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INTRODUCTION

Surprisingly 1ittle use has been made of the hearing-impaired
infant as a source of invaluable information regarding speech and lang-
uage acquisition processes. In part, this under-utilization may be
attributed to the limited availability of such populations for study.
More relevant, perhaps, has been a lack of awareness of the extent to
which advances in hearing aid technology and educational practices have
permitted the acquisition of "natural" speech and language by the pro-
foundly deaf child (Greenstein, et al, 1974). The variation in linguis-
tic competence within the deaf population far exceeds that among the
normally hearing, and the determinants ﬁf this enormous variation are
largely unknown (Pollack, 1970). To attribute it to differences in
innate intellectual or language gifts is to beg the question. It is
often assumed that such variables as residual hearing capacity, method
of training, age at which intervention is begun, and the degree of over-
all language input are critically relevant. However, little research
has been done to separate out the contributions of each of these factors
(Greenstein, et al, 1974).

A variable of crucial importance to the language acquisition of
the young hearing-impaired child concerns the nature of the mother-
infant interaction. In recent years, researchers are discovering what
an active role even the youngest infant takes in the communication pro-
cess, and that there must first be communication present before language
can develop. During this early communication, both the infant and the
parent have an effect on one another (Goldberg, 1977).

In the past it was felt that an infant was a passive participant
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in the communication process, that he was there to receive input from

his caretaker so he could develop language in order to communicate. For
many years it was believed that the infant began 1ife as a passive
"blob" confronted with the task of making sense out of sensory chaos
(Greenstein, et al, 1974). A more recent view (Goldberg, 1977) consid-
ers the newborn infant to be active, capable of organizing complex
information, and to be selectively attentive and capable of rapid
learning. Upon careful examination, it appears the acceptance of the
young infant as a competent though immature organism has been largely
confined to the domain of perceptual and cognitive skills. When re-
search on early social relations is considered, it is found that the
"remarkable" perceptual and cognitive abilities of young infants is
documented, while early social development continues to be studied
under the "passive blob" model. Recognition of the infant as an active
and competent contributor to the social relationships with caretakers
has been late in coming, and is not yet widespread (Lewis and Rosenblum,
1974; Goldberg, 1977). |

It is tremendously important to take a Took at the parent-child
relationship since it is out of this social interaction that communica-
tion grows. Goss (1970) stated that the most important phase of lang-
uage development is brought about by:Socio-emotional:interaction béginning
once the child speaks his first word, and that most of the early inter-
action is between the child and his mother. From her the child acquires
both a Tinguistic model that will last throughout his Tife and a value
system by which he will be able to assess his experiences. Stayton,
et al, (1971) elucidated further by saying that it is through this type

of interaction that a child not only acquires a linguistic model, but
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also a value system, a feeling of lovability, and positive self-concept.

The quality of the parent-child relationship is even more critical
for the deaf child who is deprived of an auditory stimulus and the
social-emotional interaction conveyed by it (Goss, 1970). Much of the
parent's affective meaning is lost to the child who is receiving only
partial, if any, auditory information. Further, critical information
relaying reassurance, feelings of love and tenderness, calmness and
warning is also missed. HNot only does the hearing-impaired child lose
affective information, but he also may not learn speech and language
incidentally (as does his hearing counterpart) until it is actively
taught to him.

Clark and Watkins (1978) discussed the importance of considering
a child as a dynamic partner in a two-way communication system, rather
than as a language learner. The child has intentions to be expressed
through a variety of means (gestures, facial expressions, signs, vo-
calizations), and if parents are sensitive to these expressed intentions
and respond to them, the child will develop a communication system.
According to Clark and Watkins, it was once believed that if language
could be "poured" into the hearing-impaired child, he would automati-
cally give it back. Thus, if the child could be taught Tanguage; then
he could communicate. They stated that language does not necessarily
lead to communication; communication must occur before language can
develop. Communication is interaction when the child does something
that elicits a response from the parent, or the parent does something
that elicits a response from the child. This communication interaction
ultimately leads to language acquisition.

Since parents are the primary teachers of their child, spending



the majority of the child's waking hours with him, it is of crucial
importance that the quality of their language is appropriate for stimu-
lating language development (Goss, 1970; Seitz and Marcus, 1976). Thera-
pists and teachers working with hearing-impaired children and their
parents can teach these parents to not only evaluate, but to change the
quality of the language they use with their child. These techniques

may be a determining factor in the success of any habilitation program
where establishing communication between the adult and the handicapped
child is a major goal.

The following discussion will focus more specifically on how
parent-child interaction affects communication development in the
normally hearing child, and how the presence of a hearing loss influ-
ences it. In addition, a technique for teaching parents to be accurate
observers of behavior and for evaluating their own language stimuli
with the goal of improving behavior and increasing communication skills

in their child is suggested.



DISCUSSION

Studies of the language environment of the normally developing
child have implications for providing appropriate language for hearing-
impaired children. Several of these studies ook closely at the way the
parent and child interact soon after birth, and how this serves as a pre-
cursor to symbolic language (Smow, 1972; Nelson, 1973; Bateson, 1975;
Seitz and Marcus, 1976; Clark and Watkins, 1978).

At birth the infant does not intentionally communicate ideas or
feelings (Clark and Watkins, 1978). For example, when the baby cries,
he is not intentionally announcing that he is hungry and wants to be fed.
The cry is more of a reflexive act. It is part of the act of being
hungry and not a separate communication behavior to announce hunger.
According to Clark and Watkins, the child soon becomes aware that when
he does cry, he receives attention and comfort from his parents. His
cry has a definite effect on them, so he cries again to receive more
comfort and satisfaction and soon it becomes a communicative act.
Greenstein, et al, (}974) looked at the social interaction between the
infant and his parents. They discovered that the parent reacts by
smiling and talking to the infant as the baby smiles for comfort. When
the baby realizes the smile has an effect, he continues, and at this
point, communication has been initiated. Mehrabian (1968) called ex-
pressions from the child to elicit responses from other people in his
environment "communicative intents." Other examples might include
cooing, babbling, pointing, stretching, pulling, and grasping. These
"communicative intents" discussed by Mehrabian can be perceived as neg-

ative or positive by the parent. Greenstein, et al, (1974) reported



that babies whose mothers considered crying to be communication
("positive") versus irritation ("negative") seemed to have happier,
better adjusted infants.

Parents also affect the child's behavior in a number of ways
during the communication process. Clark and Watkins (1978) used the
term "synchrony" to describe the way in which adult's speech affects
the infant. Condon and Sander (1974) discovered that infants at age
one to fourteen days synchronized their movements with the sound of
adult speech. They felt that long before the infant begins to talk,
he has already internalized the form and structure of the language
system he will be learning to use. According to Todd (1968), a normal
hearing child moves in rhythm to speech for several months after birth,
and that the rhythm eventually becomes a part of him, i.e., it becomes
“internalized." The rhythm and intonation of speech carries with it
a great deal of the meaning about what is being said. Later on, the
child will add words to the rhythm.

Brazelton, et al, (1974) observed interactions between mothers
and their children and discovered that it is a two-way reciprocal pro-
cess, with each participant taking a turn as the active and passive
participant. One of the first examples of this kind of reciprocal in-
teraction can be seen in feeding an infant. While the baby is feeding,
the mother becomes quiet and inactive. She jiggles, strokes, and talks
to the baby during pauses, and intervenes periodically. A mother reads
the signals in her infant's behavior and then fits her own behavior
into the temporal pattern he creates. Lewis and Friedle (1972) re-

ferred to this communication network as "the cradle of meaning."



