Play Schemas, an open door to development
Robert Orr
The work of early years researchers into how children learn to relate, explore and communicate, provides special educators with some theoretical and practical starting points from which to reassess their ideas and practice.
In the second edition of Tina Bruce’s book Early Childhood Education (Hodder and Stoughton 1997 London) the contrast between what children learn and what we teach children is strongly contrasted.
The essence of early years education is the provision of an environment and skilled supervisors in which the children can alert themselves to the play opportunities that exist. Spontaneous play is notoriously difficult for some blind children to engage in. The implications for their development is alarming.
Knut Brandsborg reported on a Norwegian study that half of his congenitally blind children with no other apparent disabilities, developed mild or severe behaviours reminiscent of autism. The diagnosis of autism in a high proportion of blind children is given by psychologists and medics who do not appreciate that blindness alone can induce the behaviours that also characterise autism. This diagnosis by symptoms might lead practitioners into treating the blind child as irremediable and providing for them a lifestyle that accepts their linguistic and social isolation. Deafblind children can similarly be labelled as "on the autistic continuum" when their dual disability is sufficient cause for the resulting behaviours which challenge families and professionals.
D.W.Winnicott (Collected Papers:Through Paediatrics to Psychoanalysis, London, Tavistock Publications, 1958) gives a useful indication of what has gone wrong in the development of these children. He observed the different behaviour of thousands of children who came through his paediatric service. They all arrived at his clinic and would gaze at a spatula he had on his desk for examining their throats. They would look, hesitate, check with him and mother, hesitate and reach and grasp the little wooden blade. If he or the mother had handed the child the spatula, Winnicott concludes that the child’s very sense of self is prevented from developing. They have not had the opportunity to experience their own power to reach out and encounter the environment but have experienced the environment impinging on them and have had to respond. If such a pattern becomes typical, such a child experiences movement as a reaction, withdraws to rest and awaits further impingement. For Winnicott this is a disaster as the child withholds the real self and offers to the stimulating world a defended or false self.
When one considers the situation of the visually impaired child it takes some very sensitive and informed carers to find ways which allow the child to be active on their environment. Nielsen’s consistent campaign to provide children with places where they can appreciate that there is an environment out there into which they might reach and impinge upon, is a clear example of the approach that needs to be more widely accepted. Teachers are not well placed to succeed here as their heads are full of curricula and objectives. Their impatience or sense of urgency interrupts the child’s capacity to experience self in the way Winnicott describes. 
I have said elsewhere that passivity is the curse of special education and I fear it is in its nature. Some specialist centres do show how relationships with the environment, and that includes the people in it of course, can be healthily developed for blind children. One nursery where Tina Bruce is a consultant works on the attachment approach where the adults’ duty is to respond to children. They observe how the children behave and match their interventions and "Potential Lines of Development" to each child’s manifest interest.
If we take the ordinary preoccupied mother’s approach, we ‘watch, wait and wonder’. We are poised ready to offer a response from the environment in a way which fuels the child’s development.
As demonstrated in their forthcoming video - Involving Parents in Children’s Learning at the Pen Green Centre ( from Colette Tait, Pen Green Research Centre, Pen Green Lane, Corby NN17 1BJ UK) -
The Pen Green team analyse the children’s play schemas and offer similar activities which they know will intrigue the child who has already shown an interest. If the child spins himself or a plaything, then other objects with rotational properties are placed nearby (for a blind child this would need to be very near). They do not decide to see if they can interest a child in something that rotates. The child would have to give up his interest and switch to the thing the adult had in mind - something that autistic children cannot do and blind children will not do unless the right circumstances are constructed deliberately. If we leave it to luck and the child’s assertiveness, half of them fail. They withdraw into a world of repetitive acts and echolalia.
Schemas are the ideas children have which they try out on the world. Whatever the world offers, the child will select and adapt to their own purposes. A blind child is typically unaware of the range of play opportunities that exist and develops a narrow repertoire of movements and routines that give him control within a narrow sphere. To invite him out of this sphere might be terrifying. He needs a secure attachment to his guide if exploration is to be gratifying.
Typically developing children will bang things knowing before they do, which objects will produce a satisfying sound. They will observe how one thing fits inside another, how one disappears inside another, how one can be used to transport another to a new place. They will reach for something because it is round, because it rotates or swings, because it will make something else happen, because it rolls away, because it needs to be somewhere else or the other way round - always because. The idea is there, the action follows.
And how do we begin to speak? Bruce spotted times when children were first moved to speak; it was when they came into conflict with a child who had their mind on another property of the same plaything.
An experimenter played with a group of toys and left, another experimenter appeared and added a toy to the group. The first returned and said - Oh look! a Dak. (nonsense word) Give me the Dak. The children who had been fiddling with other toys picked up the new item and gave it to the experimenter. To do this, the children had to have observed the first person examining the objects, seen the second person add an item and concluded that the first person was referring to the new item, knowing that we tend to remark on changes and novelty. What an observer the child has to have been! Is this how we set about teaching language to late developers? I think not.
I have taught people to carefully monitor the child’s attention to an aspect of an object and give them the words for their experience when all the time I needed to be saying things about my experience for them to unravel and crack my code. But how can a blind child interpret my actions and words? How can he observe me so closely? Autistic children don’t do it even though they have the sight and opportunity - no theory of mind. Blind children are different and could play with me and overhear my remarks, but I need to play as a child plays, through schema or it means nothing.
In her book "Live Company" Anne Alvarez asserts that their is no such thing as an individual psychology, only the psychology of pairs - like Winnicott who says there is no such thing as an individual, only the nursing couple. It is in our relationships that we develop and the blind child is dependent on us doing more than our share if they are to thrive. In the presentation by Brandsborg, Vik and Anderson at this conference we were shown how tender a process this needs to be.
