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Working With Oliver – Speech and Language

Introduction:

Oliver was particularly delayed with his speech and language production – as a parent I noticed that he was even delayed compared with other toddlers and pre-schoolers who had DS. At a specialist pre-school he attended locally I was told by the ‘teacher’ that my son was the first child with DS that she had ever encountered who even laughed and cried without sound. Professor Sue Buckley herself from Downs Ed International stated that she felt Oliver suffered specifically from verbal dyspraxia as well as the delays and difficulties commonly associated with DS and so it was quite likely that unfortunately his speech as an adult might never reach the stage where it would be understood by an unfamiliar listener.

Activity
Aware that speech and sound production was proving particularly difficult for Oliver I started to use signing with him from an early age. I started using simple signs to back up my language when Oliver was about 6-9 months old. I always ensured eye contact and that I had his attention and spoke endlessly to him about everything and anything, exaggerating facial expressions and body language to make the most impact. I also imitated any sounds he made back to him and showed extreme pleasure and excitement at all his efforts at sounds and communication.
When Oliver started to sign himself at around 20 months I became aware that he may have started signing before that – I had been waiting for an obvious and perfect ‘sign’ but just as first words are never perfect even for ordinary children, so first signs aren’t perfect either - so watch out for specific movements/efforts at signs which you can then identify as happening at particular times/around particular things/during a particular activity etc. For example when my daughter and I were out at a café with Oliver in a pushchair at about 20 months old, and noticed that every time my daughter raised her glass to her mouth to drink, Oliver made a loose fist and shook it from side to side. When she stopped drinking he stopped and when she drank – again he made the movement. It was his early attempt at the sign for drink and when we clicked and he got a drink every time he made his little sign – his signing just took off! It was as if he thought ‘Finally! Somebody is taking notice!!’
Once signing began to work for Oliver the number of signs he learned and used increased dramatically and he in fact starting making up signs for things. This meant my then 10 yr old daughter and I had enormous fun trying to work out what they all were and meant!!

I used books with Oliver from being only months old. He loved them and I ensured that very early books had very clear single pictures on them with different pages having different coloured backgrounds so that the ‘object’ on the page was clear and distinct eg a white rabbit on a plain green background, a brown monkey on a white background, a yellow fish on a plain blue background etc. (Dick Bruna books are great for this and others). We progressed to using single words with pictures quite early on so that he began to associate the written word with objects, pictures and language.
I bought one of those toys where when you press the letter of the alphabet it makes the sound – so if you press ‘a’ it says ‘a’ back to you. It had all the letters of the alphabet on it and Oliver learned them all very quickly. At about 2 ½ yrs old we were playing with this both pressing ‘a’ and shouting ‘a’ and pressing ‘b’ and shouting jubilantly ‘b’!!! (the phonic sound not the capital letter sound if you see what I mean) There were lots of sounds that Oliver still couldn’t make at this age – if that is the case for you then don’t let it get you down. I think the ‘c’ sound was one he couldn’t make for absolutely ages. Interestingly, even though he couldn’t say some sounds he could still recognise them as letters so when playing with the toy if I said where’s the ‘c’ Oliver? Where’s the ‘c’ for cat? He would press the c without hesitation – beaming!
At this age I also had a huge basket of animals from the early learning centre with the animal ‘babies’ too – so we would have the ‘elephant’ and the ‘calf’ and the Bear’ and the ‘cub’. I always used lots of language and didn’t ‘dumb it down’ all the time and so didn’t call things ‘baby pig’ or baby elephant’ – a language rich environment is good even if spoken words are tricky.

Rhyming books are really important too – lots of books like ‘room on the broom’ and ‘the snail and the whale’ (my personal favourite!) and the ‘slinky malinky’ series and ‘hairy maclary’ – also books for pre-schoolers like ‘Owl Babies’ which have a line in which gets repeated – in this case it’s “I want my mum!” – then your child wants to say/shout it out with you, every time it gets to that point!

I followed the recommended ‘matching, selecting naming sequence for ‘sight reading’ (from Downs Ed International – see attached) starting a few months before he was three years old. 
It was important to make it interesting and varied and I always followed ‘errorless learning’ techniques ie: if Oliver went to put a word against the wrong word I would guide his hand to move it to the right word, and cheer him on for getting it right. I would continue to ‘help’ him get it right until he could do it independently -  he always enjoyed the activity and was able to match words independently within weeks, then we worked on ‘selecting’ and then when he had progressed again we were ready for ‘naming’ (although he made sounds – he ‘named’ with signs).
I moved forward with reading at a pace and made our own home made books about Oliver and for Oliver, to make his reading particularly interesting, as well as using other books. I was aware that the local primary school used the Oxford Reading Tree reading scheme which I was happy about (it’s a good scheme for our children) and so made sure that Oliver was familiar with the written names of all the key characters. 
At about 4 yrs of age he had a fascination for jumping in puddles wherever we went – so when he got a bit fed up with learning more words I would put a big dark blue towel on the floor at home and ruffle the edges to look like a puddle, place some word cards on it and say “Jump in the puddle and give me… ‘ shop’!” – worked like a dream! 

His lack of speech didn’t stop his progression with reading and reading continues to play a strong part in his speech progression, development and capability. Reading sentences with the correct grammatical structure and syntax all the time helps our children grasp that automatically without having to work it out. 
I used home made flashcards initially with photos of Oliver’s own things (so the picture of a book was his book, the ball was his ball etc) and then moved on to use 
“Color Cards” (by speechmark- you can find them on amazon – if you type in colorcards ‘everyday objects’, or color cards ‘verbs’) I started with everyday objects moved on to verbs and then also used cards they had in their ‘color library’ range which related to Oliver’s interests such as ‘Transport and Vehicles’ and ‘Animals and Birds’ (a friend of mine used the ones for ‘food’ and ‘household objects’ which her daughter particularly took to). Oliver and I played with these every day – not because he needed to know what a ‘sampan’ was, or a ‘penny farthing’ and ‘articulated lorry’ – or because he needed to be able to identify an armadillo, tapir or crocodile – but because he loved them all so much he wanted to try to ‘say’ them – and the exercise of trying to say what they all were to show everyone how clever he was, gave him so much pleasure that it was a completely excellent speech and language exercise.
So the action/activity of trying to say the names of things which fascinated or interested him worked brilliantly.
Whenever he signed he HAD to try to ‘say’ the word/make a sound, at the same time otherwise I ignored his attempt. I would always repeat back the word correctly to him (so that he instantly heard it as it should sound) and say well done! (As if he had said it correctly)

Making sounds – trying to say the word: Often if he wanted something and would point to it I would pretend that I didn’t understand and get the wrong thing until he tried really hard to say the word or make the right sound. Eg his trike was hug up on a big hook in the garage – if he wanted it down and took me to it and just pointed to it - I’d give him a rake! Then he would say “Bi” “Bi peez” which was ‘Bike – Bike Please” and then he got the bike – it’s not cruel it just helps our kids to understand that sound/speech is what gets you what you want. I often have parents who say ‘oh it’s ok she can always tell me what she wants she just drags me over and points’ – to which I respond that it is definitely in your child’s best interests that you pretend you don’t understand fully and insist that she makes sound/tries the word – to get what she wants.

When Oliver did start to talk I always repeated back to him an utterance which was slightly longer eg he might sign and try to say “Anna gone?” (Anna is his big sister) And I would say “Yes! Anna HAS gone – Anna is at school” – So always encouraging the next stage/longer utterances.
It is easy not to have conversations with a child who doesn’t communicate a lot, so it is important to keep talking even if you’re not getting much response. You’d be surprised how much conversation with ordinary children is initiated by them – with our children who have DS it is important that we KEEP TALKING and communicating all the time, making it fun, interesting and NOT a chore.
When Oliver started school at 4 yrs 2 months he could only speak less than ten words which were understandable by anyone. He did however have 350 signs he could use, as well as a reading/sight vocabulary of more than 50 words.

Use the vocabulary checklists available from ‘Downs Ed International’. They’re great and make you realise that your child knows more than you realise. They break each word down into ‘signs it’ ‘tries to repeat it’ ‘uses it independently’, and ‘can be understood by an unfamiliar listener’ – oh what fun you’ll have with lists on your kitchen notice board!!

Go with whatever your child is interested in – whatever it is! We carried on using so many books – usually all sorts of colourful encyclopaedias full of either animals, marine life, birds, or trucks, cars etc I remember thinking how funny it was that at bedtime when my son was only 7 we were reading ‘The encyclopaedia of sharks and rays’ (one of his favourites!) rather than the usual kind of bedtime story one would expect! I would skip through text and put my finger on words such as the name for the shark or the name of the ocean as I read so that his attention was drawn to those words – or sometimes we would go through the marine tank aquarium identification guide and he would point to the fish and either name it himself, or ask “wossatcalled?” if it was one he didn’t know or had forgotten.

Whenever we were ‘out and about’ I would draw his attention to signs and we would read and ‘say’ them together. He loved history as well as animals so castle and zoo visiting were fond pastimes with us stopping to read the signs along the way round.

Speaking and reading have continued hand in hand for Oliver and despite those early predictions he is now doing far better than any of those early professionals thought. At 13 years old he was perfectly able to clearly ask for a Bugatti Veyron and a Subaru Imprezza for his birthday (He was a tad disappointed that year….!) He still loves wildlife and the countryside and is now 16 yrs old, attends a level 1 design and media course at college, and wants to be a professional wildlife and landscape photographer. He has had two exhibitions, two shops sell his cards and he has his own website www.oliverhellowell.com . He owns and enjoys over 300 books – almost all non fiction. 3 years ago I noticed with great pleasure how Oliver held a 20 minute conversation with the head warden of the Abbotsbury Swannery – asking for more detailed information about the swans – without my once having to interject or support his conversation – and the Warden understood everything Oliver said. Oliver has also been interviewed on the radio four times during the last 2 years about his photography and was perfectly understood on every occasion.
During one interview he was asked how many photos he thought he might have taken altogether since he became interested. “84!” he exclaimed and answered instantly, simply because he had no idea and that was the first number that came into his head! However the very next question was “And I understand that you like to take some of your photos from the ground looking up – why is that then?” Oliver’s reply was again instant but this time he explained clearly that “It’s all about the framing and the composition…” – because when it comes to numbers and qualities, he’s not particularly able – but when it comes to photography – my boy knows what he’s talking about!!!
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Oliver pictured with the ‘Autumnwatch’ team including his hero Chris Packham and also Michaela Strachan. Then Oliver out and about with his camera.
Don’t give up or give in – you’ll get there!!

Wendy (Oliver’s Mum) O’Carroll
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