
A
per son who can not see or hear or who
lacks sig nif i cant amounts of these senses
must be given a way to com pen sate for the

miss ing in for ma tion these senses usu ally pro -
vide. In the words of Harlan Lane he must be
given “mo dal ity-ap pro pri ate stim u la tion”
(1997). Most com monly it is the hands that take
over the func tion of the eyes and ears for the per -
son who is deafblind. For tu nately, as both
Harlan Lane and Ol i ver Sacks have re minded us, 
the brain is ex tremely plas tic. When a sense is
used a great deal, the brain is able to pro cess in -
for ma tion from that sense more ef fi ciently. Peo -
ple who use their fin gers ex ten sively, such as
Braille read ers and string play ers, “give ev i -
dence of in creased cor ti cal rep re sen ta tion of the
fin gers.” (Lane, 1997). What is more, ar eas of the
brain pre vi ously de voted to vi sual or au di tory
pro cess ing can be re al lo cated to pro cess ing tac -
tile in for ma tion, pro vid ing the hands with even
more brain power. In this way, the hands of a
per son who is deafblind can be come, in ad di tion
to their usual role as tools, use ful and in tel li gent
sense or gans, al low ing peo ple with out sight and 
hear ing to have ac cess to ob jects, peo ple, and
lan guage that would oth er wise be in ac ces si ble
to them. It is im por tant to note here that the
brain is most plas tic, most adapt able, when a
child is young, and there fore, the ear lier a child
who is deafblind can learn to use his hands as
finely tuned receptors, the more likely he will be
to make optimum use of his hands to get
information.

Of ten the hands of a per son who is deafblind
must as sume an ad di tional role. Not only must
they be tools (as they are for all peo ple who have
use of their hands), and sense or gans (to com -

pen sate for their miss ing vi sion and hear ing),
but they must also be come voice, or the pri mary
means of ex pres sion. Sign lan guage and ges ture
will of ten be come the main av e nue for ex pres -
sive com mu ni ca tion. For these tasks, the hands
must be skilled in a unique way, able to ex press
such things as tone, nu ance of feel ing, and em -
pha sis of mean ing in ad di tion to being able to
form words.

Be cause the hands of a per son who is deafblind
are so im por tant — func tion ing as tools, sense
or gans, and voice — it is cru cial for ed u ca tors,
par ents, and friends of peo ple who are deafblind 
to be come es pe cially sen si tive to hands. Just as
they would never poke or con trol the sen si tive
eyes of a child who can see, they must learn not
to con trol the equally sen si tive hands of a child
who is deafblind, whose hands must func tion as
eyes. They must learn how to read the hands of
the per son who is deafblind and how to in ter act
with them, in or der to en sure their best de vel op -
ment. They must learn how to pres ent in for ma -
tion so that it is ac ces si ble to the hands, since this 
is of ten the only re main ing mo dal ity. They must
“speak the lan guage of the hands to the hands”
and “read the language of the hands from the
hands.”

In or der to do these things well, it is im por tant to 
un der stand what role the hands play in typ i cal
de vel op ment, and in the de vel op ment of chil -
dren who are blind and chil dren who are deaf.
This un der stand ing will help ed u ca tors, par -
ents, and friends in ter act as skill fully as pos si ble
to fa cil i tate the de vel op ment of the hands of the
person who is deafblind.
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The Role of Hands in Early De vel op ment

For all of us—deafblind or not—the de vel op ment 
of our hand skills as in fants par al leled the de vel -
op ment of our emerg ing sense of self in the
world.  Thanks to our grow ing abil i ties to use our
hands as tools, we be came con fi dent in our power 
to act on ob jects and per sons, to ex plore, to move
about in the world.  Per haps no one has doc u -
mented this de vel op ment as care fully as Selma
Fraiberg in her 1977 book, In sights from the Blind.
Much of what she and her col leagues learned
about nor mal de vel op ment they came to un der -
stand by first ob serv ing care fully the de vel op -
ment of a few chil dren who were blind.  Their
ob ser va tions of these chil dren caused them to re -
flect upon how all chil dren use their hands and
how hands con trib ute to the growth of the in di -
vid ual.

The hands of the new born in fant are not yet tools. 
They are usu ally held at shoul der height on ei ther 
side of the body and ex e cute ran dom in stinc tive
move ments.  They are also sub ject to the tonic
neck re flex, where the ex ten sion of a hand and the 
turn ing of the head to ward the hand oc cur to -
gether.  This re flex pre dis poses the baby to look at 
his own hand (Fraiberg, p. 150).  Af ter the tonic
neck re flex dis ap pears, the midline ori en ta tion of
the head and the ran dom bring ing to gether of the
hands at midline re sults in fur ther vi sual and tac -
tile re wards as the fin gers ex per i ment with touch -
ing, mov ing, and grasp ing.  Once the in fant
be gins to con nect the vi sual ex pe ri ence of the
move ment of the hands and arms with the cor re -
spond ing proprioceptive mus cu lar ex pe ri ence,
there is the pos si bil ity of in creas ing con trol of the
hand move ments. Reach ing, grasp ing, drop ping,
throw ing—the in fant ex e cutes all of these again
and again, all the while ex pe ri enc ing her self more 
and more surely as a be ing who is able to act upon 
the world.

In the sec ond half of the first year, the achieve -
ment of hand-eye co or di na tion and the abil ity to
reach and grasp pro vide the de ci sive mo ti va tion
for mo bil ity. The in fant sees an ob ject or per son
and moves to ward it in an ef fort to grasp.  The
hands and the eyes pull the child out ward into
the world be yond her own body.  Crawl ing and
walk ing bring their own re wards as the in fant
gains more ideas about the world and more con fi -
dence in her abil ity to ex plore it and af fect it.

Hands also play a cru cial role in lan guage de vel -
op ment.  In all chil dren, hands are an im por tant

form of ex pres sion.  Nearly ev ery one has seen a
proud par ent show ing off their in fant child who
just learned to wave “bye-bye” or blow a kiss.
Ges tures such as these of ten pre cede the first spo -
ken words. Per haps the most im por tant ges ture
in lan guage de vel op ment is the point ing ges ture.
A mother point ing at an ob ject as she names it
(“Look!  Dog gie!”) is es tab lish ing a mu tual topic
and en sur ing that she and her child are fo cused
on the same thing.  The word that names the
thing can then ac quire mean ing for the child.  A
young child who is just learn ing her first words
will use the point and the ac com pa ny ing glance
to ward mother or other adult over and over again 
as a way of con firm ing her new skill of nam ing.
This point ing ges ture grows out of the reach,
which in turn grows out of the con fi dent co or di -
na tion of hand and eye.  In all chil dren, these de -
vel op ing hand skills lay the foun da tion for the
ac qui si tion of lan guage. 

Hand De vel op ment in the Child who is Blind

The sit u a tion is ob vi ously dif fer ent for the in fant
who can not see.  In the first place, the tonic neck
re flex and the bring ing to gether of the hands at
midline do not bring vi sual re wards. Per haps for
this rea son, it gen er ally takes much lon ger for the
hands to come un der con scious con trol and to act
as agents of de sire and will, in de pend ent of in -
stinc tual, re flex ive move ments.

In fact, with out sight, it is a huge task for a child
to learn to use her hands as tools and as dif fer en -
ti ated or gans of per cep tion.  Selma Fraiberg no -
ticed in her ob ser va tions—first, of one young boy
named Pe ter and then, of many other pre school
chil dren who were blind—that the hands of these 
chil dren of ten re mained for a long time in the
typ i cal young in fant po si tion, at shoul der height,
seem ingly un aware of their own power.   Many
chil dren who are blind are slow in bring ing their
hands to gether at midline, and also slow in de vel -
op ing in ten tional prehension, that is, reach ing
and grasp ing.

Fraiberg also no ticed that Pe ter’s hands and the
hands of other young chil dren who were blind
be haved for a very long time like mouths. They
clawed, “bit,” and pinched, much like teeth.
Their hands seemed to be mak ing the same kind
of ef fort that the mouth makes to take things into
it self, to in cor po rate.  Their hands were tools, but
crude ones; and they re quired much prac tice and
de vel op ment be fore they found “plea sure in

Page 2 Talk ing the Lan guage of the Hands to the Hands

TTY (800) 854-7013 DB-LINK Voice: (800) 438-9376



man ual ex plo ra tion of ob jects” (p. 33).  In or der
for his hands to be come sense or gans in their own 
right, to be in ter ested in ex plor ing the world, sep -
a rate from his mouth, Pe ter seemed to need to go
through a stage of us ing them to throw things in a 
more and more fo cused way.  Selma Fraiberg
spec u lates that this throw ing was part of a “pro -
cess of sep a rat ing the skel e tal mus cles from the
mouth” (p. 47).  She notes that sighted chil dren
(most of whom go through a sim i lar but shorter
throw ing stage) are also typ i cally be gin ning to
learn to move in de pend ently at this stage, thus af -
ford ing them the op por tu nity to use their skel e tal
mus cles and to ex pe ri ence their own phys i cal ag -
gres sive ness and com pe tence in pos i tive ways.
The child who is blind and who has not learned
even the be gin nings of lo co mo tion (be cause he is
not yet lured by ob jects “out there”) may be in Pe -
ter’s po si tion of not yet hav ing a large-mus cle
out let for his ag gres sion.  He may, there fore, use
his hands in con junc tion with his mouth as out -
lets for this en ergy.  Fraiberg found that when Pe -
ter was al lowed and en cour aged to throw safely,
he did so in an in creas ingly fo cused way, and his
ag gres sion to ward peo ple— man i fest in his
pinch ing and claw ing—sub sided rap idly.

Blind ness im poses yet an other mon u men tal task
on the hands of the child who is born with this
lim i ta tion.  With out the help of sight, the child
must learn to con fer ob ject per ma nence upon the
world around her.  She must come to know for
cer tain that ob jects ex ist apart from her im me di -
ate ex pe ri ence of them. The hands and ears are
her only re li able means of do ing this.  In a nor -
mally de vel op ing in fant who can see and hear,
this is ac com plished through the co or di na tion of
all the senses.  An ob ject that is seen, touched, and 
pos si bly heard and smelled, can be fol lowed with 
the eyes as it dis ap pears, can be heard when it is
out of sight, and can be lo cated with the eyes
when it is heard.  These ex pe ri ences build upon
one an other un til the in fant (usu ally by about 9
months) is con fi dent of the ex is tence of ob jects
and peo ple apart from her self, and will search for
a lost ob ject.  Along with the achieve ment of ob -
ject per ma nence co mes a big step in the de vel op -
ment of self-con cept: The child learns to feel that
“I ex ist,” apart from oth ers and apart from the ob -
ject world.

A child who is blind nor mally achieves ob ject per -
ma nence later than the child who can see. He ever 
so grad u ally learns that the sound of a fa vor ite
toy in di cates the ex is tence of that toy in space.

Just as grad u ally, he learns to reach for that ob ject. 
This as sur ance lays the foun da tion for mo bil ity,
as it lures the child out ward.  Fraiberg has doc u -
mented the min ute stages in the de vel op ment of
this sense of ob ject per ma nence in her de scrip tion 
of a young boy whom she calls Robbie.  In the cul -
mi na tion of this pro cess, at age 10 months and 10
days, Robbie was first ob served to fin ger an ob -
ject in an ex plor atory man ner (rather than sim ply
bang ing on the ob ject, or grasp ing it and bang ing
it, or drop ping it, or throw ing it).  His fin ger ing
seemed to in di cate that he fi nally had the idea
that “it is a thing which has qual i ties of its own,
in de pend ent of his own ac tiv ity” (p. 192).  About
three weeks later, Robbie reached for an ob ject on
sound cue alone for the first time, and three days
af ter that, he crept for the first time.  What led up
to this im por tant break through for this young
boy were weeks and months of ex per i men ta tion
and play in which he was learn ing that the in for -
ma tion from his hands and from his ears could be 
co or di nated.  He was learn ing to trust, too, that
his hands and ears could in deed give him re li able 
in for ma tion about the world.

The part that hands play in the lan guage de vel -
op ment of the child who can not see is im por tant.
One of Fraiberg’s most im por tant dis cov er ies was 
that the hands of the child who is blind are very
ex pres sive, and they of ten take over the func tions 
that smil ing, eye gaze, and fa cial ex pres sions per -
form for the sighted child.  They move ex cit edly
in re sponse to plea sure and in ter est, even be fore
they find them selves able to ex plore or in ten tion -
ally reach out.  Fraiberg found that if she could
ed u cate moth ers and care givers to no tice the
hands of their chil dren who could not see, they
could read a great deal there.  Moth ers who failed 
to do that of ten ex pe ri enced a break down in their
re la tion ships with their in fants, prob a bly be cause 
the mu tual eye-gaze and re cip ro cal smiles that
usu ally lay the foun da tion for such re la tion ships
were im pos si ble with a child who was blind.
Fraiberg found that teach ing moth ers to see
smiles and signs of in ter est in the hands of their
chil dren helped them to main tain pos i tive
turn-tak ing in ter ac tions and re in forced the early
bond ing nec es sary for healthy de vel op ment.

Point ing and ges tur ing will ob vi ously not have
the same mean ing for a child who is blind as they
do for a child who can see.  As a re sult, the first
words of chil dren who can not see are of ten
words that name things that make dis tinc tive
sounds or things that are of ten within the hands’
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reach of the child.  Hear ing the name of a thing
spo ken as he is touch ing it, or as he hears its
sound, helps the child make the link be tween the
name and the thing.  Mu tual touch is the most di -
rect equiv a lent of the point ing ges ture for a child
who is blind since it lets him know most surely
that there is a mu tual ref er ent, that the ob ject
named is the mu tual topic that he shares with the
one speak ing (the pre cise na ture of this touch is
im por tant and will be dis cussed later).  Selma
Fraiberg ob served the re la tion ship of touch and
lan guage de vel op ment when she no ticed that, as
Pe ter “dis cov ered ob jects, han dled them, dis -
crim i nated and named them, his vo cab u lary en -
larged very quickly”  (p. 43).

Hand De vel op ment in the Child who is Deaf

The hands of a child who is deaf fol low a nor mal
se quence of de vel op ment—learn ing to co or di -
nate with in for ma tion from the eyes, learn ing to
reach and grasp, and be com ing more con fi dent
agents of the self.  They also usu ally as sume the
added task of be com ing voice for the child in a far
more ex ten sive way than they do for chil dren
who can hear and speak.  Re cent lin guis tic re -
search has noted that chil dren who are deaf “bab -
ble” with their hands, mak ing ran dom and
in creas ingly dif fer en ti ated handshapes that will
later be use ful in form ing the signs of Amer i can
Sign Lan guage (or what ever lan guage turns out
to be the child’s na tive sign).  Chil dren who are
deaf and ex posed to sign lan guage from birth do
this sort of bab bling at about the same age as
hear ing chil dren bab ble with their voices.  They
be gin form ing signs (“speak ing” their first
words)  at about the same time as chil dren who
use their voices to make their first words
(Quigley & Paul, 1984, p. 95).  It seems that when
the hands of a child who is deaf are en cour aged to 
be the main av e nue of ex pres sion, they fre quently 
as sume the role with com pe tence and at typ i cal
ages.

Hand De vel op ment in the Child who is
Deafblind

Given the tasks of achiev ing early bond ing, ob ject 
per ma nence, hand au ton omy, and mo bil ity for
the child who is blind, one can only imag ine the
com pounded dif fi culty for the child who can nei -
ther see nor hear.  In ad di tion, the hands of a child 
who is deafblind must also be come voice, as they
must for most chil dren who are deaf.  For tu -

nately, chil dren who are deafblind of ten have
some re sid ual vi sion and/or hear ing which they
can use to help make the con nec tions nec es sary to 
pro ceed through these de vel op men tal mile stones 
that in volve hand use.  Skill ful ed u ca tion of re -
main ing vi sion and/or hear ing is ab so lutely cru -
cial in help ing the child who is deafblind achieve
bond ing, ob ject per ma nence, hand au ton omy,
and hand ex pres sive ness—all of which are pre -
req ui sites to the fun da men tal achieve ments of a
strong sense of self, in de pend ent mo bil ity, and
lan guage de vel op ment.

In the cases in which nei ther vi sion nor hear ing
can be re lied upon, the hands must largely as -
sume the tasks of achiev ing ex plor atory com pe -
tence, help ing to gain a se cure sense of ob ject
per ma nence and thereby a mo ti va tion for mo bil -
ity, help ing to con struct a body im age and sense
of self in the world, and gain ing the abil ity to ex -
press feel ings and ideas in dif fer en ti ated ways.
The hands of the child who is deafblind must be -
come cu ri ous, must learn to search, ex plore,
reach and grasp, and must be come able to ex -
press an in creas ingly wide range of feel ings and
ideas—all with out the re in force ment that vi sion
and hear ing pro vide.  It is ab so lutely cru cial that
this de vel op ment hap pen, be cause for such a
child, hands are the pri mary con nec tion to the
world. With out ed u ca tion of the hands (or with -
out com pen sa tory use of other av e nues of in for -
ma tion, in the cases where the use of hands is
im pos si ble), there will be no dif fer en ti a tion of self 
and world, no ac qui si tion of lan guage, and no
cog ni tive de vel op ment be yond the most el e men -
tary ideas.

My ob ser va tions of de vel op men tally young chil -
dren who are deafblind lead me to be lieve that
their hand de vel op ment is in ti mately re lated to
their con ver sa tional in ter ac tions with pri mary
care givers.  In nu mer ous cases I have ob served
that an in fant’s or young child’s first ex plor atory
hand be hav ior is a kind of self-stim u la tion, of ten
hand in mouth, or hands on other parts of the
body.  The child’s first reach ing out into the world 
be yond his own body oc curs from within the
safety of se cure phys i cal sup port, and the first ob -
ject of ex plo ra tion other than his own body is
most of ten the body of a care giver.  Ex plor ing the
face of mother or an other per son, when such ex -
plo ra tion is en cour aged and re in forced, hap pens
again and again, and even tu ally de vel ops into
fur ther ex plo ra tion of the world.  When this ex -
plo ra tion is not en cour aged, the child’s hands do
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not learn to reach out for in for ma tion.  They re -
main fix ated on his own body.

The cru cial ques tion is just how to en cour age tac -
tile ex plo ra tion and how to help ex tend it out into
the world.  How does one ed u cate the hands of
the in fant or young child?  And how does one
con tinue to ed u cate the hands of the older child
who is deafblind?  What pre cise kinds of touch -
ing en cour age the child to reach out more and
more surely into the world and to use her hands
as pri mary av e nues of ex pres sion?

Teach ing Skills that Fa cili tate Hand
De vel op ment and Ex pres sive ness in Per sons

who are Deafblind

I will speak here as though I were talk ing about
in di vid u als who are to tally blind.  But most of
these sug ges tions can be ap plied fruit fully to chil -
dren and adults with low vi sion and im paired
hear ing, who of ten need the sup port of the ba sic
sense of touch to strengthen con cepts about the
world, es pe cially dur ing early stages of de vel op -
ment.

1.  Watch and/or touch the child’s or adult’s
hands and learn to read them.

This fol lows Selma Fraiberg’s ad vice to the moth -
ers of chil dren who are blind.  It is harder to do
this than it might seem.  Peo ple who can see are
ac cus tomed to look ing at other peo ple’s faces for
ev i dence of feel ing and at ten tion.  Learn ing to no -
tice the hands of the per sons who are deafblind is
a skill that must be prac ticed.  Of ten we can also
learn to use our own hands as sense or gans, as
well as us ing our eyes, in or der to find out more
about what the hands of the per son who is
deafblind are ex press ing.  Keep ing in touch with
the child’s or adult’s hands will help us read them. 
Fraiberg noted that “if we shift our at ten tion from 
the face of the blind baby to his hands, we can
read an el o quent sign lan guage of seek ing, woo -
ing, pref er ence, and rec og ni tion which be comes
in creas ingly dif fer en ti ated dur ing the first six
months (p. 107).”

2.  Think of hands as ini tia tors of top ics in
con ver sa tional in ter ac tions, par ticu larly
with young chil dren who do not yet use
words.

A child who can see but who is non ver bal usu ally
ini ti ates top ics with adults through a com bi na -
tion of bab bling, eye gaze, and ges ture  (point,
reach, push away).  Eye gaze is an es pe cially pow -

er ful ini ti a tor of top ics be tween child and mother
or care giver.  This av e nue is not avail able for the
child who can nei ther see nor hear. Those who
wish to en gage in mean ing ful in ter ac tions with a
child who is deafblind and non ver bal must learn
to look else where to find what the child is pay ing
at ten tion to—what she is in ter ested in—so that
in ter ac tions with the child can be about top ics
that are en gag ing for her.  Hands are a fre quent
ini ti a tor of top ics for the child who is deafblind.
They of ten in di cate what the child is at tend ing to
at the mo ment.

Any thing  the child is do ing or touch ing with her
hands can be thought of as a po ten tial topic of in -
ter ac tion.  The ear li est top ics of in ter est will usu -
ally in volve the child’s own body and the bod ies
of those who are phys i cally close.  A young child
who is deafblind is first in ter ested in what his
own body can do and what the bod ies of oth ers
can do and what they feel like.  At the very ear li -
est stages, at ten tion is not yet cen tered in the
hands, but seems to re side in the whole body, as
ev i denced by the de light in whole-body move -
ment seen in very young and de vel op men tally
young chil dren.  En cour ag ing the child to be -
come in ter ested in what his hands hap pen to be
touch ing is part of help ing him grow de vel op -
men tally.  He will ben e fit if he can move his at ten -
tion grad u ally from whole-body at ten tion to
at ten tion that is more hand-cen tered, be cause his
hands can act upon the world in ways that his
whole body can not.  En cour age ment for this de -
vel op ment can hap pen best with touch that is
both nondirective and re spon sive.

3.    Use hand- under- hand touch to re spond to 
ex plo ra tion, ini tia tion of top ics and
ex pres sions of feel ing.

A child who is deafblind and of ten ap par ently
quite help less tends to elicit help ing be hav iors
from care giv ers.  One of the most preva lent
kinds of help that peo ple give is “hand- over-
 hand” ma nipu la tion (the teach er’s or par ent’s
hands over the hands of the child). Done too rou -
tinely and ex clu sively, hand- over- hand touch
con di tions the hands of the child who is
deafblind to be pas sive, to wait for di rec tion
from the hands of an other, and to avoid reach ing 
out into the world for in for ma tion and stim u la -
tion. It also shifts the child’s at ten tion from the
ob ject he is touch ing to the hands which are on
top of his.
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In the ma jor ity of sit u a tions, the most skill ful
way of touch ing the child (or adult) who is
deafblind is hand-un der-hand. When the child’s
hand is ex plor ing an ob ject, or part of his own
body, or the body of an other, a gen tle touch un -
der part of the child’s hand, or di rectly along side
her hand, be comes the tac tile equiv a lent of the
point ing ges ture. Such a touch es tab lishes a mu -
tual topic and lays the ground work for lan guage
de vel op ment. The pre cise na ture of this touch is
im por tant. Hand-un der-hand touch ing of this
kind must be done care fully, with three goals in
mind.

This hand-un der-hand touch (or fin ger-along -
side-fin ger touch)

t is non con trol ling.

t al lows the child to know that you share the
ex pe ri ence of touch ing the same ob ject or of
mak ing the same kind of move ments.

t does not ob struct the most im por tant parts
of the child’s own ex pe ri ence of any ob ject
he may be touch ing. 

Re cent re search has shown that “when in fants
are ac tively at tend ing to an ob ject they share
with their moth ers, they are most likely to pro -
duce their first words and ges tures” (Ad am son,
Bakeman, & Smith, 1994, p. 41). The kind of
touch ing de scribed here adult’s hand slightly
un der the child’s, or his fin gers just along side the 
child’s, done care fully and re peat edly en sures

that the child who is deafblind will have the op -
por tu nity to share at ten tion to an ob ject (or a
move ment) and thus lays the foun da tion for her
first words.

4.    Make your hands avail able for the child to
use as he or she wishes.

Be fore a child learns to use her own hands as re -
li able tools, she will of ten trust and use the
hands of an other.  Most peo ple have seen a
young child reach for an adult’s hand and place
it upon an ob ject that she wants ma nipu lated.  In
or der for a child who is deafblind to be able to do 
this, the hands of the adult must be avail able for
her to use.  With out sight, the avail abil ity must
be ex pe ri enced tac tu ally.  I have found the most
ef fec tive ges ture is usu ally to place my hands,
palms up, lightly un der the child’s hands, with
my in dex fin gers ac ces si ble for grasp ing.  If a
child has sight that she uses, the same ges ture
can be made in front of her.  What is com mu ni -
cated in such a ges ture, done again and again, is,
“Here are my hands.  Use them how you like.
Ex plore what they can do.”  The adult’s hands
must re main free of ten sion, and pli able , in or -
der for the child to use them as tools. Of ten the
child will ac cept the of fer, grasp my hands, ex -
peri ment with mov ing them.  Out of this sim ple
ges ture, many games and hand con ver sa tions
can de velop, and the child can gain con fi dence
in her abil ity to use her own hands to ef fect the
world.
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Figure 1. The teach er’s hand is slightly un der the child’s as they ex plore to gether.



5.     Imi tate the child’s own hand ac tions,  your
hands un der or alongside the child’s.

Im i ta tion is the best form of en cour age ment. It
serves to bring the child’s aware ness to his or her
own hands and re in forces for her their power as
av e nues of ex pres sion. This is equiv a lent to what 
moth ers in stinc tively do when they im i tate their
chil dren’s sounds, move ments, and fa cial ex -
pres sions. Any time the child uses his hands ac -
tively to bang, clap, wave, open and close,
wig gle, shake, fin ger these ac tions can be im i -
tated in such a way as to let the child know you
see her hands, but also in a way that does not in -
ter fere with her own ac tive hand move ment.
Such im i ta tion is an art which needs prac tice, but 
which will reap its re wards in the in creased con -
fi dence the child de vel ops in her own hands as
voice.

6.  Play in ter ac tive hand games fre quently.

For the child who is deafblind these games are
the equiva lent of bab bling games with the child
who is de vel op ing speech.  (They should be used 
in ad di tion to bab bling games, rather than as a
sub sti tute for them, when ever fea si ble.)  Games
may fol low from the imi ta tion of the child’s own
mo tions, and they may be in vented and gradu -
ally elabo rated. Clap ping, open ing and clos ing
fin gers, crawl ing with fin gers, tick ling — all of
these kinds of move ments and oth ers can be
done in play ful, turn- taking ways, giv ing the

child maxi mum op por tu nity to feel the adult’s
hands.

7.   Make en vi ron mental pro vi  sions to
en cour age hand ac tiv ity, ap pro pri ate to
the de vel op men tal level of the child.

Pro vi sion of toys or in ter est ing ma te ri als at mid -
line is par ticu larly im por tant for the child who
needs to learn to use both hands to gether.  Hang -
ing toys over a crib or within a “Lit tle Room”
such as the one de signed by Lilli Neil sen will al -
low the child to dis cover her own abil ity to co or -
di  nate  both hands and will  en cour  age
con fi dence in this skill.  If these are sound-
 making toys that can ex ploit any re sid ual hear -
ing, or in ter est ingly tex tured toys, they will be
par ticu larly valu able.  No tic ing the child’s
grasp ing abili ties and pro vid ing toys ap pro pri -
ate to those abili ties is also im por tant—a child
with an ulnar- palmar grasp (fin gers against
palm), for ex am ple, will need dif fer ent toys from 
those of fered to a child who is de vel op ing a pin -
cer grasp.

Once a child is in ter ested in ob jects for their own
sake, it is im por tant to no tice what quali ties of
ob jects in ter est her and to pro vide ad di tional
toys that have simi lar, but slightly dif fer ent,
quali ties.  Do ing so will help ex pand the child’s
tac tile ex pe ri ence and there fore aid in her de vel -
op ing hand skills and con fi dence.  On go ing pro -
vi sion of in ter est ing tac tile ma te ri als is cru cial.
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Figure 2. The teach er’s hands are un der neath—avail able for the child to use as tools.



8 .   E n  c o u r  a g e  e n  e r  g e t i c  t h r o w  i n g  i n
ap pro pri ate set tings and at ap pro pri ate
de vel op men tal times.

 Be cause con fi dence in hand use is of cru cial im -
por tance to the de vel op ment of the child who is
deafblind, it is im por tant to en cour age any ac -
tive hand be hav iors.  Throw ing is both a hand
be hav ior and a large mus cle be hav ior.  As we
have seen, it also seems to be part of a se quence
of de vel op ment that is par ticu larly im por tant for 
the child with out vi sion, re lated to the ac qui si -
tion of a se cure sense of ob ject per ma nence and
sense of self.  Bean bags with pleas ing tex tures
are par ticu larly suited to safe and sat is fy ing
throw ing.  A se cure en vi ron ment in which
throw ing will not en dan ger the child or oth ers
will en sure that care giv ers can al low and en -
cour age this be hav ior at ap pro pri ate times, thus
help ing the child to de velop an ac tive con fi dence 
in her abil ity to use her hands in this way.

9.    In vite ac cess to your own hands while they 
are en gaged in a wide va ri ety of ac tivi ties.

Par ents, teach ers, and friends of chil dren and
adults who are deafblind can pro vide many rich
ex pe ri ences of the world by in vit ing the child or
adult to feel hands as they cook, clean, as sem ble
ma te ri als, wash, ex plore, com mu ni cate with oth -
ers, and sim ply rest at ease.  When a child or
adult is com fort able with the hand- under- hand
po si tion (her hand rest ing on an other’s), the in -
vi ta tion to touch can be made ei ther with lan -
guage (”Would you like to touch___?”) or by
sim ply put ting your hand gen tly un der the hand 
of the per son who is deafblind and mov ing it to -
ward the ac tiv ity.  If your hand is un der the hand 
of the one who is deafblind, she is free to move
away, and the ges ture feels like an in vi ta tion
rather than a di rec tion. As sum ing a child has
had many posi tive, non di rec tive ex pe ri ences in -
volv ing touch, she will be cu ri ous and mo ti vated 
to ex plore your ac tions.  Op por tu ni ties such as
this, of fered many, many times in the course of
in ter ac tions, will edu cate the hands and mind of
a child and will of fer on go ing op por tu ni ties for
an adult who is deafblind to be in touch with the
ac tions of the world, the ma te ri als of the world,
and her op tions for in ter act ing with oth ers.

Giv ing the per son who is deafblind the op por tu -
nity to “over hear” signed con ver sa tions by
touch ing the signs of the per sons in volved is im -
por tant and should be pro vided on a regu lar ba -
sis.  With out the in vi ta tion to touch such

con ver sa tions, a per son who is deafblind does
not have the ex pe ri ence of wit ness ing in ter ac -
tions; he has the skewed ex pe ri ence of only
know ing com mu ni ca tion that is di rected to ward 
him self.  This has ob vi ous so cial im pli ca tions if
it con sti tutes the whole of a per son’s ex pe ri ence.
Be ing in lit eral touch with the con ver sa tions of
oth ers will help bal ance ex pe ri ence and broaden 
the world of the one who is deafblind.

10.  In vite the per son who is deafblind to have
f r e  q u e n t  t a c  t u a l  a c  c e s s  t o  t h e
en vi ron ment.

This may seem too ob vi ous to state, but it is all
too of ten for got ten.  A per son who is blind, but
who re tains acute hear ing, can learn a great deal
through his ears and will of ten ask to touch ob -
jects of in ter est whose ex is tence he has in ferred
from con ver sa tion or sounds.  A per son who is
deafblind has very few clues about what is avail -
able be yond the reach of his hands.  He there fore 
must de pend upon the good will of peo ple
around him to make the en vi ron ment ac ces si ble. 
When en ter ing a new en vi ron ment, it is par ticu -
larly im por tant to ori ent the per son who is
deafblind.  A child will need many, many ex pe ri -
ences of touch ing ob jects and en vi ron ments be -
fore lan guage can serve to de scribe them
mean ing fully and be fore he can bene fit from an
in ter pre ter’s serv ices in lieu of ac tual touch.

11.  Model what ever hand skills you wish the
child or adult to ac quire and al low her
tac tual ac cess to that mod el ing.

Too fre quently, chil dren who are blind or
deafblind are first shown hand skills by put ting
their hands through the mo tions of the ac tiv ity
the teacher or care giver wishes them to do.
While this kind of as sis tance can be valu able for
the child who has dif fi culty with ma nipu la tion,
it helps the child if he can “see” you per form the
ac tions first, be fore he is ex pected to do them
and be fore he is  ma nipu lated through them.
Mod el ing can hap pen most natu rally if ac tivi ties 
are thought of as mu tual: Do things to gether
with the child, rather than to the child.  An ac tiv -
ity like tooth- brushing, for ex am ple, can eas ily
be mod eled for the child if you make it a habit to
brush your own teeth at the same time, and if
you in vite him to touch your tooth brush and
mo tions as you en gage in this ac tiv ity.

Adult per sons who are deafblind can bene fit
greatly from this mod el ing and mu tu al ity.  In a
work shop, for ex am ple, staff mem bers who per -
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form the same tasks along side work ers who are
deafblind, and who also in vite the ones who can -
not see to touch their hands as they work, are
com mu ni cat ing a great deal to the per son who is
deafblind.  They are not only mod el ing hand
skills, but also are en cour ag ing other work skills
such as sus tained at ten tion.  In ad di tion, they are 
af firm ing a sense of be long ing in the per son who 
is deafblind, and this per son be comes part of a
“we” rather than feel ing iso lated or set apart.
This sense of be long ing is cre ated through the
skill ful use of the hands on the part of those who
work with the per son who is deafblind.

12.  Make lan guage ac ces si ble to the hands of
the per son who is deafblind.

For many peo ple who are deafblind, hands are
the only sense or gans that can re lia bly ac cess
lan guage.  A young child who can hear will have
heard thou sands and thou sands of words be fore
pro duc ing her own first word.  A child who is
deafblind needs to touch thou sands of words be -
fore she will be able to be gin to make sense of
lan guage and pro duce her own first words.  She
needs to touch these words in a way that will al -
low her to at tach mean ing to them—while she is
ex pe ri enc ing the things for which they stand.
This will mean nam ing ob jects for the child as
she is touch ing them, nam ing ac tions as she is
en gag ing in them, and nam ing feel ings as she is
ex pe ri enc ing them. 

Sign lan guage is usu ally the most ef fi cient way
to make lan guage tac tu ally ac ces si ble.  In
Alaska, Inuit chil dren who are deafblind are
natu rally ex posed to sign lan guage be cause peo -
ple in that cul ture al ready know a sign lan guage
which they use to com mu ni cate across dis tances
while hunt ing.  A fam ily be gins us ing signs con -
sis tently as soon as they re al ize that a child is
deaf. Sim ply by vir tue of hav ing ac ces si ble sign
lan guage (made more ac ces si ble be cause their
liv ing spaces are very small, and there fore en -
sure that touch can hap pen eas ily), chil dren who 
are born deafblind in this cul ture fre quently ac -
quire many signs by the age of four or five.
(Rhonda Budde, per sonal com mu ni ca tion,
March, 1997).  Teach ers, par ents, and care giv ers
of chil dren who are deafblind would do well to
think of cre at ing a simi lar cul ture within the
class room and home—a cul ture in which a child
who is deafblind can hear lan guage with her
hands (or eyes, when pos si ble).  Mak ing lan -
guage ac ces si ble to the hands or eyes is dif fer ent
from teach ing lan guage one sign at a time.  A

child or an adult learns lan guage by vir tue of
con sis tent mean ing ful ex po sure, not by be ing
taught one word at a time.  Teach ing in di vid ual
words is nec es sary at times, but only within the
con text of over all ex po sure to ac ces si ble lan -
guage.

Tac tile signs may be made as you make them for
some one who can see, while fac ing the per son
who is deafblind. If she is com fort able rest ing
her hands lightly on yours and fol low ing them
(af ter prac tic ing the mu tual touch, games, and
ex plo ra tion de scribed above), she will find her
own most ef fi cient hand po si tion for read ing
your signs with her hands. (See Theresa Smith’s
de tailed  tips for tac tile sign ing.)

Sign lan guage and also Ta doma method, tac tile
cues, ob ject sym bols, two- dimensional sym bols,
and braille all can serve as ways of mak ing lan -
guage ac ces si ble to the hands of a per son who
can not see or hear.  In vit ing a per son who is
deafblind to touch you as you speak, the thumb
lightly on the lower lip and the fin gers ex tended
along the throat where the sounds vi brate, can
al low her to make dis crimi na tions of vo cal vi -
bra tions that can in crease ac ces si bil ity of lan -
guage (this hand po si tion is called the Ta doma
po si tion).  Hav ing ac tivi ties rep re sented by tac -
tile cues and/or ob ject sym bols can be one of the
first sym bolic ways of in di cat ing to a child what
is about to hap pen and can serve as an early way
of mak ing lan guage tac tu ally ac ces si ble.   Ex po -
sure to braille and/or tex tured la bels can du pli -
cate a sighted child’s natu ral ex po sure to
print—the child who is deafblind can re ceive ex -
po sure to sim ple la bels long be fore she is ex -
pected to read them. Such ex po sure sim ply gives 
the child the op por tu nity to rec og nize that the
tac tile or braille la bels ex ist and that those things 
stand for ob jects or per sons, just as a child who
can see will be gin to no tice la bels on all kinds of
things around the house and school.

13. Be come aware of your own hands as
car  r i  ers  of  feel  ings  and prag mat ic
func tions.

Each time we touch one an other we com mu ni -
cate some thing by the qual ity of our touch.  A
per son who is deafblind will likely be able to
read that com mu ni ca tion with more sen si tiv ity
than peo ple who fo cus their at ten tion pri mar ily
on what they see and hear.  We need to be aware
of just what we are com mu ni cat ing when we
touch.  Touch can com mu ni cate a wide va ri ety of 
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feel ings, as my stu dents and friends have taught
me over the years.  The speed with which my
hands move, the light ness or heavi ness of my
touch, the warmth or cool ness of my hands—all
of these and more can con vey hap pi ness, sad -
ness, an ger, im pa tience, dis ap point ment, and a
whole ar ray of other feel ings.  It will help our
com mu ni ca tion if we can be in creas ingly aware
of what our hands are say ing when they touch.
But we will not al ways be able to be com pletely
con scious or in con trol of what our hands are
con vey ing.  Here, our stu dents, friends, and
fam ily mem bers who are deafblind may be of
great help to us.  They can re flect for us our own
feel ings, help ing us to be come more con scious
and more aware.  This can only hap pen, how -
ever, if we are sen si tive to their re ac tions to us,
and if we in vite feed back.

Hands can ex press not only feel ings, but also in -
ten tions.  They can con vey prag matic func tions.
A touch can be a com mand, a ques tion, an ex cla -
ma tion, an in vi ta tion, or a sim ple or com plex
com ment, de pend ing upon its na ture.  Any of
these prag matic func tions used to ex cess can in -
hibit con ver sa tional in ter ac tion, whether the
con ver sa tion is ver bal or non ver bal.  Too many
com mands or “teach erese” ques tions (ones to
which the ques tioner  al ready knows the an -
swer) are par ticu larly apt to cut off an easy
back- and- forth flow—one need only con sult
one’s own con ver sa tional ex pe ri ences to know
that this is true.  Com ments, genu ine ques tions,
and in vi ta tions are more likely to en cour age fur -
ther in ter ac tion.  As a re sult, when in ter act ing
with a per son who is deafblind—in clud ing per -
sons who have no sure com mand of lan -
guage—we need to learn to touch in ways that
con vey these in ten tions.  A physi cal thera pist,
for ex am ple, might find it use ful to think in
terms of in vit ing a child to per form a par ticu lar
move ment rather than com mand ing her to do
so.  Paus ing dur ing the in ter ac tion to com ment
with touch on what ever the child is in ter ested in
will also be likely to fa cili tate any in ter ac tion.  A
com ment can take the sim ple form of the hand-
 under- hand touch de scribed in #3 above, or it
can be a non di rec tive touch that con veys sym pa -
thy.  It can even be an imi ta tion of a ges ture,
which sim ply says, “I hear what you are say ing,” 
in much the same way that eye con tact or a nod
of the head would con vey that to some one who
could see.  The most im por tant fea ture of a com -
ment—as dis tinct from a com mand, a di rec tive,
or some kinds of ques tions—is that it con tains

no trace of de mand.  It leaves the other free to re -
spond or not re spond.

Learn ing to com ment with our hands while in -
ter act ing with per sons who are deafblind will
fre quently re quire re sist ing the temp ta tion to al -
ways di rect and do things for and to the other
per son.  This temp ta tion is of ten, at least in my
own ex pe ri ence, born of the natu ral de sire to
help a per son who seems to need a lot of help be -
cause of their sen sory defi cits.  Re sist ing it may
re quire that I be gin to trust and re spect the natu -
ral com pe tence of the per son who is deafblind,
in whatever form that com pe tence takes.  I need
to be gin to re al ize that she will dis cover things
for her self if I do not al ways di rect her hands,
and that she will come up with ob ser va tions and
ideas of her own if I do not only ask her di rec tive
ques tions.  In or der for this to hap pen, I need to
al low her hands the free dom and time to ex press 
themselves.  I also need to learn to use my own
hands not only as tools (their typi cal func tion),
but also as sense or gans, and as a kind of voice
that can con vey highly dif fer en ti ated feelings. 

An adult woman who is deafblind de scribed an
ex pe ri ence in which a careful touch served to
con vey feel ing and em pa thy and was a sim ple,
sooth ing com ment:

I re mem ber when I had sur gery in the hos pi tal, I was
just wak ing from the an es the sia.  I was not fully alert
yet and started to feel “alone” be cause my hear ing aid
and glasses were off and I was cut off from sounds and 
things.  Sud denly, I felt a hand ca ress ing my arm,
tell ing me eve ry thing is o.k. and all is well.  That
hand meant the world to me!  It con veyed more than
sight and sounds would have at that mo ment.   (Doro -
thy Walt, per sonal com mu ni ca tion, April, 1997)

An other young woman who is deafblind ex -
pressed the im por tance of hands in her life with
the fol low ing poem:
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My Hands
My hands are...
My Ears, My Eyes, My Voice... My Heart.
They ex press my de sires, my needs
They are the light that guides me through the dark ness

They are free now
No longer bound to a hearing- sighted world
They are free
They gen tly guide me
With my hands I sing
Sing loud enough for the deaf to hear
Sing bright enough for the blind to see

They are my free dom from a dark si lent world
They are my win dow to life
Through them I can truly see and hear

I can ex pe ri ence the sun against the blue sky
The joy of mu sic and laugh ter
The soft ness of a gen tle rain
The rough ness of a dog’s tongue

They are my key to the world
My Ears, My Eyes, My Voice...
My Heart

They are me
Amanda Stine, 1997

We all have much to learn about hands, and about touch as a
way of know ing.  Touch is a ne glected sense in our cul ture, and
hands are too of ten ig nored as ave nues of ex pres sion. Peo ple
who are deafblind can be our teach ers as we all learn how to
use our hands more and more skill fully.
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I
t is well- known that evo lu tion en dows spe cies 
with the abil ity to adapt to a chang ing en vi -
ron ment over time.  Less ap pre ci ated per haps

is the fact that evo lu tion has also en dowed us
with the abil ity to adapt to our en vi ron ment dur -
ing our life times.  The abil ity of the hu man brain
to adapt to changes in the en vi ron ment, called
cor ti cal plas tic ity, is noth ing short of as tound ing.

Cor ti cal plas tic ity in volves much more than
merely re in forc ing brain ar eas that re ceive
stimu la tion and shut ting down brain ar eas that
no longer re ceive stimu la tion from in op era tive
senses; it also in volves, when some senses are
de pleted, com pen sa tory changes in the nerv ous
tis sue serv ing other, re main ing senses.  The
brain may sprout new con nec tions in the tis sue
serv ing re main ing senses, and it may also re al lo -
cate to those re main ing senses brain ar eas that
oth er wise would have served the in op era tive
senses. Thus is cre ated the neu ral ba sis for en -
hanced per form ance with the re main ing senses,
an ad ap ta tion fa vor ing sur vival of the or gan ism
with the al tered sen sory con figu ra tion.  As a re -
sult, one can learn lan guage with vi sion alone,
one can learn ob ject classes and ob ject con stancy
us ing touch, learn to an tici pate us ing smell,
learn cau sal ity us ing only audi tion, and so on.
Like wise, social- emotional skills— get ting at -
ten tion, co op er at ing, per sua sion, bond ing,
play—can be learned and exe cuted with vari ous
senses.  The deaf learn to do all these things
with out sound, the blind with out vi sion.  For
suc cess, the cru cial prob lem that must be solved
is this: How must the pres en ta tion of events be
re or gan ized to match the sen sory mo dali ties
avail able.

To gain a sense of the sub tlety and com plex ity in -
volved in de sign ing mo dal ity ap pro pri ate
stimu la tion, we need only con sider one of the
natu ral hu man lan guages that has evolved ap -
pro pri ate for vis ual peo ple, the Ameri can Sign
Lan guage of the Deaf, and take note of the many
ways in which it is adapted to and ap pro pri ate
for vi sion— in its rules for sign for ma tion; in its
use of space for gram mar; in its use of sev eral
con cur rent “chan nels” of in for ma tion and much
more. Deaf chil dren ex posed only to sign ing
with out a spa tial gram mar end up in tro duc ing

spa tial gram mar into their signed ut ter ances
even though they have never seen it.

If chil dren who grow up deaf are vis ual peo ple,
chil dren who grow up deafblind are tac tual peo -
ple.  Their mo dal ity ap pro pri ate stimu la tion
must come, above all, through the skin, es pe -
cially through those sen sory re cep tors that can
reach out into the space around the deafblind
per son - the hands.  Deafblind adults can teach
us much about how to chan nel in for ma tion
through the tac tile sense, for they make such ad -
ap ta tions every day.  The chal lenge, then, for the
fami lies and teach ers of deafblind peo ple is to
find ways to re or gan ize our daily in ter ac tions
that are at tuned to vi sion and hear ing so that
they be come at tuned in stead to touch.  Braille
did just that when he in vented his code of the al -
pha bet; the deafblind com mu nity did just that
when it adapted com mu ni ca tion in ASL to the
tac tual mo dal ity.  How ever, noth ing less than all
types of hu man in ter ac tions must be re thought
in this way.  This takes deep fa mili ar ity with
deafblind peo ple, a readi ness to be their stu dent
as well as their teacher, com mit ment and crea -
tiv ity. Bar bara Miles re veals all of these in the
preceding re flec tion on how to talk the lan guage 
of the hands to the hands. 
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