Mobility is fun for everyone Simple steps to empower parents, families and professionals
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The need for independent movement is important for all children with visual impairment or blindness. Children require stimulation and support in order to develop spatial awareness and independent movement. The need for special support in early years is necessary to establish. We must encourage children’s own motivation and curiosity to explore their surroundings and to move around. It is of great importance to support learning of skills and strategies that help children orientate themselves in their environment. Above all, it is important that these children get the opportunity to learn by doing in everyday life situations. Situations that give the children meaning and purpose and where people around them can provide functional and effective support. 

National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools, Sweden has participated in a two year school cooperation project, "STEP-UP". The project is funded through the Comenius program, which brings partners from seven different European countries together. The abbreviation "STEP-UP" stands for: Safe travel and movement Through the Environment for young learners with visual impairment, Promoted by all of Understanding and Participation. The focus of the project is children and young people with a severe visual impairment, particularly in supporting the development of core skills on which proficiency in orientation and mobility is built. The aim of this project is to identify simple steps in Orientation and Mobility (O&M) that can be of great value by non-specialists to improve the participation of youth in wanting to take part in independent and safe movements within the environment. The aim is also to help parents and professionals who are working with, and come in contact with children with visual impairment and blindness, to become more aware of how they can support the children to develop independence skills and participation in everyday life situations. 

The project has been organized through meetings and in close cooperation with the respective countries' special schools for children with visual impairment and blindness. By doing this we have gained insight into each other's activities and have gotten the opportunity to meet engaged students, staff and school leaders. The project resulted in five small publications; mapping of the Physical environment, Simple steps of how to develop skills in O&M, little about Myths in society. We have also developed a list of Literature and links as well as Glossary that explains different concepts in O&M knowledge. 

Through data collection by literature review, questionnaires, interviews, case studies and reports of good practice, this project will provide appropriate strategies to develop foundation skills. Based on the collected material, we discovered seven success factors that contribute in the development of children's basic skills. We describe them in Simple steps.

Simple steps

This presentation will be focus on some simple steps designed to help the child develop the important foundation skills which can be built upon by formal O&M training. Simple steps contains the following themes:

· Me and my body

· Sensory development

· Spatial and environmental awareness

· Curiosity and Exploration 
· Movement: small and simple, large and dynamic 
· Communication skills 

· Early self-care and daily living skills. 

Me and my body

The ability to name and locate body parts, your own as well as someone else’s, is essential. Such awareness provides an essential foundation for O&M work and positively assists in developing good posture in relation to walking and gait. When learning the following skills, the ability to move around confidently will be increased. Body awareness: the naming and locating of body parts. Body concept/image: how body parts move and function and their relationship to each other. Body planes: How the body is divided into halves such as left/right, top/bottom, front/back, etc. Laterality: The child learns how to move different parts related to the left and right. E.g. I can lift my left hand. Midline: Recognising there is an imaginary middle line that separates what is on the right of a person and on the left. Proprioception: Is how a body uses the skeletal system to give information about where your body parts are in space. E.g. I’m standing on one leg. I’m scratching my ear.

Through play and participation in everyday situations, we help develop children's awareness of their own body and spatial relationships. Remove physical barriers that limits movement, use objects that are of interest to the child, build on what the child can already do and understand that patience and time is required. Toys which make use of sound are often helpful.  

Sensory Development

Encourage the use of remaining senses to help your child learn about, and make sense of, the world around them.  Play is a key element here, let your child explore, touch, feel and smell, such as water and sand play. Many children with visual impairment will be aware of “sound” but that does not mean they are actually listening to or understand what they are hearing. The child needs to understand, identify and locate sounds. Young children are often bombarded with sound and they need to learn how to discriminate between background noise and sound that has relevance to them.  This is known as “selective listening” i.e. using only the sounds you need, sound discrimination. Exposure to environmental sounds is important so that the child gets to hear a variety of different sounds and becomes able to identify and discriminate between them, differing traffic sounds for example. Auditory toys are a good resource, such as games using balls with bells, so that the directional movement of sound is experienced. A Primary school-aged child will be able to determine direction and position in a corridor using sounds and audible landmarks. 

Tactile toys and games can be used, such as objects of different shape, colour and contrast placed within a reachable distance and within the line of sight of the child. It should not be assumed that all children enjoy using their hands freely to explore. Some children can be very resistant to certain tactile stimuli. This is known as tactile defensiveness or tactile selectiveness. It is important that all those working with the child are aware of their particular sensitivities so that they are prepared for unexpected responses or behaviours. 

All of the examples above are applicable for children with additional needs, keeping in mind the importance of the concepts of high motivation, building on what the child can already do, their interests, allowing reaction time, breaking activities into small steps and allowing the child to be the “driver”.

Spatial Awareness and Environmental Awareness

The Spatial Awareness is about: Where I am? What is around me? Where are things in relation to me? Environmental Awareness is about: Understanding the immediate environment through the use of cues, clues, features and landmarks that provide information.

The environment is arranged in reasonably predictable patterns.  For example, houses are divided into rooms, and a room usually has four walls, a ceiling and a floor.  Beyond the house is the garden, the street, the shops, the town etc.

The young child needs practical exposure to a wide variety of environments and experiences within them. This is because, unlike sighted children, they will not have had access to the largely visual, incidentally acquired, understanding of how their environment is organized. 

In order for the child to develop a clear understanding of their environment it is vital that they are able to identify the purpose, properties and function of an object. When objects/rooms/places are given a name, or a label, it is important that all those supporting the child are consistent in using the same terms. The child also needs to understand that objects may not always be present in their environment. Objects can be permanent, such as a lamp-post, stationary, like a parked car, moving e.g. an escalator or moveable such as a chair. 

The child needs stimulation and support in order to development spatial awareness and independent movement. Allow the child to solve problems for themselves through practical activities such as cooking, cleaning, dressing and undressing.  Try not to step in and take over if a task is taking too long or it is going wrong. Encourage the child to practice skills with family and friends to build confidence, motivation and curiosity. Tasks should be broken down into small achievable goals which can be built on.

Curiosity and exploration

Stimulating curiosity in children helps them to understand their environment. When a child feels interested, safe and secure, he or she will want to explore. Work to encourage the child’s curiosity. 

Pre-cane skills - These skills, when performed and applied correctly, give an individual maximum protection without the use of a mobility aid.  They include: 

· Squaring off 

· Placing one’s back against a flat solid object (e.g. a wall) in order to walk in a straight line to a known location.  

· Trailing

The use of one’s hand to lightly follow along a surface (e.g. a wall) to move from one point to another.

Believe in their potential and ability; do not underestimate your child. Take things step-by-step, let the child try for him/herself. Avoid overprotecting the child and preventing him/her from exploring.  Let the child do what he/she can for him/herself and allow them time.  A good starting point would be to have a quiet, clutter-free area in which to work. You can then attract the child’s attention with sounds, smells, movement or vibrations that stimulate them and interest them. It is important when trying to motivate the child to put objects within their reach, so that they can sense them with any part their body.

Movement Small and simple, large and dynamic

Let the child experience both indoor as well as outdoor environments. Encourage independence in everyday situations such as: dressing and undressing, include the child in daily tasks and activities. 

Communication skills

Give clear instructions to your child and use consistent language. When playing games, teach turn-taking skills. These skills and attitudes are required to play effectively with peers. Almost all social skills used by sighted children and adults have been learned by visually observing the environment and the people in it, and behaving in socially appropriate ways based on that information. Social interaction skills are not learned casually and incidentally by children with a visual impairment and therefore these must be carefully, consciously, and sequentially taught. Enable the child to participate in events or visits and through these meet with other people and encounter new social situations. Further develop their independence by allowing them to choose their peer group, participate in activities which they enjoy and give them the opportunity to learn from one another.

Early self-care and daily living skills 

We want a child to be independent and socially accepted in life. Successes in early self-care and daily tasks promote a child’s self-confidence. Give the child a chance to learn basic self-caring skills like: dressing, eating, personal hygiene, etc. Encourage your child to join in in a variety of household activities such as baking, cooking, cleaning etc. Give the child a chance to work out problems they encounter for themselves. Keep in mind equality (rights and responsibilities) and offer the same opportunities to take part in activities in and outside the home.

Final Comments 

Allow your Child to make mistakes, minor mishaps are not dangerous. Trust the child and help them learn through play, trial and error. Overprotection can lead to learned helplessness. Some areas for consideration: Whose needs are being met by overprotection? Learn to appreciate your child’s achievements. It is better to comfort than intervene too early. Try not transfer your own anxieties to the child. Provide all those involved with positive examples of success and successful outcomes for children and young people with a visual impairment. 

Implementation
For the moment, we are still working on how the material can be implemented in different settings and by different users. 

PAGE  
1

