Haptic Communication, - a summary a lecture in Bergen October 11. 2008

By Ashild johansen, Norway.
Haptic Communication, what is it?

HAPTIC, the word originates from the Greek word haptos. It is a concept describing the tactile sense especially concerning figure (shape) and delimit.
Haptic communication consists of signs/signals describing the surroundings. The signs are given as touch on the back, upper arm, back of the hand, knees or instep to the deafblind person. Haptic signals are not used on other areas of the body than those natural to touch.
Most of the haptic signs have their origin in conventional sign language. To understand the signals given on your back you should be a skilled signer or a person learning sign language. 

Deaf persons with visual impairments have an advantage in learning haptic communication. They take it easier than those not knowing sign language. Thus, it is important to learn some sign language before one starts learning haptic communication. In that way, the skills will develop.
Haptic communication is often used together with sign language or speech.

When I am sitting watching a sign language interpreter during a lecture, I have at the same time a haptic interpreter sitting behind me describing what’s happening in the room. In this way I will learn to know how the room is, who are sitting beside me and who else are in the room. I also get to know whether someone is writing or sleeping during the lecture. This is very useful information for me, as I, in this situation only can see the interpreters in my visual field.

Why is haptic communication so useful for persons with dual sensory impairments/deafblindness.

Haptic communication is compensating for visual impairment. One cannot look around when watching a sign language interpreter, is blind or intensely listening to speech. Then it is useful to get a message on my back that a person is approaching me. It enables me to say “Hello” to the meeting person.
It gives me quick information if I walk towards an obstacle like a kerb stone or a flower ornament in front of a hotel. 

Being deafblind it is important to be given the possibility to “Catch the surroundings”. When I am walking in the city, for instance, I can get a description of the surroundings telling me that there is a bus on my right hand side or a child walking on my left hand side.

In social relationships, haptic communication provides a unique possibility for the deafblind to have better social cooperation with others. For instance, you get to know who else is in the room, where they are standing or sitting, who they are talking to and when they are free to talk to you. It makes the deafblind person feel more secure, he has better control over the situation and feel more comfortable being together with others. When a deafblind person is chairing a meeting or a course, haptic communication gives him or her better possibilities to have an overwiew over who is present and who wants to say something. If someone finds it boring, I get signals about someone e.g. “yawning”.
More examples:

· The interpreter will draw a map over the room at your back and then point out  where in the room you are standing/sitting, where is the door, the window etc.

· Messages or information about a person in conversation with another.

· Who is entering or who is leaving the room.

· The mood. Is there laughter or is it perhaps a touching moment.

How the work around haptic communication started in Norway

Trine Næss has done a great and important job by putting haptic signs into a homogenous system. Thus the same signs are used amongst deafblind, relatives, interpreters etc. Trine emphasized the use of haptic communication in everyday life.
After Trine passed away in March 2008, The organisation for persons with deafblindness, LSHDB is continuing this work. This is in accordance with request from Trine’s family.
Haptic communication is continuously developing.
LSHDB has arranged many peer support courses on haptic communication, the first in 2000 where Trine was the lecturer.

More and more deafblind persons realised how useful this was, and thus created a need for the interpreters to know the system. Trine taught interpreters and students haptic communication, and the topic is now mandatory curriculum in the education of sign language interpreters.

LSHDB and three of Trine’s closest partners have prepared a pamphlet on Haptic communication. The pamphlet is available on request at:
e-mail: kontor@lshdb.no
