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Introduction

The theme of this paper is the social development of blind pre-school children. All children are born as social beings, but all children do not handle the process of social development in the same way. Since Selma Fraiberg's research, it has been known that a child who is born blind has a particular risk of not achieving optimal social development.  If the social development goes seriously wrong, the blind child may develop autistic-like behaviour.  Therefore, in Denmark the work with congenitally blind infants and children has focused on this area of development in order to prevent the emergence of such behaviour.  As a result, we know today that it is possible to intervene in the children's development to facilitate their social development.  To achieve this, we have to create an environment – both psychologically and physically – around the children that help them develop in a positive direction. 

In Denmark we only have a small group of congenitally blind children who are exclusively blind. 25 years ago, they would have been segregated, but today they are growing up in a sighted environment with the potential for developing socially on equal terms with sighted children.  Here I must add: if the right circumstances are present. "The right circumstances" means that the consequences of the loss of visual information are taken seriously and that the adults around the child are knowledgeable about the potential consequences of a serious visual impairment on developmental issues.  It also requires awareness on the political level to make the necessary economic resources available for promoting the social development of blind children.  It requires well educated, experienced and knowledgeable counsellors and a willingness to make human resources available when the child needs them.

Today, the goal of counselling is not exclusively to prevent the development of autistic-like behaviour in the blind children. Another goal is to provide the necessary conditions to enable blind children to develop socially on equal terms with their sighted peers in an inclusive environment

The last goal has not yet been fully reached in Denmark.  For the past 25 years blind children have lived and learned in integrated settings.  The experiences from this period tell us that congenitally blind children are able to master the academic demands on equal terms with their sighted peers, but that they encounter difficulties with social inclusion in peer groups.  This is the why I have chosen in this paper to focus on the social development of blind pre-school children. 

Because of the limited time for presenting the paper I have chosen today only to focus on blind pre-school children in the age group from 3 to 6 years. The years from birth to three years are described in another document which complements this paper.  Together, the two papers cover the social development from birth to 6 years. They can be found on the web site: www.synref.dk.

This paper is based partly on experiences gained through my work as a psychologist for congenitally blind children, their parents and educators over a period of 25 years, and partly on a recent project involving a review of case files for blind children born from 1980 to 2004.  This review addresses all areas of development, but today I am concentrating exclusively on social development.  The review began this year and is still ongoing.  The descriptions of blind children mentioned in the following stem from this material.

In my study, I have divided the development into four phases covering the years from birth to 6 years. The phases are based on the changes that normally take place in the life of the pre-school children in Denmark involving changes in the child's social settings.  Phase 1 and 2 concern the first three years of life.  In this paper, I will concentrate on Phase 3 and 4, which cover the years from 3 to 6. 

The 3 to 6-year-old child

Phase 3: From 3 to 4 years

It takes years for a congenitally blind child to develop social competencies.  The basic, simple competencies develop already within the first years of life, and in the following years there is a continual growth and extension of those basic skills until the child is ready to participate in more complicated social processes at the age of 6 or 7.

Let me now turn to the 3-year-old blind child.
The 3-to-4-years-old blind child

At 3 years of age, a blind child with age-equivalent development is considered to have a social-emotional and cognitive base for the development of further social development.  First of all, this base is grounded on trust and confidence in important persons in the blind child's surroundings.

Often, the blind children of 3 to 4 years of age are described as happy, active, curios and more or less stubborn, most of them more!  They have intentions, know what they want and do not want.  But some of the children are also described as shy, reserved and cautious. Generally, blind children at the age of 3 to 4 are very vulnerable.  They quickly reach a state of insecurity.  Their knowledge and experiences are still too limited and too few for them to cope with unexpected events or solve suddenly emerged problems.  Thus, the children still need support and help from educators to solve problems that seem overwhelming from the child's perspective.  

But normally, at the age of 3 the blind child accepts separation from familiar persons quite willingly and is at ease in surroundings with activities that facilitate the child's development, and it is now time to focus more intensely at the blind child's social integration in peer groups and help him develop into an attractive playmate   This is the main social theme for the next three years. 

The blind child and the educator 

The most important element in the social life of a 3-to-4-year-old in kindergarten is the educator. The blind child shows great pleasure in having an educator to himself or "on the sideline" when interacting with a group of children.  The blind child needs the educator as an interpreter to tell him what is going on in the room and lessen the consequences of being blind. 

When alone with the educator, the blind child often verbally presents a lot of ideas, but he has difficulty turning these verbal proposals into concrete acts.  Because of his young age and the consequences of blindness, such as for example limitations in his understanding of sequences of cause and effect, his grasp on object permanence or his ability to imitate the acts of others, the blind child has inadequate practical experience and skills at this age.  Therefore, he has difficulty interacting with other children without the educator present to offer proposals and ideas and to tell and show the blind child how objects function and how to act.  Thus, when the blind child plays with other children, he often expects the educator to be the one who initiates play and keep it going.

As a result, at this age the blind child enjoys simple role play, but mostly with the educator.  He might play next to other children, perhaps using the same play theme as the other children, but the content and the course of the play are mainly directed by the educator, with the child following the educator's instructions. 

The blind child and other children

Blind children at this age are often active and generally interested in other children.  Most of the blind children are now able to share playthings with other children and take turns.  They are also becoming more aware of considering the needs of others.  

In group contexts, they are able to quickly check the whole group.  The blind children pay close attention to who is present and what they are doing, but they participate only briefly and often not directly in play interaction with other children without the support of an educator.  Thus, their contact with other children consists mostly of interested and attentive listening to the other children’s play. 

Phase 4: From 4 to 6 years

The 4-to-6-years-old blind child

The blind children between 4 to 6 years of age are often perceived as having a good, positive and secure emotional foundation, and a basic trust in the children and educators around them.  The children are characterised as active, curious and inquisitive.  But some children are quiet, shy and insecure.  Some children withdraw from the group and occupy themselves in a quiet corner when the activities are felt to be "too much" and too noisy for them.  In group sessions, these children are often the ones who listen to the verbal exchanges and activities of other children from the sideline.  Some children seek to protect themselves from unpleasant surprises by quickly responding with "No!" to new or unfamiliar activities and tasks, but generally a greater tolerance toward new tasks and activities is observed. Thus, at the age of 5, a "No!" is not always to be taken quite seriously.

In this period, and especially towards the end, some blind children are characterised as being emotionally delicate or sensitive while simultaneously rough and robust.  In secure situations, they test their limits and are bold and daring.  In other situations they need affectionate attention. 

In general, all blind children at this age need responses from others to their acts and confirmation through verbal and tactile contact; in short, they need to know that they are "heard and seen".  Through verbal questions, comments etc. the blind children still seek social reference, contact and attention, especially from adults, but gradually also from children.  

The blind child and other children 

At this age there seems to be more exchanges of contact between the blind child and other children.  This goes both ways.  Thus, some blind 4-year-olds will begin to address other children directly as an invitation to play or a request for help from them.  But these contacts are often short, consisting only of a few verbal exchanges.  Only when another child addresses the blind child directly, or an adult encourages him to say something, the blind child is drawn into the conversation and activity once more. A few blind children now have a "best friend", whom they play with especially.  

Furthermore, in the period between 4 and 5 years of age, more and more blind children show that they now are better able to handle group sessions with other children on their own. A growing interest in participating in more structured play sessions with rule-based and simple games is also observed.

Some blind children now join play sessions with other children.  Sometimes they are active, curious and imaginative in their play, especially on the verbal level.  But other blind children still spend most of the time playing alongside other children while listening carefully in order to understand what the other children are playing, and what they are talking about.  Sometimes the blind child may imitate some of the sounds the other children are making.  But the blind child's contributions are seldom taken up in the play or conversations of other children.  

These blind children use neither language nor their hands to explore what the other children are playing or using in their play.  At first glance the blind children do not seem to have much need for contact with other children.  But the question is whether this is really the case.  There could be at least three other explanations.  Maybe the persistent behaviour of playing alongside other children is seen because the blind children do not have the visual experience of other children’s activities.  Often it is the visual experience of other children's play that motivates a sighted child to seek out another child in order to explore how to do the same, take a closer look at the play objects the other child has, or take it from him, and perhaps an interaction may develop.  Another possibility is that the listening behaviour is similar to the decoding behaviour often used by young sighted children when they silently observe what is going on and how the playing children behave in order to find an appropriate role for them in order to join in.  A third possibility could simply be that these blind children lack the necessary strategies for interacting with other children. 

The blind child and the educator
In many situations, still at the age of 4 to 6 years, some blind children prefer to interact with the educator instead of other children if they have a choice.  Some blind children seem not yet ready to handle the interaction with other children on their own.  They still need support from adults to take initiatives, maintain the established contact etc. in interactions with children.  They feel safer knowing where the adult is, even though they do not depend on being physically close to the adult anymore.  Once they have succeeded in establishing the interaction they often try to maintain the attention of the adult as long as possible.  In dialogues with adults the blind children are active, take initiatives and make questions and comments.  They show that they are often very attentive to what is going on around them.  Often they comment on the things they hear and ask when there is something they cannot understand. 

Conclusion

The 6-years-old blind child

At 6, the blind child is expected to have good contacts with adults as well as with children. He is also expected, at this age, to be open and interact socially and to posses a range of social skills.  If this is the case, the goal has been reached and we have a blind child who is socially equipped to cope among other children – often sighted children.

In looking through the case files of blind children born during the past 25 years I have found that at 6 years of age, some blind children possess such a range of social skills similar to those seen in sighted children at the same age.  They incorporate a number of useful tools in their interactions with other children.  They are interested in and attentive toward other children and manage to interact with one or more children without adult support.  They are interested in knowing what the other children are doing, and sometimes they approach the play area where the other children are in order to get an opportunity to make contact with them and perhaps join in the ongoing play or activity.

However, some blind children at this age clearly show a delayed development of social skills and competences.  The main problem is that they still are very much orientated toward the adults.  They do not spontaneously play or interact with other children.  Their behaviour clearly shows that they do not have the necessary competencies for handling interactions with peers without at least some support from an adult.  Because of the consequences of blindness for the social development and other possible factors, these blind children seem to lack the knowledge, skills and specific social strategies for interacting with other children.  In order to be a competent interactive partner at the age of 6, the blind child must be able to use social strategies that are all in some extent influenced by the blindness. Therefore the blind child often has to be taught explicitly how to use social skills, while sighted children gradually pick these skills up by observing the ways that older children use social strategies in interactions with other children.

There is no longstanding tradition for teaching social skills and strategies to blind children, as there is for example in relation to children with autism.  But in many cases, we really should offer similar training to blind children.  There is a long list of strategies that the blind child must learn to master before school.  These strategies involve for example processes for taking the initiative to enter a group, maintaining play in the group, negotiating the agenda and so on.  We should put much more emphasis on telling and showing the blind children how to use such strategies

Thus, going through the case files I found that it is in fact possible for a blind child to develop successfully and follow the general patterns of social development seen in sighted children.  Even in the best cases, however, there are often more or less noticeable qualitative differences caused by the inconveniences of blindness, which are difficult to measure.

We have to be realistic and admit that a positive social development is not possible without the conscious, careful and continued efforts made by the child's parents and educators in the pre-school years on basis of professional counselling.  An optimal social development process cannot take place without a counselling effort that involves all the significant persons around the child.  The goal of the counselling must be to make parents and educators more keenly aware of special problem areas related to the social development of a blind child in order to enable them to address these needs and facilitate an optimal development process.

The role of parents and educator

Therefore, we must address the roles of parents and educators.  Parents and educators are key persons in relation to the social development of a blind child.  In the years from birth to school age it is the parents’ and the educators’ responsibility to facilitate the development of essential social skills.  They have to guide, support and teach the blind child how to cope in interactions with other children.

Thus, it is the educator's responsibility to facilitate the child's ability to participate on equal terms in activities, play and tasks with other children – in Denmark mostly sighted children - in as many different situations as possible. This is achieved by creating a setting for the activities that matches the blind child’s particular needs.  This includes, for example, ensuring appropriate materials and creating situations where the blind child is able to join the group on reasonably equal terms with the sighted children.  One cannot expect a blind child to be able to play on equal terms with sighted children at the same age in all forms of play and with all forms of materials.  

To ensure that the blind child is able to continue a good social development process in his pre-school years, the educator must be attentive to the special adaptations necessary to make up for the child’s lack of sight and, as time goes by, to gradually change from active, direct and constant support to a more indirect approach.  The educator must be knowledgeable about the special needs of the blind child and aware of creating possibilities in everyday life that enable the blind child to play with sighted children on equal terms.  This includes helping the blind child get involved in positive as well as more negative interactions with other children, including conflicts that the blind child must try to solve, as all children must.

 The educator must also constantly consider whether her presence and interventions in the play sessions encourage interaction or constitute an obstacle to direct contact and play between the blind child and the other children.

Cognitive versus social development

The last issue I wish to highlight is how to prioritise cognitive versus social development.  If there are differences in the child’s development in these two areas, the question is whether the cognitive or the social development should be the deciding factor in choosing the date for starting school.  

The problem is that if a blind child does not have the necessary tools to cope socially, he will inevitably be confronted with social difficulties if he starts school at the age of 6. This may have consequences that reach into adulthood.  On the other hand, if he stays in kindergarten for one more year, he may be bored intellectually if the sighted children who stay in kindergarten are not at the same cognitive level as he is.  

There is a long tradition for emphasising the cognitive development, while social development is usually not considered the decisive factor.  Therefore, it is hardly surprising that the experiences from integrated schooling tell us that blind children normally manage the academic part well, while the social arena is difficult to handle for many.  Considering that we are social beings our entire life, that social end emotional development are closely connected, and that our emotional well-being is an essential basis for cognitive development, I have no doubt which factor should take priority!
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