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ABSTRACT

In recent years much interest has been focused on the manner in

which the young chi ld acquires language.  Some researchers (Chomsky,  1965;

l , lcNei l ,  1970) have postu lated an inherent  capaci ty  to comprehend and ut i -

l i ze  l ingu is t i c  s t ruc tu res ,  wh i le  o thers  such as  I rw in ,  ( tggO) ,  Hess  and

Shipman, (1965),  and Greenstein,  et  a l  ,  1-J974) have focused on exper ien-

t ia l  determinants of  language competence in ear ly  chi ldhood.

As  w i th  a l l  ch i ld ren ,  the  soc ia l  and emot iona l  behav io r  o f  deaf

chi l  dren i  s  great ly  in f luenced by thei r  abi l  i ty  to conmunicate wi th

s igni f icant  others.  Interact ions between the normal ly  developing chi ld

and his parents are character ized by mutual  responsiveness,  where each

in i t ia tes and reciprocates conrnunicat ion.  l r ihen a chi ' ld 's  language de-

ve lopment  i s  de layed or  impa i red  (as  w i th  a  hear ing  loss) ,  th is  communi -

cat ion process may also become impaired,  wi th parents being unable to

respond appropr iate ly  to confused or  reduced messages f rom the chi ld.

This paper reviews some of the pert inent research regarding the

behaviora l  in teract ion between the parent  and chi ld and i ts  ef fect  on

communicat ion and psychosocia l  development.  The impl icat ions of  th is

data for  the hear ing- impaired chi ld and his fami ly  are considered.  I t

w i l l  address  the  ques t ion ,  "What  i s  i t  tha t  paren ts  w i th  young hear ing-

impaired chi ldren do that  fac i l i ta tes or  impedes speech and language

development?" A methodology is  a lso presented for  developing ef fect ive

communicat ion between such chi ldren and thei r  parents.



I NTRODUCTI ON

Surpr is ing ly  l i t t le  use  has  been made o f  the  hear ing- impa i red

infant  as a source of  invaluable informat ion regarding speech and lang-

uage acqu is i t ion  processes .  In  par t ,  th is  under -u t i l i za t ion  may be

at t r ibu ted  to  the  l im i ted  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  such popu la t ions  fo r  s tudy .

l , lore relevant, perhaps, has been a lack of awareness of the extent to

which advances in hear ing a id technology and educat ional  pract ices have

permit ted the acquis i t ion of  "natural"  speech and language by the pro-

foundly deaf  chi ld (Greenste in,  €t  d l  ,  1974).  The var iat ion in 
' l  
inguis-

t ic  competence wi th in the deaf  populat ion far  exceeds that  among the

normal ly  hear ing,  and the determinants t t  th is  enormous var iat ion are

la rge ly  unknown (Po l Iack ,  1970) .  To  a t t r ibu te  i t  to  d i f fe rences  in

innate  in te l lec tua l  o r  language g i f t s  i s  to  beg the  ques t ion .  I t  i s

of ten assumed that  such var iables as resjdual  hear ing capaci ty ,  method

of  t ra in ing,  dg€ at  which intervent ion is  begun,  and the degree of  over-

a l I  language input  a re  c r i t i ca l l y  re levant .  However ,  l i t t le  research

has been done to separate out the contr ibutions of each of these factors

(Greens te in ,  € t  d l ,  1974) .

A var iable of  crucia ' l  importance to the language acquis i t ion of

the young hear ing- impaired chi ld concerns the nature of  the mother-

infant  in teract ion.  In recent  years,  researchers are d iscover ing what

an act ive ro le even the youngest  in fant  takes in the communicat ion pro-

cess,  and that  there must  f i rs t  be communicat ion present  before language

can develop.  Dur ing th is  ear ly  cormunicat ion,  both the infant  and the

parent have an effect on one another (Go]dberg, 1977).

In the past  i t  was fe l t  that  an infant  was a passive part ic ipant
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in the communicat ion process,  that  he was there to receive input  f rom

his caretaker so he could deve' lop language in order to communicate.  For

many years i t  was bel ieved that  the infant  began l ' i fe  as a passive

"blob" confronted wi th the task of  making sense out  of  sensory chaos

(Greenstein,  et  a l ,  L974).  A more recent  v iew (Goldberg ,  1977) consid-

ers the newborn infant  to be act ive,  capable of  organiz ing complex

informat ion,  and to be select ively at tent ive and capable of  rapid

learning,  Upon carefu l  examinat ion,  i t  appears the acceptance of  the

young infant as a competent though inunature organism has been largely

conf ined to the domain of  perceptual  and cogni t ive sk i l ls .  l , lhen re-

search  on  ear ly  soc ia l  re la t ions  is  cons idered,  i t  i s  found tha t  the

" remarkab le"  perceptua l  and cogn i t i ve  ab i ' l i t i es  o f  young in fan ts  i s

documented,  whi le ear ly  socia l  development cont inues to be studied

under  the  "pass ive  b lob"  mode l ,  Recogn i t ion  o f  the  in fan t  as  an  ac t ive

and competent  contr ibutor  to the socia l  re lat ionships wi th caretakers

has  been la te  in  coming,  and is  no t  ye t  w idespread (Lewis  and Rosenb lum,

L974; Goldberg , L977).

I t  is  t remendously important  to take a look at  the parent-chi Id

re la t ionsh ip  s ince  i t  i s  ou t  o f  th is  soc ia l  in te rac t ion  tha t  communica-

t ion grows.  Goss (1970) stated that  the most  important  phase of  lang-

uage development is brought about by;s,sgio-erirot ibndl . : , intendction bdginning

once the chi ' ld  speaks h is f i rs t  word,  and that  most  of  the ear ly  in ter-

ac t ion  is  be tween the  ch i ld  and h is  mother .  F rom her  the  ch i ld  acqu i res

bo th  a  l i ngu is t i c  mode l  tha t  w i l l  l as t  th roughou t  h is  l i f e  and  a  va lue

system by which he wi l l  be able to assess h is exper iences.  Stayton,

et  0 l  ,  (1971) e ' luc idated fur ther  by saying that  i t  is  through th is  typ.

o f  i n te rac t ion  tha t  a  ch i ld  no t  on ly  acqu i res  a  l i ngu is t i c  mode l ,  bu t
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a lso  a  va lue  sys tem,  a  fee l ing  o f  lovab i l i t y ,  and pos i t i ve  se l f -concept .

The qua ' l i t y  o f  the  parent -ch i ld  re la t ionsh ip  i s  even more  c r i t i ca l

for  the deaf  chi ld who is  depr ived of  an audi tory st imu' lus and the

socia l -emot ional  in teract ion conveyed by i t  (Goss,  1970).  l {uch of  the

parent ' s  a f fec t i ve  mean ing  is  los t  to  the  ch i ld  who is  rece iv ing  on ly

part ia l  ,  i f  dhl r  audi tory informat ion.  Further ,  cr i t ica1 inforrnat ion

relay ing reassurance,  fee ' l  ings of  love and tenderness,  calmness and

warni  ng i  s  a l  so mi  ssed.  l , lo t  only does the hear i  ng- impai  red chi  I  d 1ose

af fect ive informat ion,  but  he a lso may not  learn speech and language

inc identa l l y  (as  does  h is  hear ing  counterpar t )  un t i l  i t  i s  ac t i ve ly

taught  to  h im.

Clark and hlatk ins (1978) d iscussed the importance of  consider ing

a chi ld as a dynamic partner in a two-way communication system, rather

than as  a  language learner .  The ch i ld  has  in ten t ions  to  be  expressed

through a var iety of  means (gestures,  fac ia ' l  expressions,  s igrs,  vo-

ca l  i za t ions) ,  and i f  paren ts  a re  sens i t i ve  to  these expressed in ten t ions

and respond to them, the chi ld wi l l  develop a communicat ion system.

Accord ing  to  C lark  and l {a tk ins ,  i t  was  once be l ieved tha t  i f  language

cou ld  be  "poured"  in to  the  hear ing- impa i red  ch i ld ,  he  wou ld  au tomat i -

ca I1y  g ive  i t  back .  Thus ,  i f  the  ch i ld  cou ld  be  taugh t  language ,  then

he could cormnunicate.  They stated that  language does not  necessar i ly

lead to communicat ion;  communicat ion must  occur before language can

develop.  Communicat ion is  in teract ion when the chi ld does something

that  e l ic i ts  a response f rom the parent ,  or  the parent  does something

tha t  e l i c i t s  a  response f rom the  ch i ld .  Th is  communica t ion  in te rac t ion

u' l t imately I  eads to l  anguage acqui  s i  t ion.

Since parents are the pr imary teachers of  thei r  chi ld ,  spending
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the  major i t y  o f  the  ch iJd 's  wak ing  hours  w i th  h im,  i t  i s  o f  c ruc ia ' l

importance that  the qual i ty  of  thei r  Ianguage is  appropr iate for  s t imu-

lat ing language development (Goss,  1970i  Sei tz  and Marcus,  1976).  Thera-

pists and teachers work ing wi th hear ing- impaired chi ldren and thei r

parents can teach these parents to not only evaluate, but to change the

qua l i t y  o f  the  language they  use  w i th  the i r  ch i ld ,  These techn iques

may be a determining factor  in  the success of  any habi l i ta t ion program

where establ ish ing conrnunicat ion between the adul t  and the handicapped

ch i ld  i s  a  ma jo r  goa l .

The fol I  owi ng di scussi on wi 1 I  focus more speci f i  cal ly on how

parent-chi ld in teract ion af fects cormunicat ion development in the

normal ly  hear ing  ch i ld ,  and how the  presence o f  a  hear ing  loss  in f lu -

ences i t .  In  addi t ion,  a technique for  teaching parents to be accurate

observers of  behavior  and for  evaluat ing thei r  own language st imul i

wi th the goal  of  improving behavior  and increasing cormtunicat ion sk i l  I  s

in  the i r  ch i ld  i s  sugges ted .



DISCUSSION

Studies of  the language envi ronment of  the normal ly  developing

ch i ld  have imp l ica t ions  fo r  p rov id ing  appropr ia te  language fo r  hear ing-

impaired chi ldren.  Several  of  these studies 
' look 

c ' losely at  the way the

parent  and chi ld in teract  soon af ter  b i r th,  and how th is  serves as a pre-

cursor to symbol i  c I  anguage (Snow , L972; l{el son, L973; Bateson, L975;

Sei tz  and Marcus ,  L976;  Clark and Watk ins,  1978).

At  b i r th the infant  does not  in tent ional ly  communicate ideas or

feel  ings (Clark and l r la tk ins,  1978).  For  example,  when the baby cr ies,

he is  not  in tent ional ly  announcing that  he is  hungry and wants to be fed.

The cry is  more of  a ref lex ive act .  I t  is  par t  of  the act  of  being

hungry and not a separate cornmunication behavior to announce hunger.

According to Clark and Watk ins,  the chi ld soon becomes aware that  when

he does cFlr  he receives at tent ion and comfort  f rom his parents.  His

cry has a definite effect on them, So he cries again to receive more

comfort  and sat is fact ion and soon i t  becomes a conmunicat ive act .

Greenste in,  et  d l ,  ( I974) looked at  the socia ' l  in teract ion between the

infant and his parents. They discovered that the parent reacts by

smi l ing and ta lk ing to the infant  as the baby smi les for  comfort .  When

the baby real izes the smi le has an ef fect ,  he cont inues,  and at  th is

point ,  conrnunicat ion has been in i t ia ted.  Mehrabian (1968) cal led ex-

pressions f rom the chi ld to e l ic i t  responses f rom other peop' le in  h is

envi ronment "communicat ive intents."  0ther  examples might  inc lude

coo ing ,  babb l ing ,  po in t ing ,  s t re tch ing ,  pu l l ing ,  and grasp ing .  These

"communicat ive intents"  d iscussed by I ' lehrabian can be perceived as.neg-

at ive or  posi t ive by the parent .  Greenste in,  et  dJ,  (1974) reported

, '.
' . , I

.J



that  babies whose mothers considered cry ing to be communicat ion

( "pos i t i ve" )  versus  i r r i ta t ion  ( "negat ive" )  seemed to  have happ ier ,

bet ter  adjusted infants.

Parents a lso af fect  the chi ld 's  behavior  in  a number of  ways

dur ing the communicat ion process.  Clark and Watk ins (1978) used the

term "synchrony" to descr ibe the way in which adul t 's  speech af fects

the infant .  Condon and Sander (L974) d iscovered that  in fants at  age

one to fourteen days synchronized their movements with the sound of

adul t  speech.  They fe l t  that  long before the infant  begins to ta lk ,

he has a l ready internal ized the form and st ructure of  the language

system he wi l l  be learning to use.  According to Todd (1968),  a normal

hear ing chi ld moves in rhythm to speech for  several  months af ter  b i r th,

and that  the rhythm eventual ly  becomes a part  of  h im, i .e . ,  i t  becomes

" in te rna l i zed . "  The rhy thm and in tonat ion  o f  speech car r ies  w i th  i t

a  great  deal  of  the meaning about  what  is  being said.  Later  or ,  the

ch i ld  w i l l  add  words  to  the  rhy thm.

Brazel ton,  et  a l ,  1-974) observed interact ions between mothers

and thei r  chi ldren and discovered that  i t  is  a two-way reciprocal  pro-

cess ,  w i th  each par t i c ipant  tak ing  a  tu rn  as  the  ac t ive  and pass ive

part ic ipant .  One of  the f i rs t  examples of  th is  k ind of  rec iprocal  in-

teract ion can be seen in feeding an infant .  Whi le the baby is  feeding,

the  mother  becomes qu ie t  and inac t ive .  She j igg les ,  s t rokes ,  and ta lks

to the baby dur ing pauses,  and intervenes per iodical ly .  A rnother reads

the  s igna ls  in  her  in fan t ' s  behav io r  and then f i t s  her  own behav io r

into the temporal pattern he creates. Lewis and Friedle (tglZ) re-

ferred to th is  communicat ion network as " the cradle of  meaning.r t


