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Overview of Today’s Presentation 

What is Sensory Development? 
How is it applicable in the day-to-day lives of persons with low or no vision?
What is it’s origin story? How did it come to be a part of the rehabilitation program at the Carroll Center for the Blind?
Exercises in Sensory Development 
Q&A (15 min). (What is your experience in this area?)

Learning Objectives

Identify the function and purpose of sensory development for people with low or no vision 
Identify three applications for the use of sensory development skills in daily living 
Identify three sensory development exercises to help gather and use non-visual information effectively  

My Background

Started in this field in Art Therapy classroom at Boston Aid to the Blind 
COMS at CCB (UMass Boston Program)
Rehabilitation Counselor and Case Manager at CCB  (M.Ed. UMass)
20 years in higher education as Student Services Professional (Including Disability Services)


What is Sensory Development

A discipline for learning to gather and use non-visual information. The skills acquired through training  are essential in order to understand and engage with the environment (and objects in that environment) and form the basis for orientation (for near and broad space).

Sensory Development Objectives 
(All transferable)

Development and improvement of:

Spatial Perception
Tactile Perception 
Auditory awareness and processing 
Non-visual problem solving 
Orientation and proprioceptive skills  






A Brief History of Sensory Development Training at the Carroll Center

Fr. Carroll was assigned to be a Champlain at the Army Hospital in Avon Farms, CT in 1943. (He was a relatively new clergy whose first assignment was the Asst. Dir of the Catholic Guild for the Blind in Boston)

Fr. Carroll noticed that the veterans who could “picture” their environment, were moving around more easily and safely than others. 

He invited his friend Bob Amendola, a sculptor and visual artist (MFA from Yale) to come and talk to his patients about tactual perception and visualizing form.

A year after the war ended, Fr. Carroll returned to Boston and asked the Bishop if he could open the first rehabilitation center in the country for civilians who had lost their vision.  Bob Amendola joined him and embarked on a 30 year career teaching Sensory Development.  (He wrote a training manual which I illustrated )

Bob’s successor was a woman named Nancy Campbell. Recognizing the value of Sensory Development for ALL clients at CCB, (not just those who were adventitiously blind) she modified and expanded the curriculum. 

In Sensory Training, occluders (or the blindfold) are used to block all visual information including light. They are used NOT to prepare a student for further sight loss but to help the student focus on the other senses. *** Occluded training does not preclude, nor is it a substitute for visual training.

When Sensory Development class was NOT offered at the Carroll Center, O&M specialists noticed it was taking students much longer to orient themselves to their environment and travel independently with confidence!

Glossary of Terms:

1. Proprioception
Proprioception, often called the "sixth sense," is your body's subconscious ability to sense its own position, and location in space. Proprioception is primarily the static awareness of body position and posture -where your limbs are in space.


2. Kinesthesis: Kinesthesis is the perception of body movements and changes in position. Often called the "muscle memory" or the kinesthetic sense, it relies on sensory receptors in your muscles, joints, and tendons to track limb movement and position without relying on vision.
(Kinesthesis is actively focused on detecting body movement: how and at what speed your limbs are moving)

3. Sensory Training- Serves as the foundation for learning about and processing non visual information, which forms the basis of a person’s orientation. Being able to use this information gives a person the tools necessary to continuously orient and re-orient themselves in an environment. 

4. Videation: (coined by Fr. Carroll-  initially a term used in teaching students who have a visual memory)  is a form of visualizing based on information coming to you from your non-visual senses. It may be accompanied by recalling visual information in your memory. “This is like the garden path I walked on as a child.” 

5. Mapping: Mapping is used both formally and informally in almost every aspect of skill training. Mapping can be considered as a plan or schema which organizes information about the environment in a “shorthand” fashion. It provides the basis for intentional rather than random movement. (N. Campbell)



Sensory Development Exercises

 TKG Exercise (Touch, Kinesthesis, Grasp)

Bob Amendola developed the concept of how the three functions of touch, kinesthesis, and grasp come together to fully use the sense of touch in exploring objects . Through these exercises, at first unfamiliar-objects become a source for important information. It is particularly important for those new to blindness or vision loss. 

Touch (contact only) “ There is something here. It is hard. It is cool.”

Kinesthesis (movement and shape of motion) “This is a right angle. This is horizontal plane.”

Grasp: (Multiple touch points plus passive Kinesthesis) “This is a round object. This is a soft, squishy, ball. 

Practical Applications

When a student is looking for the door, they might feel a hard cold object. With further inspection they discover the cold object is not the door knob, but the hinge. Instead of feeling disoriented because the door knob was not found, the hinge provides a wealth of information. The hinge is attached to the flat plane of the door and the knob will be on the opposite side of this plane. (At what angle is the student experiencing the plane of the door? Can they place their shoulders parallel to the plane of the door so they can walk through it when is is open? This instantly improves the student’s image and and knowledge of the situation and their relationship to it. 

This exercise could be done with a coffee pot or any household object or using the car handle of a door, etc. Practice with this quick “detective work” will help the student employ this approach automatically.










2. Facial Vision 

Facial Vision is using nerve receptors in your face and your hearing to perceive objects (or their absence). Learning to trust and use this ability provides valuable environmental information for orientation

Exercise:

Initially, this exercise is best done indoors in a quiet environment.

Required materials: a flat smooth panel (like a piece of stiff cardboard or piece of plywood) that is at least 16”X16”) and a moveable sound source (Smart phone or radio)

2. Two Principles at Play 

	Cutaneous nerve endings in our skin perceive the presence of objects when they are close to 			us. This happens all the time but we are often not aware of this phenomenon. (Vision overrides 	this sensory input.) 

	When sound bounces off of an object, the quality of that sound changes. (We have all 				experienced echos. Some sound (like the movement of air) is so subtle that we don’t perceive 			it as sound but more like a feeling or sensation. As we get closer to an object, the air between 			us and that object reverberates -like a subtle echo. We perceive this phenomenon from our 			ears even though we may not be 	able to actually “hear” it.

	These two phenomena work together in a powerful way to help us perceive objects and their 			distance from us. At the Carroll Center it was called “Facial Vision”.) It takes some practice to 			both perceive and use this information effectively. Incorporating it’s use in orientation and 			mobility is a very valuable tool.

3. Place the sound source 15 away from the student. Ask the student to walk slowly towards the sound source (no cane if possible, because it will create it’s own echo) and to stop when they perceive an object in front of them. After they begin walking, place yourself between the student and the sound source (closer the sound source) and hold the panel up in front of you at the level of their face. 

Ask the student to be aware of the sensations they will feel on their face and ears as they approach the object and ask them to stop when they perceive that they 2 feet from the panel.

Often the first or second attempt will be unsuccessful. The student may bump up against the panel or stop many feet away from it. Repeat the exercise asking the student to be as quiet as possible and pay attention to the sensations they are experiencing around their face and ears. 

* Some students will experience the “sound shadow’ as they approach the panel. The sound that they are walking towards is blocked by the panel. Using sound shadows is another great lesson and can be done outdoors when trees, cars, houses, etc., muffle the sound of traffic.     


Practical Applications

Incorporating the use of “facial vision” in orientation and mobility is a valuable tool in perceiving objects without coming into contact with them. It is a subtle and sophisticated information-gathering process - like a personal sonar device in your head- and especially useful indoors. (One colleague told me that this is how they move easily around their environment without touching walls, door frames, furniture, etc.)



3. Shape Walking 
A student can improve their proprioceptive abilities by carefully monitoring their movement as they move through space, paying particular attention to their sense of turn. This awareness improves the student’s ability to orient themselves and remain oriented as they move about.

Exercise: 

Using a sound source at least 10 ft directly in front of your student, ask the student to walk simple shapes using the sound as an orientation point and paying close attention to where that sound is at all times. (This can be done outside using traffic sounds or indoors with a smart phone or radio). Using basic shapes or letters, start with something simple like the letter “N” or a square. These shape require the student to walk directly toward the sound and then away from it concentrating on the angles required by the shape (This is a good time to introduce the clock face analogy.) 

 In the first few tries, ask the student to point to the exact source of the sound as they move through the shape.  “Graduate” on to more complicated shapes or letters (a Circle, M, P, or S) These require using the sound source to judge how far one has walked to or from the source before making the necessary turns and the student must pay close attention to where they start and end each segment of the letter or shape. 

 The square and letters like N and M require sharp turns and the circle and letters P and S, require more subtle turns.

As the student becomes more adept, introduce other environmental features (secondary sound sources, surface texture, sun source, etc.) 

 Record the shape of each letter that the student makes in your notes (beside the shape you have requested) and when they are finished draw that shape on their hand to indicate their performance. (Usually at first, the turns are exaggerated.) Give the student several opportunities to improve their sense of turn by having the them repeat the same shape a few times.  Have them call out their orientation to the sound source and which segment of the letter they are making and why.

Practical Applications:  This exercise can improve one’s ability to remained oriented while moving through space - both indoors and out- by focusing in on the purposeful sense of turn (using an orientation source). Very often, students are turning without realizing it and are soon disoriented. Practicing this skill can improve both orientation and proprioceptive abilities.  

Sensory Development Training Considerations

Sensory development training can present challenges for students who experience other sensory impairments besides blindness, such as hearing loss or sensory processing issues. Modifying exercises for students with movement challenges (e.g. balance and gait difficulties, etc.)  may be necessary. (We have used a wheelchair, rolling office chair, or human guide/support)  

Q&A

Questions? Comments?

What is your experience with Sensory Development in your personal experience or professional practice?  

Have you incorporated some of these principles in your work with students?

What barriers to sensory development have you experienced with your students?


