
Early In ter  ac t ions With Chi ldren Who Are Deaf-Bl ind 

By Deborah Gleason 

Are the fol low ing con di tions part 
of your story?  If yes, you are not 
alone. 

• You may be over whelmed 

with the idea that your child 

has vi sion and hear ing prob -

lems. 

• You may find it dif fi cult to re -

lax and get to know your baby. 

• Med i cal com pli ca tions may re -

quire un end ing ap point ments 

and in ter ven tions. 

• You may have to make sense of 

con flict ing ad vice or opin ions 

from pro fes sion als. 

• Your child may asso ci ate be ing 

touched with un pleasant med -

i cal pro ce dures.  He may fuss 

o r  s t i f f e n  w h e n  a n y o n e  

touches him. 

• Your child may ap pear un re -

spon sive.  He may not smile or 

make eye con tact.  It may be 

dif fi cult to fig ure out what 

your child en joys or what will 

make him happy. 

• In ter ac tions may be frus trat ing 

and may take a lot of ef fort. 

Your child may act passive. 

• Your child may need con stant 

help from you since he or she 

can’t “ex plore” or “lis ten to” 

en vi ron men tal cues. 

• It may be dif fi cult to un der -

stand what your child is trying 

to com mu ni cate. 

A ll ba bies com mu ni cate. It is through com mu ni ca tion 
that re la tion ships are formed and sus tained. All par ents 

must learn how to in ter pret and re spond to their baby’s 
communications in order to form the bonds that become the foun-
dation for development. When your child has both a visual im-
pairment and hearing loss, however, it may be more difficult to 
understand what she is trying to tell you and you may not be sure 
how you can best communicate and interact with her. We will 
share some ideas to help you discover how you can make your 
child’s world safe and understandable and how you and your
young child can share many enjoyable “conversations” together. 

You do not need to travel this journey of discovery alone. Profes-
sionals in many areas will help you. Many groups and many peo-
ple will offer services. They will all help, but in the long run, it's 
you, the parents and the family, who will have the most profound 
effect on your child. Your child will be molded and influenced by 
the kinds of interactions he or she has with YOU. The caring and
trusting relationship you build with your child will form the foun-
dation for her to explore and discover an ever-expanding world. 

In this fact sheet we present numerous ways you can interact with 
your young child. We offer practical suggestions for giving your 
child consistent sensory cues. We suggest ways you can recognize
and then respond to your child's responses. We also include tech-
niques that en cour age ex plo ra tion of the en vi ron ment. Finally, we 
present the idea of playing simple games that are not only fun but
also help de velop in ter ac tion and com mu ni ca tion. 

The View From Inside the Crib 

The senses of vision and hear ing are of ten re ferred to as the “dis -
tance senses” – that is, they con nect a child with the world that ex -
tends be yond his or her per sonal body space. Children who are 
sighted and hear ing learn lan guage and many im portant con cepts 
without any specif i cally planned in struc tion. They learn simply 
by being sur rounded by lan guage and by having ready ac cess to 
en vi ron ments that are safe, in ter est ing, and in vite ex plo ra tion. 
The senses of vision and hear ing help the child orga nize in for ma -
tion from the en vi ron ment. The young child who is deaf-blind, 
however, does not have ac cess to op por tu ni ties for this “in ci den tal 
learn ing” and the in for ma tion the child does ob tain from con tact 
with peo ple and the en vi ron ment is of ten frag mented or dis -
torted. 

A sighted and hear ing in fant comes to an tici pate daily rou tines 
be cause of the sights and sounds as so ci ated with them and can 
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pre pare him self or her self for the ac tiv i ties in ad -
vance. The in fant who is deaf-blind misses these 
cues be cause of lim ited vi sion or hear ing and may 
find the world un pre dict  able and confus  -
ing--possibly even scary. This child needs oth ers to 
help make sense of the world. From a child's per -
spec tive, what does it mean to have both a vi sion 
and hear ing loss? Many things may hap pen that 
are un pleas ant "sur prises." She may not un der -
stand or be able to an tic i pate what is hap pen ing to 
her. He may try to com mu ni cate, but his cues may 
be so sub tle they are dif fi cult for peo ple to un der -
stand. He may also find it dif fi cult to under  stand 
his par ents' best at tempts at com mu ni ca tion. Let's 
look at a com mon rou tine--diaper changing-- but 
let's do so from the per spec tive of the baby. 

Meg has just awak ened from her nap with a soiled 
di a per. She fusses a bit to let her dad know she's 
awake. She looks up as she hears foot steps and the 
open ing of her door to see her dad walk ing to ward 
her crib. She lis tens to her dad talk to her as he 
bends down over her crib, picks her up, and car -
ries her to the chang ing ta ble. Meg rec og nizes 
where she is from many pre vi ous expe  ri ences 
here. She knows what's com ing! She watches her 
dad take a bag from the shelf, open it, and pull out 
a clean dry dia  per. Then she sees him reach for a 
small plastic rect an  gu lar box, open it, pull out a 
moist dis pos able wipe, close the box and put it 
back on the shelf. Af ter Dad re moves her wet di a -
per, Meg watches him take the cover off a big 
round bucket, drop the di a per in, then re place the 
cover. Once she's cleaned up, she en joys the free -
dom of kick ing her feet with out the re stric tions of 
her bulky sleeper. Meg is be gin ning to learn to an -
tic i pate daily rou tines and to de velop an un der -
stand ing of many im portant con  cepts such as 
ob ject perma  nence (some thing still ex ists even if I 
can’t see, hear, or feel it), “con tain ers” (in/out, 
open/close, size, shape), and spa tial or ga ni za tion. 

Alex just woke up with a messy di a per, too. He has 
a profou nd hear ing loss, but is able to see faces 
and brightly colored ob jects when they are no  
more than 18 inches away. He does n't hear his 
mom come into his room and is sur prised to sud -
denly see some one mov ing above his crib. Be cause 
his di a per is so messy and Alex is not ter ri bly fond 
of having hi s di a per changed, Mom de cides to 
change his di a per quickly in his crib so they can 
get on to do ing more play ful ac tiv i ties. By now, 
Alex is begin  ning to rec og nize his mom from her 
touch and close ness and is hop ing to be picked up 
to play but suddenly he's con fused. "What's hap -
pen ing to my legs? Why am I cold? What's that 
cold wet thing on my bot tom? I don't re ally like 
this. Maybe if I squirm away it will stop. Oops, 
that did n't work, how about if I stiffen up a bit. 

Still no luck. I guess I'll have to resort t o cry ing. 
Finally, I'm back in warm dry clothes and Mom is 
hold ing me. Af ter all that, though, I'm not sure ei -
ther of us is in the mood for play ing." 

Michelle is fuss ing because  she also just woke up 
with a messy di a per. Michelle has no vi sion and a 
mod er ate hear ing loss. Her mom ap proaches 
Michelle's crib and gently places her hand on 
Michelle's chest to greet her with their spe cial 
"hello" sign, pauses, then gently brings Michelle's 
hand up to touch Mom's hair, which is Mom's 
"name sign." Michelle be comes quiet and reaches 
out to touch her mom's face. This has be come a 
spe cial greet ing. (She knows it's Mom who's go ing 
to pick her up rather than Dad from the feel of 
Mom's soft hair rather than Dad's rough chin). 
Michelle feels her mom’s hands gently lift ing her 
un der her arms as she says some thing that sounds 
like "up." Mom waits un til Michelle starts to lift 
her head to in di cate she is ready, then she picks her  
up. Michelle won ders what they'll be do ing next, 
then feels the soft terry cloth of her chang ing ta ble 
be neath her. She kicks her feet and feels the 
crumply  my lar pa per her sis ter so care fully at- 
tached to the foot of the chang ing ta ble. She re -
laxes, know ing this is a famil  iar place. She feels 
her mom touch her dia  per and then feels an other 
clean di a per close to her hand. Michelle grabs it 
and en joys crunch ing it to gether in her hands 
while her mom cleans her bot tom. What fun it is to 
kick the my lar and feel it move with out be ing re -
stricted by all those sleep ers and blan kets! When 
she feels the clean dry di a per Mom puts on her, 
Michelle knows she’ll be get ting up from the 
chang ing ta ble soon. As Mom gently lifts un der 
her arms and she hears that sound, “up”, again 
Michelle lifts her head up, let ting Mom know she’s 
ready. She re laxes into her mom's shoul der af ter 
she's picked her up and they go off to play to -
gether. 

Each Child is Different 

The amount of in for ma tion chil dren are able to 
gather de pends not only on the amount and type 
of vi sion and hear ing they have, but also on how 
they learn to use that vision and he ar ing. Each 
child learns to make use of avail able sen sory infor  -
ma tion in his or her own way. Some chil dren in ter -
act with their world pri mar ily through touch, 
while others m ay rely more on vi sion or hear ing. 
For many chil dren, a combi  na tion will be most 
use ful. 

For other chil dren, us ing vi sion, hear ing, and 
touch all at one time is too con fus ing and, in dif fer -
ent sit u a tions, they may choose to rely pri mar ily 
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on one sense. Some chil dren use their vi sion and 
hear ing in con sis tently. Some days they ap pear to 
use their vi sion well and other days they do not. 
Like wise, a child may seem to hear things well 
some days and not on other days. This can be con -
fus ing for par ents and ser vice pro vid ers alike. Al -
though com plete  ophthalmologica l  and 
au di o log i cal ex am i na tions are es sen tial, they may 
not be able to tell you how your par tic u lar child 
uses his or her resid ual vi sion or hear ing. This in-
for ma tion is best gained by carefully ob serv ing 
your child in fa mil iar places and at dif fer ent times. 

Communication May Already 
Be Happening

 There are many ways in which your young 
daugh ter or son may al ready be com mu ni cat ing. 
Watch for these cues: 

• Her breathing may change when she hears 
grandpa’s voice, rec og niz ing a fa mil iar and 

be loved per son in her life.

• She may open her mouth ea gerly when her 
spoon touches her lips, clearly indi cat ing she 
wants more food.

• She may keep her lips closed as the spoon ap -

proaches, and if feed ing at tempts con tinue, 
may turn her head away, lean back into her 
chair, stiffen, or be come agitated, indicat ing 

she does not want to eat what is be ing of fered. 

• When Big Sister pauses in a pat-a-cake game, 
he may reach for her hands as an in di ca tion 
he wants to con tinue.

• When Mom stops rock ing with him in the 
rock ing chair, he may move his body in a 
slight rock ing mo tion to in di cate he wants to 
con tinue. 

• When Dad pauses in a fa vor ite game after 
say ing, "I'm go ing to get your nose," he be -

comes excited, an tici pating the com ing kiss. 

• She may ac tively and ea gerly par tic i pate in a 
familiar song and movement game, such as 
"Row, Row, Row Your Boat," for five minutes 
or so; then you may feel her participation 
fade. She may turn her head to the side. If 
you persist in continuing the interaction, she 
may actively resist moving her hands with 
yours, stiffening her whole body and turning 
away. Clearly she has had enough

• She may crawl to the door and sit, or bang on

the door, as an in di ca tion that she wants to go

out. Later, she may even come take your hand

and take you to the door as a re quest to go

out side. 

• During her bath, she may splash her hands in

the wa ter. When she pauses, her dad splashes

his hand near hers, then pauses. She splashes

again. Re cip ro cal in ter ac tions with this 

back-and-forth turn-taking help es tab lish

early "con ver sa tions." 

Tips for Developing Communication 

Early com mu ni ca tion de vel op ment is based on 
four ideas: 

• De veloping a close and trusting rela tion ship

with your child

• Using con sis tent daily rou tines in which your

child is fully in volved

• Pro viding your child with cues so he or she

can learn to an tici pate what is go ing to hap-

pen

• Giving your child op por tu ni ties to  have some 

con trol over his or her en vi ron ment

You, as the par ent, take the all-important be gin -
ning steps by de vel op ing a close and trust ing rela -
tionship with your child.  One of the most 
im portant things you can do to develop a sense of 
bond ing and se cu rity is to hold your baby in your 
arms. Your baby will learn how you move and will 
feel safe and se cure as he en coun ters events of the 
day with you. Rather than feel ing alone and iso -
lated in his own world, he will be gin to learn about 
a larger world that includes car ing peo ple and a 
va ri ety of in ter est ing move ments, things to touch, 
tex tures, smells, and per haps some sounds and 
sights. 

As you join your child in play, you demon strate 
that you share your child’s in ter ests. You play sim -
ple turn-taking games to gether, which, through 
daily rep e ti tion, a child may learn to rec og nize. 
You in ter act in ways that encour age your child to 
tol er ate touch and han dling, and in which he or 
she can be gin to dem on strate en joy ment dur ing 
in ter ac tions. The fol low ing sug ges tions may be 
help ful as you and your child learn to commu ni -
cate to gether: 

“Hello. It’s me. Let’s play.” Al ways greet your 
child with a spe cial "hello" (touch ing her chest or 
shoul der, for exam ple) to let her know some one is 
there. Then let her know who it is with your own 
spe cial "name sign" (by help ing her feel Dad's 
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scratchy chin or beard, or Mom's hair, or a watch 
or ring you al ways wear). Tell her what you will do 
to gether (touch her di a per to in di cate di a per 
chang ing, for ex am ple, or in tro duce a fa vor ite toy 
or  move ment  game) .  Re mem ber  to  say 
“good-bye” be fore you leave, perhaps by wav ing 
“bye” with your hand un der her hand. 

Es tab lish pre dict able rou tines with clear be gin -
nings and ends. What rou tine ac tiv i ties hap pen 
dur ing the day for you and your child? Con sider 
ac tiv i ties such as eat ing, dress ing, bath ing, and 
play ing and think about how you can let your 
child know what will hap pen, when it will start, 
and when it will end. Per haps you have a spe cial 
blan ket on which you play on the floor to gether. 
Getting this out to gether and sit ting down on it 
will sig nal the be gin ning of play. Putting it away 
together sig nals the end. 

In volve your child in the whole ac tiv ity. Your 
child will learn the se quence of the ac tiv ity and de- 
velop many con cepts through his ac tive par tic i pa -
tion in the whole ac tiv ity.  Re mem ber that a young 
child who is deaf-blind must physi  cally par tic i -
pate in the en tire se quence of an ac tiv ity in order  
to gather the same in for ma tion that another c hild 
gath ers just by watch ing. For ex am ple, at meal -
time, you and your child go to the kitchen to -
gether, open the cab i net, take out a bowl, take out 
the jar of food, open the drawer to get a spoon and 
put the food into the bowl. Per haps you heat it up 
in a mi crow ave oven and when the bell rings, you 
both bring the warm food to the ta ble. At the be -
gin ning of a meal, your child may touch his bib be -
fore you help him put it on, and when he is 
fin ished eat ing he can help take off his bib. You 
bring the dirty dishes to the sink to gether and turn 
on the warm wa ter to rinse them. Through out the 
ac tiv ity, you of fer your child sim ple signs (hungry , 
eat, drink, all done, wash). 

Pro vide op por tu ni ties to make choices. Through -
out the day, give your child choices: bounce or 
rock? cracker or juice? bells or slinky? pat your 
hands or kick your feet? You could show her two 
toys (per haps the gig gle ball and a my lar bal loon) 
from which to choose. If she has some vi sion, you 
may hold the toys where she is best able to see 
them, al ter nately mov ing each one to help get her 
vi sual at ten tion and watch ing to see which one she 
looks at longer or re aches to ward. If she is not able 
to see the toys, you can help her touch each toy by 
gently bringing the to ys to her hands (rather than 
tak ing her hands and putt ing them on the toys) 
and watch ing to see which one she touches lon ger, 
keeps her hand on, or tries to grasp. (Some times 
you may have to guess her choice.) 

Re mem ber to of fer pauses. Some chil dren take a 
lit tle lon ger to pro cess the in for ma tion that they 
are re ceiving. It is i m por tant that they are given 
enough time to re spond. If we don’t al low the 
child this time, she may give up trying.  Re spect 
your child's pace and fol low his or her lead. If she 
has cho sen the giggle b all, you turn it on for her, 
then af ter a brief play time, turn it off and pause, 
wait ing expec  tantly, leaving b oth your hand and 
the gig gle ball very close to her hand. She can have 
some con trol over the game by telling y ou she 
wants "more." She may do this by vo cal iz ing, or 
mak ing move ments such as kick ing her feet, wav -
ing her arms, touch ing the ball, or touch ing your 
hand. When you slow down and of fer plenty of 
pauses, you al low your child time to an tic i pate 
and re spond. You also give your self time to rec og -
nize your child’s re sponses. 

Per haps your son has a mu sic box with il lu mi -
nated mov ing pictures that he en  joys, but he does -
n't have the mo tor abil ity to turn the knob to 
ac ti vate the mu sic and light box him self. You and 
your child touch the mu sic box to gether, pause, 
and then you turn the music b ox on for your child. 
When the music and  mov ing lights stop, howev er, 
you don’t im me di ately turn it back on. In stead, 
you wait with both your hand and the toy near 
your son's hands for him to give a sig nal, such as 
touch ing the toy or your hand, or wav ing his arms 
or vo cal iz ing that he wants more. You then im me -
di ately re spond to his re quest by turn ing on the 
toy for him. 

Watch for cues. Stay alert for signals  your child 
may give you that he or she is "ready" to com mu ni -
cate and par tici  pate in turn-taking games. Your 
child may signal that she w ants to con tinue the 
game or, perhaps, she i s "all done" or needs a break 
from the com mu ni ca tion/in ter ac tion. She may 
kick her feet, wave her arms, make sounds, reach 
to touch your hand or the gig gle ball, or use an -
other sig nal. When she no lon ger in di cates she 
wants "more," you may of fer her an other choice of 
play ac tiv i ties. Look for the fol low ing: quiet alert -
ness, ori enting t o ward the per son or ac tiv ity, 
reaching t o ward the per son or ac tiv ity, or vo cal iz -
ing. Children have many ways of let ting you know 
they would like to con tinue the in ter ac tion. Watch 
for small hand or body move ments that reach to -
ward the per son or ob ject. Watch for search ing 
hand or foot move ments, a smile, an open mouth. 
Stay in phys i cal con tact (allow hi m to lean on you 
or keep his hand on you or sit close enough so 
your leg is touch ing his leg). The fol low ing cues 
will tell you when your child has had enough and 
needs a break: turn ing away the face or body, lean -
ing back, stiff en ing, fuss ing or cry ing, withdraw - 
ing, en gag ing in self-stimulatory be hav ior such as 

Page 4 Early Interactions With Children Who Are Deaf-Blind 



 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  
     

nationaldb.org info@nationaldb.org
NCDB 

head wav ing or eye poking, clos ing eyes or mouth, 
or shift ing at ten tion to an other ob ject or activ ity 
(pull ing on a blanket, suck ing on fin gers, etc.). 
Read ing these cues and re spond ing ap pro pri ately 
is a very impor tant part of early in ter ac tions. 

In vent your own games. Per haps now she'd 
rather play one of her fa vor ite games that you and 
she in vented to gether. You be gin at her toes and 
slowly move your hands up her legs, up her chest, 
pause at her chin, then con tinue to her cheeks, 
end ing by rub bing your nose and face against 
hers. Be cause this is a game you of ten play to -
gether, and al ways in the same way, she has 
learned to an tici  pate what will happen. Y ou may 
no tice her ex cite ment build as she be gins to an tic i -
pate the fun. Per haps she starts to move her face 
back and forth too, or reach up for your face. When 
you put your hands back on her toes, she might 
kick her feet in di cat ing she wants to play again. 

Ex plore the world to gether (“hand un der hand”). 
It is very im por tant for fam ily mem bers to re mem -
ber that if a child has limited vi  sion and hear ing 
that they are not aware that you are both “look -
ing” at the same ob ject or en gag ing in the same ac -
tiv ity (for ex am ple, the child may not be aware 
that other peo ple eat!). Helping your child un der -
stand that oth ers are shar ing in the same expe  ri -
ences with him is an im por tant fac tor in build ing 
re la tion ships and self-esteem. 

The hands of a child who is deaf-blind be come his 
ears, eyes and voice. If he is ex ploring a toy, join 
him by gently plac ing one of your fin gers un der 
part of his hands. Likewise, if you want to show 
something to a child, en cour age him to place his 
hands over your hands as you move to ward the 
ob ject. This way you can explore to gether. Then 
you may gently re move your hand so he can play 
on his own. 

These strat e gies will send a mes sage to the child 
that you are join ing him and not sim ply ma nip u -
lat ing him. When a child’s hands are be ing ma nip -
u lated hand over hand through a task of ten his 
re ac tion will be to pull away. If, how ever, a child 
learns to seek out your hands to share and ex plore, 
you will nat u rally be fos ter ing a stron ger desire t o 
reach out to you for in for ma tion and again, build -
ing a stron ger sense of self-esteem. 

Join your child in her play. What is in ter est ing or 
fun for your child? Per haps she has one of your 
shiny metal mix ing bowls filled with brightly col -
ored my lar pa per and she likes to move her hands 
over the crin kly re flec tive pa per in the bowl. You 
could sit across from her with your hands partly 
un der hers in the bowl. Af ter she moves her hands 
in the my lar, you can take a turn crin kling the pa -
per. She will feel the move ment of both your hands 

and the pa per be neath her hands and will know 
that you share her in ter est. Pause so she may take 
an other turn. As you take turns back and forth, 
you are hav ing an early “con ver sa tion” about 
somethin g that is of in ter est to your child. Ini tially, 
your son may ac ci den tally bang his arm down on 
his sound/light piano toy , not real  iz ing he has 
caused the sound and the keys to light up. With re -
peated ex pe ri ences, how ever, his move ments will 
be come more pur pose ful as he re al izes he made 
some thing happen. Y ou can join him in play as 
you in vent a turn-taking game: First, he bangs on 
the pi ano, then you take a turn and pause and wait 
for him to re peat his turn. By join ing your child in 
a move ment or ac tiv ity he likes, by fol low ing your 
child’s lead, and by im i tating your child's mo ve -
ments and/or sounds, you and your child can 
share many en joy able "con ver sa tions.” 

En cour age use of all sen sory in for ma tion. Help 
your child who is deaf-blind learn to use vi sion 
and hear ing for func tional ac tivi  ties and to in ter -
pret the lim ited sights and sounds that are avail -
able. Ap proach your child gently to let him know 
you're avail able for in ter ac tion; do not "sur prise" 
him with un ex pected or abrupt touches or sounds.  
At tend to and im i tate any ac tions and sounds; in -
vite him to take an other turn; let him know you 
share his in ter ests. Of fer con sis tent touch and ob- 
ject cues to sig nal the be gin ning of an ac tivity and  
use move ment and body con tact dur ing your in -
ter ac tions. 

Adapt the en vi ron ment. Cre ate clearly de fined 
spaces for your child to play and ex plore; pro vide 
op ti mal vi sual con trast and au di tory feed back; in -
clude toys and ma te ri als with sen sory char ac ter is-
tics she will ap pre ci ate (e.g., shiny reflec  tive toys 
such as a my lar bal loon, toys with vibra  tion, and 
eas ily ac ti vated sound toys that pro vide au di tory 
feed back within his or her range of us able hear -
ing). Ob jects may be placed where your child can 
find them--attached to the crib, high chair, or car 
seat, or in a hang ing mo bile or some spe cial play 
space. In this way he or she will not "lose" them. 
They may also be placed so any move ment the 
child makes pro duces a re sult. You need to pro -
vide op por tu ni ties that not only en cour age your 
child to in ter act with the en vi ron ment and the 
peo ple and ob jects in it, but also give re sults of that 
in ter ac tion, so he can make the con nec tion of "I did 
some thing"/"I made that hap pen." The lit tle boy 
who kicks his feet while ly ing on a wa ter-filled 
mat may not ini tially re al ize that he caused the 
move ment he feels. How ever, with re peated ex pe -
ri ences-- "The mat only moves be neath me when I 
move"--the child will learn that he can make some -
thing hap pen. This child will be come a more ac -
tive player in the world. 
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Mon itor lev els of stim u la tion. Be sen si tive to the 
type and amount of sen sory stim u lation y our 
child can han dle at any given time and ad just ac- 
tiv i ties and ma te ri als ac cord ingly. Be sure to mon i -
tor or elim inate back ground noise and con fus ing 
visual ef fects. 

Use ap pro pri ate cues. Use sim ple, cons istent, and  
re spect ful cues that will be un ders tand able to 
your child. Cues should be clearly re lated to the 
ac tiv ity from your child’s per spec tive and pre- 
sented just be fore the ac tivi ty starts. To let your 
child know it is bath time, for ex am ple, you might 
dip his foot in the water, sign “bath,” pause to ob- 
serve his re sponse, then lower him into the tub. In 
this way your child will learn to antic  i pate fa mil iar 
ac tiv i ties; his world will be pre dict able and in ter -
esting;  and he will de velop a trust ing re la tion ship 
with the peo ple who care for him. 

Ex pose your child to lan guage. Children hear a  
great  deal  of verbal lan guage  long before they  
learn to talk themselv es. Likewise, a y oung child  
with deaf-blindness needs to be in volved in an en- 
viron  ment that is rich in all forms of com mu ni ca -
tion. This may in clude words, signs, ges tures,  
touch cues, ob ject cu es, movement cues, con tex- 
tual c ues, vi sual and/or au di tory cues. Pro vide  
your child with language in any form he can un -
der stand. It i s im por tant to ex pose the  youn gest  
in fant to sign lan guage. When you use ob ject c ues,  
pair them with sim ple signs. As you re spond to  
your child’s commu nications, offer him simple  
signs. As a par ent, you in stinctively ca n dis crim i -
nate betw een a cry of hung er and a cry of pain. Just  
as a mother would re spond to  a baby’s cry by say  -
ing, “Oh, you’re hungry”, we must provid e the  
same re sponse us ing signs so the child wi ll grad u -
ally learn that “ev ery time I’m hungry and I  cry,  
mom  does  this; maybe if I do the same thing  I 
won’t need to cry."

Help your child in ter act with oth ers. As she be -
gins to in ter act with other children, you can be a 
fa cil i ta tor. Help other chil dren learn ef fec tive 
ways to un der stand and re spond. Help them learn 
how to use their hands to pro vide cues and how to 
use their hands to play tog ether in a re spect ful 
way that en cour ages active par tic i pa tion and ex -
plo ra tion by both chil dren. 

Playing games is much more than mere play. 
Through play, your child can learn a great deal: 

• Trust and an tic i pa tion that cer tain things will

al ways oc cur 

• How to make things hap pen

• Ways to ask for help, ask for more, ask to be

done

• The power of mak ing choices

• Better un der stand ing of the world

• Com mu ni ca tion in its many dif fer ent  forms 

Summary 

The  term "deaf-blind" can be confusing. We  know 
that very few children are totally deaf and totally 
blind, and when the term is used, it refers to a child 
who has a combination of vision loss and hearing 
loss. Most young children who are deaf-blind have 
some usable vision and/or some usable  hearing. The 
combined effects of both losses, however,  are far 
greater than either loss would be by itself. Your child 
will  require special methods of communication and 
special educational services that will surpass what 
may be required for a child who experiences either 
vision loss or hearing loss alone.

Deborah Gleason  is the  Director,  Asia  & Pacific  Region   for the 
Perkins International  Program  at  Perkins  School   for  the Blind.  She 
has many years experience in international development and as a 
Vision and  Deafblind Teacher/Consultant with young children, and 
served as a national trainer for the VIISA Project at Utah State 
University.  She teaches  regional,   national, and  international  seminars 
on assessment  and family-centered   intervention   for young  children 
with visual impairment, deaf-blindness, and multiple disabiliti    es.

Special thanks to Marianne Riggio for her suggestions and input.

It is you, however, the parents and family members, 
who will have the greatest influence on your child's 
development. Seek out help  from others, but be 
assured that your loving responses to your child, 
coupled with ideas gleaned from professionals and 
those who have "been there," will make the biggest 
difference. Just as other parents do, you will discover 
your child’s unique personality and celebrate your 
child's achievements.

NCDB 
nationaldb.org info@nationaldb.org
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Programs 

State-Deaf-Blind Projects
State deaf-blind projects are funded by the U.S. Department of Education to help early intervention 
agencies, schools, and families address the developmental, educational, and transition needs of children 
who are deaf-blind. Visit nationaldb.org to find the state project in your state. 

National Center on Deaf-Blindness 

NCDB, also funded by the U.S. Department of Education, works closely with state  deaf-blind projects 
to positively impact the lives of children who are deaf-blind and their families.  NCDB’s focus is on 
strengthening systems of support related to key initiatives, including early identification and referral, 
qualified personnel, literacy, transition, and family engagement. NCDB has an  extensive website with 
information for both families and service providers. 

National Family Association for Deaf-Blind 

NFADB is a nonprofit, volunteer-based family organization that seeks to empower the voices of 
families of individuals who are deaf-blind and to advocate for their unique needs. The organization’s 
philosophy is that individuals who are deaf-blind are valued members of society and are entitled to the 
same opportunities and choices as other  members of the community.

National Center on Deaf-Blindness
The Research Institute at Western Oregon University  
345  N. Monmouth Ave
Monmouth, OR  97361
info@nationaldb.org
nationaldb.org

This publication was originally published by DB-LINK: The National Information 
Clearinghouse on Children Who Are Deaf-Blind in 1997.  Revised in 2002, 2008, and 2017.

The contents of this publication were developed under a grant from the U.S. Department of Education, #H326T130013. 
However, those contents do not necessarily represent the policy of the US Department of Education, and you should not assume 
endorsement by the Federal Government. Project Officer, Jo Ann McCann.
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