefully yourself first.

By communicating he is learning he can influence people. Now, in play, he is learning he can influence objects. “I do” leads to “what else can I do” and eventually “what can I do for myself and for others.”

Introduce one or two toys that can be pulled along with a string and show him how, by pulling the string, he can get toys he might otherwise be unable to get for himself. If you use cars and toys on wheels these are fun to feel spinning around and to learn to spin oneself. 

If he is happy sitting, have a few toys in a box and show him how to find them, examine them, one at a time and let him play with them. You can also have two boxes so he can take things out of one and put them in the other (fix the two boxes with a clip so they stay together).  However, just sitting can be boring so give him lots of sitting experiences - in a rubber tyre, on a beanbag, on a small rocking horse, in a clothes basket, or on a child’s chair. A cardboard box is also nice to play in - toys in it cannot roll away and they can be hung on the sides. If another half size box is put upside down in the big box you also have a table. 

When he is playing by himself discourage him from lying on his back (unless this is part of motor development) but encourage him to lie on his tummy, putting interesting things on and under his play rug that will entice him to try to creep to get them.

Avoid giving your child a pile of ‘allsorts’ to play with - give him different selections of toys that have something in common, ie sets of things for shape, or colour, or sound or texture. Talk to him about them and show him how to explore them before leaving him to play for a while with them. You can give him sets of things that are connected with daily routines - a cup, spoon, hairbrush, sponge, etc to explore and play with. Watch to see if he recognises any of these - does the spoon go to his mouth, the brush to his hair? You can remind him of their uses before he is left to play with them. For listening or vibration cover some small cartons with the same material each containing different sound making things - dried beans, sand, pebbles, buttons, etc, plus one with nothing in it - and encourage him to shake them - does he notice the difference in weight at all? For texture you could join small pieces of bits of material etc, put them into a container with a hole in the lid through which he can pull the material.

Stage 5

Some more advanced activities you might offer him are:

1. Show him how to find things under cartons or in a pocket sewn onto a cushion

2. Show him how to (a) fit a wooden circle into a foam board, (b) fit a peg into a board with only one hole in it, (c) push a small object through a large ring.

Praise him when he succeeds and show him the result of his action. You can provide tactile clues by covering the peg circle etc with different texture.

Observe his response to colour. Put several objects of different colours in a line in front of him. Does he regularly pick the same one first? Are his favourite toys of the same colour? Encourage him to scan (a visual skill) by spacing several different colour toys across the table and getting him to look from one to the other (use a torch if necessary) before choosing one.

As mobility increases, your child may want to explore more and be less inclined to sit and play. Whilst he needs to discover things for himself, he will always need your help in interpreting daily life activities, so plan to keep two or three short periods every day when you sit down and play, that is ‘play with a purpose.’ It is good for him to learn to sit still for short periods. These children often become hyperactive and if he is used to sitting for ‘play’ periods with you this is very valuable. How long depends on his interest, if he is getting bored try a new activity or change the focus of the current one. If the child is interested, do not change for the sake of change, but try to extend the play towards the next stage.

Introduce some more action rhymes. Pat-a-cake is a nice one to encourage anticipation, imitation and body awareness. If you leave out a bit of the sequence does he notice this?

Whether or not he is now up on his feet encourage him to find and explore new objects, which you have placed for him to become aware of. Playing in different rooms offers variety for this, the kitchen in particular.

The following are some ideas for home made toys.

1. Plastic cartons with clothes pegs clipped onto them for him to take of and put on.

2. Matchboxes covered in different materials - with a few sweets inside them (if he likes sweets, if not something he does like), which he can learn to open.

3. With some ¾" hardboard make several play boards for

a) A switch board - various kinds of switches which he can operate (fix some different coloured fairy light bulbs on the board for him to switch on)

b) A board with various pockets fixed to it into which you can put different things (each day) for him to find

c) A board with some rings fixed on it on which you can hang things on for him to find.

Stage 6

Watch that your child neither becomes bored or obsessive with any particular toy. Time is needed to get to know how to play with a range of things. Also, once your baby can manage a particular play activity move onto something more advanced or a different way of practicing the same skill.

So, it is a good thing to have something new ready which will stimulate fresh interest and exploration should it be needed. The following are a few more ideas.

1. Play boards

a) One with a set of door fastenings, ie a handle, a knob that turns, a large hook and eye, a button catch, a latch and so on.

b) Another with insets over which there are hinged doors, which he can open, and find/see inside different textures, outlines of shapes of different things.

c) One with just hooks on it and a box of things he can hang on them, take them off and change them around for himself.

2. To help him with fine finger skills you can let him find and pick up such things as smarties, sultanas, sugar puffs, etc or get such things from the bottom of a carton or cup.

3. If you have graded rings-on-sticks or graded cups, remove every other ring or cup so that the contrast is greater. Show him how to cup his hands around the ring or cup to help him to be aware of the size difference. It is actually better to have him stack real things (plastic plates, saucers, etc) or to learn to put little spoons in a little box and bigger ones in a bigger box. Use real life things wherever possible.

4. Have boxes or containers with pop-on tops. Show him how to pull them off and replace them. Have another box of containers with screw-on tops and show him how to unscrew and get them off - the latter is quite difficult and he will need lots of help. Use only a few to begin with, same sort and size. When he can do this have both cartons and screw tops jars of different sizes so he has to sort them - only a very few of each.

5. Have things for him to unwrap and some odds and ends to wrap. 

Toys which can light up can now be bought which your child might enjoy, but guard against use for long periods as it can lead to stereotype play which is neither useful nor to be encouraged. You can incorporate light into some toys which have a purpose - ie in the bottom of a shape - posting box so that he gets a light each time he posts the correct shape.

There are various toys that vibrate but these are only useful if they have a purpose now that he is really ‘playing.’ Smell too these days is often incorporated in books or toys but the association would be difficult for your child as this stage.

One last suggestion - when you are playing with your child, particularly in the ‘hands on’ position at a table, if you sit opposite a mirror, you will be able to see exactly what he is doing as well as feel it.

For the baby with limited movement, the development of the idea of cause and effect is important as the connection between an easily managed “switch” of some kind and the resulting activation of an interesting toy is quite difficult.  However, with modern technology, the child’s ability to control his play and entertainment environment is substantial and the range of switching devices (including voice activation) your child can operate needs to be established.  This can be done through play and the operation of a wide range of toys, turning on radios for music, etc.  Later the link can be made to a selection of pictures of the desired toy or activity and then, if necessary the link to artificial speech to ask for it.
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