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Background and Aim of the Dissertation 

Deafblindness 

Deafblindness is a term used to describe the condition experienced by people who have 

varying degrees of both auditory and visual impairments. Their differing levels of residual hearing 

and sight make it a very heterogeneous population. This heterogeneity can also be seen in the 

variety of definitions and inclusion criteria used in studies of people with deafblindness (Ask Larsen & 

Damen, 2014).  

In order to improve comparability between studies of this population and to be able to 

further build on the body of research, we will use a single definition of deafblindness throughout this 

dissertation and clearly describe the level of hearing and sight experienced by our participants, as Ask 

Larsen & Damen (2014) suggest. We have chosen to use the Nordic definition: 

Deafblindness is a distinct disability. Deafblindness is a combined vision and hearing 

disability. It limits activities of a person and restricts full participation in society to 

such a degree that society is required to facilitate specific services, environmental 

alterations and/or technology (Nordisk Lederforum, 2007, as cited in Dammeyer, 

2010, p. 76). 

Within the deafblind population, a distinction can be made between people with acquired and 

congenital deafblindness, based on onset of the deafblindness. This distinction can be based on 

chronological age: for example, from birth (Ask Larsen & Damen, 2014; Dammeyer, 2009; Möller, 

2003; Prain et al., 2012) or before the age of two (Dalby et al., 2009; Guthrie et al., 2011). It can also 

be related to communication development or the moment of language acquisition (Dammeyer, 

2011; Rødbroe & Janssen, 2006). All students and clients who participated in this dissertation have 

congenital deafblindness (CDB).  

Deafblindness is not a simple sum of deafness and blindness; it affects life in many more 

ways than a single sensory impairment (Dammeyer, 2014). To be considered deafblind, a person 

must have 1) hearing loss of 35 decibels or more in the better ear when not wearing hearing aids or a 

cochlear implant; and 2) a visual acuity of 30% or less, or a purview of 30 degrees or less. However, 

exceptions to these definitions can be made based on the impact of the double sensory impairment 

on functioning. In the Netherlands, for example, schools for children with deafblindness also consider 

children to be deafblind if they have a syndrome or neurological impairment that causes sensory 

processing issues to such a degree that the student functions like a person with deafblindness. In 

these cases, the student needs to have the potential to develop a form of communication (Kentalis, 

2017). 
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Communication (Development) 

Some of the most affected aspects of life for people with CDB are interaction and 

communication. Interaction can be defined as a process in which two people mutually influence each 

other’s behaviors. Communication is a broader concept that can be defined as “a form of interaction, 

in which meaning is transmitted by the use of signals that are perceived and interpreted by the 

partner” (Janssen et al., 2003a, p.198). Although this dissertation focuses on both interaction and 

communication, we will only use the more general term ‘communication,’ which includes interaction. 

Given the heterogeneity of the population of people with CDB, communication methods 

need to be adapted to the specific needs and opportunities of the individual with CDB. It is often 

difficult for communication partners (e.g., parents, caregivers, teachers) and the person with CDB to 

find the best communication method. It can even be said that to stimulate development, this process 

must continue throughout life.  

However, professionals working with people with CDB often struggle to properly monitor 

communication development. Given the individualized communication methods that are used with 

this population, there is a need for a model that can monitor development based on similarities 

between people with CDB. One main similarity among these people is that they rely on the closeness 

and support of other people for their communication development. Thus, to describe and monitor 

communication development in this population, we need a clear model that looks at interpersonal 

communication between a dyad, with a specific focus on the dyadic strategies of both; the person 

with deafblindness and its individual communication partner. Other models on communication 

development of people with multiple disabilities or deafblindness exist, but they mainly focus on the 

communicative utterances or communicative milestones of the person with deafblindness alone 

(Bruce et al., 2016, Rowland, 2012) or they are based on dyadic communication with an accent on 

the complex underlying dialogical processes (Nafstad & Rødbroe, 2015). This dissertation focuses on 

interpersonal communication development between a person with congenital deafblindness and the 

communication partner.  

Theoretical Background 

The theory on innate intersubjective communication (Bråten & Trevarthen, 2007) seems to 

be a suitable theoretical framework that can form the foundation for a model to monitor the 

interpersonal communication development of children with CDB. Bråten and Trevarthen (2007) state 

that communication starts at birth and continues through three consecutive layers of development 

before the start of formal language acquisition. Their theory focuses on the core communicative 

behaviors that are present in all human beings. The importance of this theory for interpersonal 

communication is embedded in the word intersubjective. It focuses on the interplay between people, 

such as a child and their parent, caregiver, or teacher.  

1
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More support for the use of this theory in this dissertation came from several intervention 

studies on communication with people with CDB that also based their theoretic framework on the 

work of Bråten and Trevarthen (2007). For instance, Janssen et al. (2003a, 2003b) started from this 

work and used it to describe and improve on the very basic communication patterns at the first layer 

of development. Later studies (e.g., Damen et al., 2015) developed interventions to support 

development at higher layers of communication. Chapter 2 will provide an in-depth description of 

this theory, the different layers of development and how this theory might apply to children with 

CDB.  

Aim of the Dissertation 

Since earlier studies mainly focused on specific aspects or layers of intersubjective 

communication, it remains difficult to describe the communication of people with CDB on all three 

layers. This would be helpful in order to monitor development between layers and improve 

communication.  

Therefore, the aim of this dissertation is to form a model for all three layers of 

intersubjective communication development that can be used to describe, monitor, and improve 

communication between people with CDB and their communication partners.  

Outline of the Dissertation 

Based on the aim stated above, this dissertation is organized in the following chapters. 

Chapter 2 focuses on how to describe a dyad’s communication level. It introduces the 

Layered Communication Model (LCM), which is based on Bråten and Trevarthen’s (2007) theory of 

innate intersubjectivity. The LCM describes communication in three consecutive layers of 

development and distinguishes different communicative behaviors for each layer. Since Bråten and 

Trevarthen’s research was based on typically developing children, we will explore the applicability of 

the LCM to people with CDB by analyzing communication between four students with CDB (of 

increasing developmental ages) and their teachers over a half-year period with no intervention 

involved.  

Chapter 3 focuses on monitoring communication development over time. It compares the 

presence of the different communicative behaviors from the LCM during a half-year period for eight 

student-teacher dyads, before and after an intervention was conducted. 

Chapters 4 and 5 focus on improving communication development with the use of an 

intervention based on the LCM. In Chapter 4, we will analyze the effectiveness of the intervention by 

comparing its content to different effectiveness measures for four student-teacher dyads in an 

educational setting. In Chapter 5, we will analyze the process of implementing the intervention and 

its ability to contribute to changing communication for three client-caregiver dyads in a care setting  
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Figure 1 

Schematic Display of the Chapters in this Dissertation 

CHAPTER 1 
General Introduction 

Aim of the dissertation: 
to form a model of communication development in people with CDB that can be used to: 

Describe communication Monitor development Improve communication 

Introduction of the LCM Application of the LCM 

CHAPTER 2 CHAPTER 3 CHAPTER 4 CHAPTER 5 

Using the LCM to 
describe communication 

without intervention, as a 
tool to describe a dyad’s 

communication level 

Using the LCM to 
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over a half-year period 
before and after an 
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to monitor a dyad’s 

communication 
development 

Using the LCM as a tool to improve 
communication in an intervention 
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Describing the 
implementation 

process to analyze 
change in a care 

setting 

CHAPTER 6 
General Discussion 
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