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Abstract 

 

 
The main focus of this study is about how to interpret and understand the 

meaning of a linguistic sign presented by a child with congenital Deaf 

blindness. The purpose is to get better insight into the child´s manner of 

developing linguistic signs.  This implies to learn about how a child with 

congenital deaf blindness is making sense of his interactional experiences i.e. 

how experiences are categorized, and concepts about the world are built up.  

 

    The study will try to assess the potential meaning of the child´s expressions, 

using semiotic analytic tools; a variation of mental space analysis, the 6-space 

Model (Ask Larsen, 2006), and a follow up on how these interpretations are 

applied and stabilised through practical intervention in dialogues. 

 

   As an introduction, a literature study is presented in the first part by several 

researchers´ theoretical perspectives about interaction, communication, and 

language in general, and their consequences regarding congenital deaf 

blindness and meaning-making.  Followed by a summary from the field of deaf 

blindness, where researchers and professionals with experiences from the 

practical field are describing some of the requirements that are necessary to 

perceive and respond to utterances from children with congenital deaf 

blindness. 

 

    A conceptual framework is constructed on basis of the encounter between the 

phenomenon of interest, the theoretical study, and the research question. This 

framework will be used as a conceptual working model that guides the case study.   

     

   The material consists of selected videotaped sequences, supplemented by notes 

from direct observations made by the investigator and notes from situations retold by 

the partners. The criteria of selection are; 1) the child present a linguistic sign. The 

sign can be introduced to the child for the first time in the recorded sequence. The 

sign may have been introduced to the child before, but is used by the child “here and 
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now” in a not conventional manner from the perspective of the partner. 2) The 

sequence in which the sign is embedded is characterized by both partners striving to 

obtain shared understanding of the sign and its significance here and now. 

 

    Different semiotic analyses are performed in order to explicate the cognitive and 

creative processes underlying the use and development of the sign by the boy.  

 

   Finally the discussion raises the issue of cognitive semiotic analysis (mental space 

analysis) and its contribution to make explicit the cognitive processes underlying the 

deafblind child´s development and use of linguistic signs.  
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Introduction 
 

The starting point for the study is a dialogue between Felix, an 8 year old boy with 

congenital deafblindness and his teacher Sofi, retold by her. The dialogue took place 

in the school, at Felix´ favourite place in the classroom.  

 

Example of a dialogue 

Felix and Sofi were standing in front of the warm radiator, touching it.  Sofi 

introduced the sign RADIATOR to Felix, and the following dialogue occurred:   

 

-    SOFI:  RADIATOR - WARM (the Swedish signs in a tactile manner)  

 

- FELIX: “PORRIDGE”  (the Swedish sign in a tactile manner)   

 

- SOFI:  WAIT ...EAT (tactile)  

 

- FELIX: “PORRIDGE”  ( while touching the radiator )  

 

- SOFI:  Thinking...is it like Felix wants to tell me that porridge also is “the same 

kind of warm” as the radiator?   

 

- SOFI:  WARM, PORRIDGE, WARM.( responds to Felix as it was his thought, 

and touches the radiator together with Felix ) 

 

- FELIX:  “SHOWER”  (forms  Sofis´  hand on his own head as a shower)     

 

- SOFI: SHOWER...  WARM (tactile) 

 

- FELIX smiles...   

 

Sofi became really excited about the event, and she told the story to Carola, a partner 

at the “short time living” of Felix. A couple of days later, Jessica another of Felix´ 

partners, proposes a BATH for Felix, in the warm bubble bath. Carola is videotaping 

the event. Felix signs “PORRIDGE” a couple of times, but Jessica does not take any 

notice of it and signs BATH again. Carola interrupts and says; Maybe Felix wants to 

know if he is going to bathe in the warm bath, or in the pool. She urges Jessica to 

sign WARM, BATH to Felix. She did, and Felix at once reaches up his arms to 

Jessica as; “ok, now I know, take me to the bath” 
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Educational problem 

 
The big issue in the field of Deafblindness is that children with congenital 

Deafblindness have extreme difficulties to get access to the culture and the cultural 

language, due the impairments, or total lack of the two distance senses, vision, and 

hearing. Children without Deafblindness, have access to at least small community 

with the same cultural language, based either on the auditive or the visual modality. 

There is no existence of cultures where the language is based on tactile modality.  

It is really challenge for a partner, with cultural language in their own mind, to pay 

attention to what a child with Deafblindness is focusing on, to grasp the thoughts of 

the child, and ensure that both of them are together in the same mental space. When 

it comes to and facilitating the child‟s way of making sense of the world, it is 

important to use concepts that are mapping on to and increase the child‟s  way of 

making sense. A dialogue about the dimensions of a “new” sign may confirm and 

deepen the shared understanding between the child and the partner and perhaps 

encourage the exchange of thoughts and feelings. 

 

Background of the problem 

 
Language is the primary system of communication for human beings. To “be in 

communication” is one of the most essential matters in the life of a human, and it 

enters into social exchanges between parents and children from the beginning of life. 

The two distance-senses, vision, and hearing are very basic senses for developing 

communication and language. Communication is a co-created process between two 

partners, where none of the partners in the dyad knows in advance how the 

communicative episode will develop, how much time it will be sustained how topics 

will changes over time, how the emotional flow will be regulated, and how the 

communicative tools will be used. It can be observed as well as in a child mother 

interactive event as in a discourse between two linguistically fully fledged adults.  

Both partners contribute to the success of communicative episodes (Rødbroe & 

Souriau, 1999). 
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There is knowledge about the natural and early interaction together with children 

with congenital Deafblindness and their partners, and this natural and early 

communication in harmonious interaction with the communication partners might 

give some of the children with congenital Deafblindness the necessary quality of life 

(Janssen, 2003). Having that in mind, one could make a question of necessity of 

obtaining a cultural language as a goal for children with congenital Deafblindness. 

Instead it could be a hindrance in the fluency of the interpersonal transaction in the 

creation of meaning.  On the other hand the population of people with congenital 

Deafblindness is very heterogeneous, and not focusing on linguistic language at all, 

would create a risk of underestimating the cognitive capacity of lots of children 

(Nafstad & Vonen, in Brede 2008). 

 

Theoretical perspectives 

 
This study is aimed at how to interpret and understand the meaning of a sign (culture 

sign) from a child with congenital Deafblindness. As main theoretical perspective 

will be used the theory of dialogicality (Linell, 1998; Markova, 2006, 2008). Besides 

the theory of dialogicality, concepts from cognitive linguistic (Sellvik, 2008) and 

concepts from the language in cognitive development (Nelson, 1996) will be used.  

Concepts from the field of deafblindness will be worked out especially focused on 

meaning-making (Souriau, Rødbroe & Janssen, 2008).  Only by trying to go deep in 

to the mind of the child who is deafblind, one can try to really understand the 

expressions and the underlying intentions. Analysing methods from the field of 

cognitive semiotics are indispensable for this purpose (Ask Larsen, in Arman, Brede, 

Seljestad & Solgaard, 2008). 

 

Purpose of the study 

 
For educational practice it is important that communication partners learn new 

insight and skills in order to understand what is in the mind of the child with 

deafblindness.  The main purpose of this study is to develop and describe tools for 

communication partners to improve shared understanding and shared meaning in 

daily communication. Besides that the study tries to give more insights in the mental 
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processes of a child with Deafblindness in order to support communications partners 

how to map linguistic practice to the child.   

 

Research question:  

 
The main research question can be formulated as follows: 

 

Is it possible that a child’s manner of using linguistic signs, allow 

communications partners to learn about how he makes sense of his here – 

and- now.  

 

The sub questions are:  

 

a) Is it possible, in a dialogical approach to expand the vocabulary 

between the child and his partners, given that they understand how he 

relates to different aspects of the signs? 

 

b) Can this knowledge be used by the partners in order to come to shared 

understanding and shared meaning in different situations and in more 

complex situations? 

 

c) Is it possible through semiotic analysis to get closer to the meaning of 

mental processes that are active in the mind of the child? 

 

To be able to answer these research questions, a literature study and a case study will 

be performed. The method and the results of the literature study will be worked out 

in Chapter 1. The method and results of analyses will be described in Chapter 2. The 

last part of this study, Chapter 3 presents the discussion and implications of this 

study for further research and clinical practice. 
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1. Theoretical Framework – a literature review 
 
 
 

1.1 Method of literature study 
 
 
The chosen literature is collected from the literature list of the master programme 

“Communication and Congenital deafblindness”, references in the basic literature, 

recommended articles, and books from the supervisor, and different websites about 

the topics the author choose to focus on. The framework of this literature review 

based on Communication and Language Development, focused on Dialogicality, 

Meaning Making in General and Deafblind specific.  

 

Table 1   Relevant literature from different sources 

Literature Books Articles Other 

  
Literature from master´s program 3 7  

Thesis from master´s program   2 

Literature from the field of deafblindness 5 7 3 

Web site NUD   3  

Private Collection 2 3  

Total 10 20 5 

 

The reason for this choice of focus is to get some theoretical clues, in order to try to 

search out in what way a child with congenital deafblindness is trying to make sense 

of his world.   
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1.2. Results of the literature study 
 

 

1.2.1. Communication and language In General 

 
 

Introduction 

Nafstad and Ask Larsen (2004) takes into consideration that there are three basic 

components of human communication and linguality: firstly, a basic inborn strive or 

directness, toward human interaction in a specific dialogically structured manner.  

 

1.2.1.1 Dialogicality 

 
Verbal communication and language between human beings has been described in 

many theories. In this study I will focus on the dialogical theory because this theory 

is stressing on very important aspects of interaction, context, and joint construction, 

especially important in communication with children who have congenital 

deafblindness.  

 

Monologism – Dialogism 

Language can be conceptualized in two ways, the formalistic way as a system or 

structure, or the functionalistic, as discourse, praxis, or communication. Formalist 

and functionalist views on language imply two fundamentally different approaches to 

discourse and communication. These two approaches, Linell (1998) will term 

monologism and dialogism.  Discourse can partly be described in the view of 

monologism as individuals´ use of language, or in the dialogical way as interactions-

in contexts, cognition, and communication.  With a dialogical approach the focus is 

on communicative meanings and functions and it is also necessary to take the 

contexts into account.   

Dialogism is according to Rommetveit, (in Linell, 1998) a theoretical framework 

for understanding discourse. In order to understand the meaning of dialogism, it is 

necessary to mention the opposite framework, monologism.  Monologism tends to 
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treat communication as a” from-to process; communication is therefore considered to 

have taken place as soon as a sender A has expressed a message and a recipient B has 

understood it (in accordance with As´ intentions)”.  Dialogicality in contrast 

describes communication as a “between” process, the requirement is not only that 

something becomes shared knowledge through the communicative process, but also 

that the parties somehow mutually provide evidence that they have “shared” 

understanding of the things talked about.  

In the perspective of learning, the different approach between monologism and 

dialogism is of a really important matter.  According to Linell (1998), learning is by 

monologism treated; “only as the individual´s more or less successful internalization 

of input”, rather than as in the view of dialogism, “an increasing ability to cope with 

problems in interaction with the physical and social environment.” Memory is in the 

monologistic psychology basically about storage and retrieval of information. The 

dialogical theory puts more emphasis on remembering as an interactive process 

(Middleton & Edvards, in Linell 1998). The traditional approach on learning, is 

monological in its nature, and consists in retention of information provided as an 

input to the learners.  A teacher, with a dialogical approach would pay more attention 

to the interaction between more factors in the various situations in which the student 

is involved. Learning would in this case be seen more in “terms of a process of 

interaction with the environment, as increasing abilities to cope with new kinds of 

situations and problems ( Rogoff, in Linell 1998).  

 

 

Principles for Dialogicality 

Text context 

Linell suggests three primary principles for dialogicality; the first says that all 

discourse, has a fundamental sequential organization, which means that one can 

never fully understand an utterance if it is taken out of the sequence which provides 

its context. This leads to the fact that all discourse also is essentially contextualized. 

If pieces of the discourse are taken out of their original context, and used, 

commented or discussed upon, they occur in a new context and have been re-

contextualized. These aspects are fundamental to human communication.  
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Joint construction 

Secondly, a dialogue in terms of dialogicality is a joint construction (co-

construction); it is something which communication participants possess experience 

and do together, and which is “other-oriented”. This is of a deep social and 

interactive nature in that the language construction is derived mutually and is then 

recreated through negotiation for some particular or anonymezed other.  

 

Act-activity 

The third main principle is, as Linell calls it, act-activity interdependence. Utterances 

in a discourse are situated within embedded activity which the inter-actors produce 

jointly. They co-constitute each other in a part-whole relationship. These three 

principles show that the speaker is “in dialogue “with his interlocutor in a matrix of 

contexts. There is also reflexivity between discourse and contexts; this means that the 

two mutually constitute each other.  For example; the single turn in dialogue by the 

different inter-actors reflect each other and jointly produce meanings. Finally, the 

activity and the elementary acts are reflexively related and consequently mutually 

constitutive.  

In a dialogue, misunderstandings often arise, or as Linell calls it, 

miscommunication. Linell does not make a sharp distinction between communication 

and miscommunication.  He says that one can “treat non-sharedness” of 

understanding as a natural condition of communication, and as something which is 

used as a resource for carrying the dialogue further, e.g. through repair and 

negotiation, in order to develop, elaborate, and improve individual and shared 

understandings”.  

 

Communicative project 

 
Referring to Austin (1962), Linell says; “when people do things with words they are 

dependent on one another”. Compared to this, the classical speech act theory does 

not agreeably handle the multifunctionality of discourse contributions. Speech act 
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theory is for example describing questions, promises, and actions, such as thanking 

or naming, as acts embodied in singular utterances by individual speakers. There are 

so many other things people can “do with words” in a discourse. They can respond to 

someone´s utterance or action, and confirm what others have said.  They can joke, 

tease, insult, and respond etc.  Many of these acts are typically responsive to their 

character, and they could be parts of collaborative action sequences. Linell is 

describing these phenomena as collective “communicative projects” in opposite to 

the theory of individual speech acts. “Communicative projects” involves a partial 

change of emphasis not only from individuality to collectivity but also from 

intentionality to responsibility. “It takes two to communicate and establish 

intersubjectivity”.  

 

Other-directness 

 
Markova (2008) defines dialogicality as the capacity of the human mind to conceive, 

create, and communicate about social reality in terms of Ego/Alter interaction.  She 

means that human beings not only are born as individuals with their own body and 

brain and with different capacities, but also with a social sense opened towards 

others. It is this dialogical capacity to conceive, create, and communicate about 

social realities in term of others that makes it possible to develop language, thinking, 

talking, knowledge, and reflexivity of the self. Dialogicality can in this way be seen 

as a powerful alternative to more traditional approaches in studying interactions and 

communication.  

 

Sense making, and shared meaning 

 
Markova argues about this ego-alter interdependence in the view of the concept of 

language. She cites the French linguist Emile Benveniste´s, definition of language; 

“language provides the very definition of man. Language is in the nature of man, and 

he did not fabricate it.” (Beneviste as cited in Markova, 2008). Benveniste claims 

that it is wrong to describe language as an instrument of communication or as a tool 

that mankind invented. Language is the human condition. With this in mind Markova 

submits that the Ego-Alter interdependence in language is ontologically given. This 
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has as a logical consequence that meaning-making and thematisation of contents are 

joint communicative activities of the Ego and Alter.  

 

Intersubjectivity – agency 

 
Markova argues further that knowledge is “communicatively generated by the Ego-

Alter and that it is captured as a triadic relation Ego-Alter-object. This way of 

looking upon communication addresses the need to think of three part exchange as 

minimal communicative interaction. Markova calls it the “Ego-Alter/representation 

triad. 

OBJECT (social representation) 

 

                

                 EGO                                           ALTER           

 

         Figure 1   Ego-Alter/representation triad. (Markova 2008) 

 

This means that in and through communication, the Ego-alter intersubjectively co-

constitute another; one does not exist without the other.  

It is well known that humans when speaking to others in what can be called 

external dialogue may also hold an internal (or inner) dialogue within themselves. 

They have the capacity of speaking to themselves and having a symbolic dialogue 

with the Alter that may not be immediately present.  

Studies of dialogue usually focus on intersubjectivity and on the negotiation of 

meaning. Markova makes an important point that individuals also strive to enforce 

meanings of their own. To be able to impose the meaning of one self, one has to have 

self-recognition and agency, as an “effort to establish oneself as an agent and to 

manifest one self´s”. This is the ability of feeling “to be somebody” and to act 

according to the inner-alter representation. It is important to make a difference 

between expression of agency and the negotiation of meanings.  
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Symmetry – asymmetry 

 
Another basic tendency of the self, being directed towards others, is the desire for 

being socially recognized. The struggle for social recognition takes place in and 

through tension and negotiation of goals between the self and others.  In a dialogue, 

misunderstandings also often arise, or as Linell´s points out, miscommunication. 

Markova, on the other hand, calls these phenomena, symmetry, and asymmetry. 

“Dialogical relations are not engaged in search for intersubjectivity and a peaceful 

contemplation. Instead, cognitions and affects are in tension; they clash, judge and 

evaluate one another”.  In other words, the “miscommunication” or the “symmetry 

and asymmetry” are the dynamics in the dialogue.   

 

 

1.2.1.2. Language development  
 
 

Meaning-making 

 

Joint attention 

Joint attention is crucial for further development of communication and language. It 

is not a capacity; it is a mental process that is used in order to have something to 

communicate about. Moreover, joint attention is usually addressed through vision, 

but it can also be seen in other modalities. In order to engage in joint attention, a 

child needs to have a certain kind of psychological engagement with another person, 

and this kind of engagement begins and develops over the earliest month of life.  It is 

an emotional engagement, and it can be described as involving a kind of perception 

as well as a kind of emotional responsiveness (Hobson, 2005). Tomasello defines (as 

cited in Souriau & Brede, 2008), joint attention as “those objects and activities that 

the child and the adult know are the part of the focus of attention of both of them”. 

Tomasello means that communication, taking place within a joint attentional frame, 

establishes a common ground between the child and the adult. The activity must be 

intentional and goal-directed; both have to be engaged in the activity and understand 
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“what we are doing”. The child has to understand both its own role, as well as the 

role of the adult from the outside perspective in a common representational format.  

Joint attention is according to Rødbroe and Souriau (1999) the most complex 

pattern of social interaction and it is necessary for developing communication on a 

linguistic level. “The child must be able to attract the attention of his partner, lead the 

attention of the partner to the third element, check that the partner shares his 

attention, re-establish the contact, and exchange utterance”. 

 

Establishing of shared meaning 

When a child learns to talk, he or she enters into a system of shared meaning.  

Meaning is something that happens between two persons, a process that leads to 

meaningful forms and to further explorations of meanings, and not something that 

has been established in advance and that we have to learn (Heijnen & van Rooij, 

2008).  

According to Nelson (1996), language as a meaning system evolves within the 

parent-child dyad in the beginning of the second year. From the beginning the 

parents and the child have to make sense to each other even if the child hasn´t yet 

developed an understanding of the symbolic system.  Therefore, parents are guiding 

the child to extract aspects of the world that need to be given special status as 

concepts, categories of objects, people, actions, and events. Via joint contributions of 

prior mutually, established representations in everyday activities, for example in 

greeting routines or play and communicative exchanges, the parents and the child are 

enabled to establish a shared meaning ( Spreber & Wilson, 1986). The first “words” 

that a child learns in the first part of the second year are predictable in that they fit 

into the events that engage the child and that the parents structure for them. The first 

“words” are idiosyncratic in the way that each child´s word is structured and 

interpreted differently; depending upon what fits the child – adult communicative 

transactions (Nelson 1996). 
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Narratives 

How do human beings live in a world of meaning? They live in continuous 

conversation and telling. There are many ways of describing reality and there are 

numerous telling perspectives. No perspective is wrong or right, but the variety of 

perspectives make it possible to realize the complexity of events” (Wiese, 2008). 

Storytelling is a very powerful tool to introduce children to the culture. Narratives 

could be used, because of the rich potentials of language, to convey thoughts in an 

expressive way. When parents want to attract the attention of a child toward an 

important event, they tend to talk in a narrative way, in a form similar to fairy tales, 

but narratives are neither a copy of the events nor the pure production of individual 

minds: they reflect how events are given a form that meets the requirements of the 

mind (Trevarten, 1999). 

According to Nelson (1996) narratives begin to become a part of children´s lives as 

parents and others collaborate with them in reconstructing past events, marking 

ongoing experiences with narrative structure, planning future happenings and telling 

made-up stories or playing out dramas.  The language of narratives include temporal, 

causal, intentional and conditional forms that help to constitute the story, and in so 

making explicit relations that were previously obscure or only partially understood. 

Mental Event Representations (MER) are basic forms of cognition available in early 

childhood and the structure of these representations depends on the developmental 

level of the children and helps them to anticipate and cope with future events or 

activities, and may therefore support narrative development.  

The collaborative constructions in narratives provide the basis for understanding 

perspectives, motivations, goals, and emotions of others in a way that is not possible 

on the mimetic level alone, when different roles in activities are understood, but not 

the internal states of the other actors. There is no discrete division of event, mimetic, 

narrative, and externalized symbolic stage; there is a seamless weaving together of 

individual experience-based constructions in collaboration with others, gradually 

incorporating the potential of social and cultural forms. The shared meanings of the 

community thus gradually enter into the child‟s knowledge of representations, and to 

a large extent take over the mind of the child, individually balanced with those of the 

society at large (Nelson, 1996).  
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The episodic and the Mimetic mind 

 
The mind is a product of the brain meeting society. The episodic mind is 

synonymous with mental activities derived from things that have happened.  For 

example, when driving a car or bicycling, the mind is after a time not actively 

engaged because the activities are done automatically without thinking.  In the same 

way, the episodic mind is not processed in interaction, but is engaged in the narrative 

process (Donald, 1991).  

The episodic/mimetic world enables the linguistic/narrative word to emerge.  The 

first three years of life encompass the transition from  the first level of representation 

in term of events or episodes to the second, in terms of socially shared motorically 

expressed representations relevant to actions in the real world, mimesis. These 

representations include participatory routines, imitation games, symbolic play, 

gestural communication, songs etc.  Speech is first a part of this episodic and 

mimetic system of functioning but language is not initially used to represent shared 

activities; it is more of an accessory to the activity than an essential part of it during 

these early years. The development between 1 and 3 years of age will be interpreted 

in terms of a basic event representation system developing into a mimetic system 

with elements of the linguistic symbolic system embedded in these (Nelson, 1996).  

Mimetic is a kind of imitation skill, but distinct from other types, such as mimicry, 

which is a literal attempt to produce an exact copy of a behaviour, and is something 

that certain birds are capable of.  Mimesis incorporates mimicry and imitation to a 

higher end that re-enacts and re-presents an event or a relationship.  That is, mimesis 

is fundamentally representational; it is representation through action.  

 

Gestures 

According to Golding-Meadow (2002) gestures are not just hand-waving, they reflect 

how we think. They provide insight to a speaker‟s thoughts.  Gestures signal to the 

listener that the speaker is in a transitional state. Cognitive resources are directly 

released by the use of gestures, and they literally can change ones thoughts.  The 

speaker is then allowed to invest more effort to the task at hand. Gestures can also be 

an effective learning tool, though they are based on a different representational form 
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than speech. Gestures are in contrast to speech spatial and simultaneous and can 

therefore convey several pieces of information at once.  

 

Conceptualization and Categorization 

 
Language is based on categorical structures. Human beings use their abilities to form 

categories on the basis of shared attributes, including people, events, locations, 

emotions, time, and natural states of the world, e.g. sunshine and so on.  In the world 

of a child those categories might consist for example of feeding, baths, and bedtimes. 

Young children have organized knowledge of familiar reliably structured events. The 

concepts that a child form are those that have consequences for the child‟s own life, 

or those that are salient in the social world through interaction with adults (Nelson, 

1996). 

 

The Conceptual structure 

Selvik (2008) describes language in the approach of cognitive linguistics.  All 

Cognitive Linguistics share the main assumption that language is an integral part of 

human cognition and that the conceptual structure (semantic structure), and not the 

abstract rules, is central in the grammar of this approach. One of the most influential 

theories upon which she builds her reasoning is Ronald Langacker´s Cognitive 

Grammar.  

She explains that the most important general cognitive abilities, fundamental for 

developing linguistic meaning and language structure as A) the ability to compare 

object or experiences and notice whether they are similar or different. B) the ability 

to use one structure as the basis for categorizing another and C) the capacity for 

abstraction and thus for the conceiving of objects and situations with varying degrees 

of specificity and detail. E.g. a special APPLE is “a kind of APPLE”, an APPLE is 

also “a kind of FRUIT”, and it is even “a kind of object” as opposed to “a relation” 

or, “a situation”. Words are linguistic symbols, with a phonological structure 

associated with a certain concept. To find out the nature of the concept APPLE for 

example you have to know what an APPLE is, and what counts as an APPLE. You 

also are able to recognize an APPLE when you taste or see it. You need to have lots 
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of different experiences of the nature of APPLES before you can constitute the 

concept of APPLE. 

It is particularly revealing to look at unusual linguistic production in order to 

illustrate a process. Children, for example, produce words and sentences that present 

us with glimpses of how linguistic categories come into being (Sellvik, 2008).  

According to Nelson (1996), concepts that small children form are those that have 

consequences for their own lives, as presently lived; or that the concepts they form 

are those that are salient in the social world defined through interactions with adults. 

Object concepts is, in this way of thinking, first embedded in event representation, 

accounting for some of the earliest uses of object words to refer to whole events. 

Categorization applies to many phenomena objects, since human beings use their 

abilities to form categories on basis of shared attributes, including events.  

 

Event Representation and Categories 

Events can be said to consist of an organized sequence of actions through time and 

space that has a perceived goal or endpoint. A single action, such as picking up or 

handling an object to someone, does not count as an event in these terms. Chewing 

for example, is no more an event than is food, but eating the lunch is a prototypical 

event. By the end of the first year, children are able to store in their minds their 

experiences in the form of Mental Event Representations (MER). One has to think in 

terms of events situated in a social context, and within a temporally and spatially 

particular situation. Children make schematic mental representations of regularly 

occurring events and experiences such as eating lunch. This indicates that children 

have an event category of “eating lunch”, a category whose extension includes all the 

successive occasions of lunch, and whose intention includes the necessary 

components in eating lunch. These include preparing, eating, clear the table etc. – 

action, objects and persons (Nelson, 1996). Each of those components may be 

conceived as a variable and concepts only exist because of the overall concept of the 

event, the so called “event-outline”, in which they are embedded (Heijnen & van 

Rooij, 2008).  

Schemas are based on functional organizing principles. Things belong together in a 

particular scene because they have a function in that scene, and they are related to 
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each other as parts within a functional whole.  When children have e.g. this event, 

“eating lunch,” this event could be a part of a larger event sequence representing a 

typical day. This type of organization can be as a part-whole hierarchical structure. 

The next type of hierarchy involves the combination of two more events in a more 

general category; “eating lunch” can considered an example of meal categories, 

which includes breakfast, dinner, afternoon-snack and so on.  

 

Basic-level category 

The basic-level categorization is the level at which members of a category are most 

similar to each other in terms of shape and motoric actions. It is here most of our 

knowledge is organized. Basic-level category is a family of events, objects, patterns, 

emotions, spatial relationships, or social relationships that are cognitively basic. 

"Dog", "chair", "ball", and "cup" are examples of basic-level categories. Children can 

at this level understand and give names to a single mental image that can reflect an 

entire category. This is the first level to enter the lexicon of a language and at which 

subjects are fastest at identifying category members. 

Slot-filler Categories 

Slot-filler categories are constructed in collaboration with adult instruction and 

experience with the categorical structure of the adult language. They tend to appear 

most frequently in the context of familiar events, such as eating lunch or getting 

dressed.  An example is when the mother says: “Let‟s put on your clothes - put on 

your shirt - put on your socks”. In this context, the basic-level term “clothes” can be 

extracted as, a general slot-filler term for items that are “put on”.  Slot-filler 

categories are grouped together on the basis of similar functional roles and with 

items that can fill a particular slot in a particular type of event.  

The slot-filler category is an experimental and rational basis for concept-formation.  

They have substitutability, in contrast to other concept formations, which include 

similarity and contiguity. Substitutability, unlike contiguity, is not apparent in any 

single real-world context. Items that substitute for one another in an event do not 

need to be present in the same context at the same time.  
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One would expect slot-filler items to be highly associated in one´s memory and to 

form the most typical members of many categories, at least for young children.  

However, slot-fillers are experientially derived, and thus they must reflect that 

experience. It is possible for example, that anchovies might be a lunch food slot-filler 

for one child. This is due to the fact that anchovies are a low associate, low typical 

food.  For most children they would not exist in the domain at all.  

 

Summary 

 
 
Children are engaged in a process of making sense, partly in constructing their own 

knowledge, while at the same time recognizing the social-cultural source of that 

knowledge.  

The first three years of life encompass the transition from  the first level of 

representation in terms of events or episodes to the second, in terms of socially 

shared motorically expressed representations relevant to actions in the real world, 

mimesis.  

Language as a meaning system evolves within the parent-child dyad in the 

beginning of the second year. From the beginning, the parents and the child have to 

make sense to each other, even if the child has does not yet have access to a part of 

the symbolic system.  Children make schematic mental representations of regularly 

occurring events and experiences like eating lunch. This indicates that children have 

an event category of eating lunch, a category whose extension includes all the 

successive occasions of lunch, and whose intension includes the necessary 

components of eating lunch, preparing, eating, and cleaning the table etc. – action, 

objects and persons.  Successively, dinner e.g. might be differentiated into the sub 

types as family, party, restaurant, shopping etc. Children begin with functionally 

derived categories at the basic level, and these categories are recombined into larger 

groups that enter into open slots forming “slot-filler” categories (Nelson, 1996). 

 

 



25 (66) 
 

1.2.2. Communication and language, Deafblind-specific 

 

 

Introduction 

 
As mentioned in the general part, dialogicality plays a very important role in the 

developing process of communication and language for children with congenital 

deafblindness. In addition to dialogicality, one has to have in mind that bodily tactile 

contact forms will be the basis for establishing interpersonal relations in a shared 

world, since a great part of mental representation will be created on the basis of 

bodily experiences (Souriau,Vege, Estenberger & Nyling, 2008).  

Important features to discuss are the levels of representation and cognitive change 

that are conceived in terms of establishment in new levels of representation. This 

includes especially the possibility of representation in a linguistic language (Nelson, 

1996).  

The research question in this study is about conceptualization and categorization in 

the view of an 8 year old boy with congenital deafblindness. In order to catch some 

of the clues of conceptualization and categorization in the perspective of congenital 

deafblindness, one has to understand the processes of meaning-making and try to 

understand how these processes may happens for a child with congenital 

deafblindness. These are the most essential preconditions for being able to share 

ideas in communication with children with deafblindness (Souriau, Rødbroe, & 

Janssen, 2008). 

 

1.2.2.1. Dialogicality 

 
Congenital deafblindness demonstrates both the specificities and the universals of the 

dialogical expressivity of the human mind. Inviting people with congenital 

deafblindness to take a part in our dialogical minds requires an empathy, which is not 

only based on good will and positive feelings, but also on a permanent and thorough 

research in many fields of science” (Souriau, 2006). To secure the development of 

communication and language for children with congenital deafblindness, we have to 
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look at it through a dialogical perspective.  This perspective is more functional, 

constructive, and constitutive of the ways one acts and thinks in the world.    

Communication and language develops in a co-created, or as Linell (1998) calls it, 

a co-constructed process between the child with congenital deafblindness and the 

partner. Souriau and Brede (2008) expresses that “the partner has to be able to 

perceive the intentions or perspectives of the child, and/or make her own intentions 

and perspectives available and relevant for the child”. In order to make this possible, 

the partner and the child must have bodily access to each other. During this 

interaction, patterns of activity can emerge that indicate these shared realities.  In 

other words, what happens is; an impression of an experience leads to mental traces 

and then to gestural expressions related to this experience.  During dialogues, the 

partners support the emergence of these gestures and co-create their transformation 

into symbolic expressions of shared meaning or shared vocabulary.  This dialogical 

process is a process for all children, but for children with deafblindness gestures 

plays a much more important role. In real “dialogues”, the dialogicality of the mind, 

which belongs to both the child with congenital deafblindness and its partner, uses 

gestures to co-create a shared meaning (ibid.)  

 

Symmetry – asymmetry  

In the dialogical theory, the concept of symmetry /asymmetry (Markova, 2008) or 

“miscommunication” (Linell, 1998) needs a special remark when addressing 

deafblindness. Linell says, “One can treat non sharedness of understanding as 

something which is used as a resource for carrying the dialogue further in order to 

come to shared understandings”. In a deafblind context on the other hand, there is a 

risk, that the process will be broken when the partner does not understand the 

meaning behind the child´s utterances.  There is a need for collaboration between the 

two partners because their individual contributions cannot be understood in isolation. 

The gap between symmetry and asymmetry will be too big if the seeing/hearing 

partner tries to understand the child´s expressions from a hearing/seeing point of 

view and tries to look for cues that are similar to those they normally look for in their 

vision and hearing related world. In that case it can happen that one of the partners 

breaks loose from the shared-meaning dynamics, and treats a given utterance 
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independently of the context.  In this case the process is in danger of be broken, and 

the dialogue loses its efficiency and positive emotions (Rieber-Mohn, 2008).  

 

Resilient Inner-Alter 

Markova (2008) makes a point in reference to the negotiation of meaning and the 

importance of also being able to impose the meaning of one´s self - to have a self 

recognition and agency.  She defines this as having the ability to feel that “one is 

someone” and to be accepted by one´s Inner Alter.  The balance between symmetry 

and asymmetry can be reduced if the child with congenital deafblindness has what 

Nafstad (2008) calls, a resilient Inner Alter. This means having the feeling of being 

accepted, even if others don´t understand you, and to be somebody who is 

understood, listened to, and followed.  In order to reduce the asymmetry and to come 

to a “sharable” context where communication is possible, the child, and his partner´s 

respective context has to be overlapped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 “sharable” context. (Nafstad, 2008) 

 

To get to this “sharable” contextual element, (shared attention) there is a need for the 

following: 

1. a reciprocity between the partner and the child 

 

2. dialogicality – the capacity to conceive, create and communicate in terms of 

“otherness” (the Alter). 

 

3. an “agency ability” to act according to the Inner Alter Representation and a 

possibility to build up a resilient Inner-Alter 

 

The child’s 
context 

The partner´s 
context 

Overlapping and ”sharable” 
context elements 

 



28 (66) 
 

Shared attention 

The following diagram from Nafstad and Rødbroe (2008), a Co-Creating 

Communication Model, updated from “the profile of development” (Nafstad & 

Rødbroe, 1996), shows how to create a shared attention frame in the perspective of 

deafblindness:  

            “Me same as me”   

  Togetherness 

 

    
         Proximity and 

            Distance 

 

 

 

         Exploration 

 

   

 

 

With a resilient Inner Alter and a strong agency, the chance is substantial that the 

child will be able to still have the feeling of being accepted, even if others don‟t 

understand his meaning. He will therefore not give up the aspiration of being 

understood. 

 

From intersubjectivity to Joint attention 

 

Intersubjectivity 

Intersubjectivity is an experience of reciprocity and emotional consensus between 

two people and is crucial for the further development of communication and 

language for children with congenital deafblindness. It also deals with how the 

processes of inner realities (thoughts, emotions, intentions, and communication) are 

transmitted and exchanged between two people in a way that gives both parts the 

opportunity to experience mutual perception, conceptualization, and communication.   

Identification in social interactive play gives the child 

possibilities to build up an image of self and other (Ego-

Alter), an Inner-Alter representation. 

Emotional available frames, identifying of the other 

regulation of the emotions; as “you will be there when I 

come back (available over distance).  

The Inner-Alter “dare” to get out in the world, knowing 

someone is still there waiting for you, (self-agency). 

Leading to triadic co-creation of sharable object of attention 

 

Figure 3     The co-creation communications model. (Nafstad & Rødbroe, 2008) 
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Most parents remember the feeling that emerges from the first contact with the 

new-born child‟s glance which generates a sensation of “contact”, of “togetherness”, 

of “you and I at this very moment”. To experience the first smile is very, very special 

and a question of primary intersubjectivity. This is the “you and I together” and the 

primary dyad in the world of communication and social interaction. This primary 

intersubjectivity is fundamental for the secondary intersubjectivity, i.e. “you and I 

share the same experience about something”.  

The secondary intersubjectivity is in turn the smallest distinguishable unit for the 

initial stage of „joint-attention‟ and the beginnings of communication as a social act.   

By letting oneself be guided by the child‟s attention and by focusing and confirming 

the child‟s intent, the partner shares the child‟s interest. Nafstad and Rødbroe (1996) 

argue that the child‟s initiation of a communicative intent offers the opportunity to 

transfer the focus of interest as a joint experience, thus achieving secondary 

intersubjectivity. They also describe intersubjectivity as the patterns which adjust the 

dialogue in the being together. These patterns must from the very beginning include 

consensus and mutual acceptance at a primary intersubjectivity level and then 

progress over time to the secondary intersubjectivity level. Then the third element 

can be perceived, conceptualized and the commonality of the intent which is 

mutually understood. Time and insightfulness are the main ingredients in the 

establishment of intersubjectivity (Stern, 1991).   For children with congenital 

deafblindness it is even more important to give time to consolidate information, time 

to reflect upon the communicative intent and time to develop the expressive 

outcome.   

 

Joint attention 

Joint attention is according to Rødbroe & Souriau (1999) the most complex pattern 

of social interaction and it is necessary for developing communication on a linguistic 

level. “The child must be able to attract the attention of his partner, lead the attention 

of the partner to the third element, check that the partner shares his attention, re-

establish the contact, and exchange utterance”. Nadler & Camioni, (1993) explains 

that in order to be able to develop a concept of another person as someone with 

whom one may share experiences in a communicative way, the child must 
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experience that the adult can and is willing to share the same object or event - and 

hence experience an “understanding” partner. 

 

Hobson (2005) addresses a certain necessity, but not sufficient condition for joint 

attention. To be able to read the outer-directedness of attitudes and actions of another 

person, the vision is the most important channel by which this reading is achieved.  

But when addressing a child with congenital deafblindness, the condition for joint 

attention is different than with those who have sight. Instead the shared mental 

attention directions and mental attention foci (Nafstad, 2008) between the child and 

the communication partner have to be directed into a body- tactile modality where 

body, spatial, and emotional contact can take form (Rieber-Mohn, 2008).   

 

The model by Nafstad (2008) on page 25, that describes the overlapping and 

sharable context, shows the necessity of the joint attention processes. The 

prerequisite for this is the aligned attention directions.  The child´s directness of 

attention is tactually followed by the communication partner, and when the 

alignment comes to the object, the communication turns into shared attention. With a 

reciprocated attention focus, intersubjectivity, and co-references, there will be a 

mutual attention and possibilities for conversion contact. 

 

1.3.2.1. Partner competence 

 
Hart (2008) stated, that the attitude and the approaches from the communication 

partner are of a very great importance regarding to dialogicality and congenital 

deafblindness because of the idea that partnership is a medium towards 

communication and language. The partner´s competence is therefore of extreme 

importance.  

  Nafstad and Rødbroe (1996) describes partner competence as the close relation 

between the child with congenital deafblindness and the child´s communication 

partners´; “A good partner manages to create contact and share mutual experiences in 

the light of the competence and the skills the child already masters…A good partner 
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also manages to give the child a possibility to change and develop this competence 

within frames of mutual actions, with the object of the interaction being the 

interaction itself”. 

A successful partner has a thorough knowledge of most all factors that influence 

the child´s life. The partner observes and is picking up the child´s spontaneous 

expressions and looks upon all these as efforts of communication, or potential themes 

that can lead to insights that are mutually meaningful. The partner interprets the 

child´s expression as the child presents them, i.e. tries to understand the thoughts 

encompassing the expressions. This cannot be done without the partner‟s openness 

when it comes to interpreting the expressive information and following the child´s 

communication intent. Nor can the partnership be successful without the appreciation 

of maintaining the dialogue within the perspective of conversation between two 

people (Arman, 2007). Furthermore it is of value for a partner to give the child time 

for reflections.  Holmen (1996) describes the difficulties of being able to remain 

interactive and claims that both objectivity and preparedness are essential in the 

creation of important situations of interaction. To be able to identify the child‟s 

vague signals and put them within a framework of communication requires the 

complete attention and focus of the partner in observing and interpreting the 

expressive actions.  The partner has to maintain a balance of inner harmony to be 

able to observe these signals of processing, and perceive when the child is ready and 

open for new inputs.  

 

Interaction in harmony 

A partner to a child with congenital deafblindness has the utmost responsibility to 

create and maintain harmony in the relationship. By being aware of the child‟s 

signals and interpreting them with insight and thoughtfulness, and by responding in a 

supportive and accurate manner, the child will have the comfort of knowing that 

his/her communicative intent is being understood.  During such a harmonious 

interaction, the child will not only learn to trust the partner‟s emotional and social 

approachability, but trust the partner as an interpreter of the child‟s wishes, needs, 

and intentions. 
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According to Janssen (2003) the interaction between child and partner must 

contain three elemental characteristics if a harmonious interaction is to take place. 

Mutual attention means that the partner and child trust each other.  This is a 

fundamental necessity if interaction is to extend over time. Mutual reciprocity in 

various stages means that the partner answers to the child‟s signals and initiatives in 

an accepting and sensitive way. The child and the partner take turns in developing 

and understanding the communicative expression in a meaningful and objective 

manner. Affect attunement is often observed when adults interact with small children. 

Attunement presents itself in the adult‟s reflections on the child‟s emotional state, 

which the child exhibits. This “something”, or what is being reflected, can be 

intensity, rhythm, duration, or form. Form relates to what modality the child is using.  

In the early stages of development the adult often answers in the same modality as 

the child‟s.  If the child, for instance, initiates a vocal expression, then the adult 

responds with a vocal expression. If the child shakes his head, then the adult shakes 

his and so on.  As the child develops, the adult‟s responses may not be in the same 

modality as the child‟s. The adult may respond to the child‟s expression by moving 

the head concurrently with the child‟s sounds. This progression of human 

development can be interrupted significantly if and when the child has a combined 

loss of hearing and vision. 

 

1.2.2.1. Language development 

  

Meaning-Making 

 
In order to understand the potential meaning in utterances from a child with 

congenital deafblindness, it is important that the partner is familiar with the child‟s 

background.  Having the knowledge about what the child has experienced is 

extremely important, since the child and adult must share references, experiences, 

and memories. The child‟s early memories create expectations about their 

relationship. In everyday situations there will incur something that the child will 

probably remember, such as for example, playing movement games. For this to be 

developed into sequences for learning, the child, and partner must perform the same 

game over and over again. It is also a necessity to have a strong emotional intensity 
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in this interaction.   Experiences of the same or similar situations have to be 

numerous so the child can develop an inner schema of the activity – and thus relate 

to obvious expectations. What the child may experience over time establishes 

memory patterns that contribute to the understanding and usage of coherent 

responses for communication and interaction. 

 

Episodic-Mimetic mind 

 
For Donald (1991), gestures are a product of our mimetic mind. Human beings, 

unable to speak can use gestures for referring when communicating with others. The 

episodic/mimetic world enables the linguistic/narrative word to emerge.  In all 

realms of communication,  also in a deafblind context, there encompasses a transition 

from  the first level of representation in terms of events or episodes to the second, 

where there is socially shared,  motorically expressed representations relevant to 

actions in the real world, mimesis. These representations include participatory 

routines, imitation games, symbolic play, gestural/tactile communication, rhythms, 

songs etc and they represent shared activities.   

 

Body Emotional Traces (BET´s) and Gestures 

 
Hearing, seeing children, build up their own representation of events in the form of 

MER/ Mental Event Representations (Nelson, 1996). In the same way one can say 

that children with congenital deafblindness build up their own representation, but in a 

bodily and emotional way. These bodily, gestural representations emerge from 

experiences that create significant bodily and emotional impressions. The 

impressions are kept in mind as mental traces or “BET´s” (Body Emotional Traces) 

that can lead to gestural expression. By means of negotiation these expressions can 

be the starting-point for shared meaning and for shared vocabulary (Souriau et al., 

2008).  

Gestures play an important role for children with congenital deafblindness in their 

developing process together with their partners. Impression of life experiences lead 

to mental traces and then to gestural expressions, related to these experiences.   
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Conceptualization and Categorization 

 
Exposure to language consists essentially in a mapping between linguistic forms and 

shared life experiences. How is it possible to match the language utterances offered 

to the child with congenital deafblindness with his present thoughts? This is the 

question in this study. Hopefully the following single case study will give more 

significance and important insights into this question. 

 

 

 

1.3.3. Cognitive Semiotics  

 
In order to anticipate and realize the potential hidden meaning in an utterance that 

has no recognizable relation between the child´s activity and the cultural norm, it is   

necessary to develop an adequate theory of the dynamic processes underlying 

meaning negotiation (Ask Larsen & Nafstad, 2006). The theory has to transcend the 

culturally recognisable form of the utterance and concentrate on the underlying 

meaning or thought. Ask Larsen and Nafstad provide that cognitive semiotics theory 

and tools analyze exactly these processes in the construction of meaning.      

Cognitive semiotics is the science of signs and mental processes. In cognitive 

semiotics the context sign is used in a far wider context than in the linguistic 

terminology of sign language. By semiotic signs what is meant is that the meaning is 

tied to one or another expression, in one or another form – and that this expression is 

not limited to the cultural language. This makes it possible to include all expressions, 

i.e., gestures based on experiences, objects, and cultural linguistic elements in the 

given context. Cognitive semiotics can be used in attempts to understand the mental 

processes taking place within a person, who has received one or more impressions.  

Cognitive semiotics tries to describe how meaning and context in thinking are 

created, based on these impressions. Impressions leave traces that will later develop 

into expressions. The mental processes cannot be seen. There is, however, a 

connection between the ways we express ourselves, and what mentally goes on in 

our heads. The mental processes integrate what we experience in the world with what 
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we have experienced earlier. They show us how we, among other things, build 

schematics that create our categories and contexts. How is it then possible, that a 

context or a thought contained inside one person's mind can become a similar 

thought inside that of another person? This possibility will be presented further in the 

case study below. 

 

3. The Case study 
 

 

Introduction 

 
As has been mentioned in the theoretical part of the study, children with congenital 

deafblindness have extreme difficulties in getting access to culture and the cultural 

linguistic language, due to the impairments or the total lack of the two distance 

senses, vision, and hearing. Therefore it is really a challenge for the partners to pay 

attention to what the child is focusing on, to grasp the thoughts of the child, and 

ensure that both of them are together in the same memory space.  It is known that 

basic categories can be built up through a shared culture of daily life, accessible 

mappings, joint attention, a shared timeframe, narratives, and ongoing negotiation 

(Souriau et al., 2008). What is less known is how the use of linguistic concepts can 

make sense of the child´s daily life, and how basic categorization relates to linguistic 

conceptualization. The question is if it possible that a child´s manner of using 

linguistic signs allows us to learn about how experiences are categorized, and how 

these concepts about the world are built up in the life of a child with congenital 

deafblindness?  

There is a high risk, that both the signs emerging from the child himself, and the 

linguistic signs the child is producing, can be treated as only an imperative function 

to attain an object or other goals. This risk will be reduced if the partners instead 

have the capacity not only to react in terms of what has happened here and now, but 

treat the presented signs as a declarative and as a contribution to the dialogue. These 

declarative functions that direct the partners‟ attention to some event or object in the 

child´s life are related to a richer knowledge of life for the child. They give the child 
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the possibility to think of the partner as a person who is interested in, and willing to 

share something with the child. 

Persons with early deafblindness seem to be considerably better at thinking than at 

expressing themselves. The challenge is to find out how we can better find the whole 

cognitive potential in each and every person (Rødbroe, 2004).  By using semiotic 

analysis, the gap between the cognitive potential the child seems to have and the one 

brought fore must be made visible. By guiding the partner in relation to this 

potential, a pedagogic consequence could be that this gap narrows. When analysis 

shows the cognitive potential of the child, it is important to try a guiding strategy in 

relation to this. 

In order to test the validity of the hypothesis that has come out of the analysis, the 

conditions for communication must be in relation to the potential seen in the child. If 

the child‟s expression is given a potential sign quality, it is assumed that, next time, 

the strategy may be changed. We should thus change the outer conditions for 

communication for the child and thus allow the potential of the child to show 

(Nafstad & Ask Larsen, 2004). In other words, if we only think, that the expression 

of the child, is imperative, in the “here and now” context, all the time, instead of 

thinking that the child´s expression is declarative, for example, the child has a wish 

to share his thoughts, to tell us something etc. we never changes strategies. 

 

3.1. Method of the Case study 

 

3.1.1. Participant and setting 
 
Felix is almost 9 year, when the investigation is taking place. He lives together with 

his parents and has one twin brother and two more siblings a couple of years older. 

He has congenital deafblindness; he is totally deaf and has only a peripheral vision.  

He has a shunt on his right side. He cannot walk due; to lack of balance, he moves 

forwards by “bottom-dragging”. He was from the start tactually avoidant in his 

hands, but due to his contact with perceptive adults, both the parents, and the 

professional partners, he has successively grown more and more tactile with his 

hands. He and his partners have had many negotiated expressions. Until last year the 
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adults and siblings around Felix have used bodily tactile signs, when in 

communication with Felix. During the last year Felix has become more willing and 

open to offer his own hands when somebody wants to sign tactile with him.  He is 

very communicative, and has a lot of agency; this is partly due to a very open, 

sensitive, and dialogical context, and also because of his nature as an open-minded, 

curious, and communicative child.  

Most of the observations and the video recordings are carried out in Felix‟s school 

and at his “short time living-home”.  Felix has taught in a class with three other 

pupils with congenital deafblindness. This class is a project specially designed for 

pupils with congenital deafblindness. The project was established between a group of 

parents, three communes, and the Swedish National Agency for Special Needs 

Education and Schools. After school and during holidays, Felix, and the other pupils 

in the class spend their spare time partly in their classroom and partly at a nearby 

“short time living-home”, with which there is a close collaboration. In the following 

observation material, the communication partner most seen most is his primary 

teacher, along with his mother. There are also seen with three more professional 

partners, two of them being from the school and one from the “short time living-

home”.   

 

3.1.2. Purpose and design 
 
 The purpose of this case study is to establish the potential meaning from Felix‟s 

signs and to exemplify how he constructs categories in collaboration with interactive 

adults.  This is exemplified by the use of “narrative” pictures analyses and the 6-

space analysing tools from the Cognitive Semiotic theory. This setting will hopefully 

bridge the gap between what is the realized and what is Felix‟s potential meaning. 

This is due to the theoretically informed focus on the dynamics of the negotiation. 

Perhaps this also addresses the question of how Felix is thinking and how he 

expresses his thoughts.  
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2. PRESENTATION 
SPACE 

    1. BASE SPACE 

4. REFERENCE 
SPACE 

  6. BLEND 

3.1.3. Analytical tools  
 
According to Ask Larsen (2006), the 6-space model and narrative semiotic analyses 

are the main tools for the analysis in this Case Study. This model can, on the whole, 

be generalised in respect to the process of creation of meaning. It is clear that such a 

creation of meaning is taking place between these given mental spaces and 

supposedly not with more. We can thus propose a general model consisting of the six 

elements: Base Space 2.Memory Space 3. Presentation Space  4. Reference Space 

5.Relevance Space and 6. Blend.  When all of the 6-sub-elements of the meaning 

structure are mentally accessible to both parties, the sign can achieve a shared 

context. This shared context is sent back from the blend to the base space, with the 

significance the utterance has. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3 The 6-space model, Ask Larsen, 2006  

 

3.1.4. The Analytical procedure 
 
  Young children have organized knowledge of reliably familiar structured events. 

The following example below shows Felix, trying to make sense of his daily life, 

together with his partners. The foci of the different analysis are referred to in the 

beginning of this study when Felix uses the Swedish sign “PORRIDGE” in various 

contexts. These signs originated during breakfast situations with his parents, at 

preschool and later at school when eating porridge with his partner Sofi. Felix thus 

has an event category of eating porridge. The porridge is warm, he is hungry, he likes 

to have jam on the porridge etc. The intention of the “eating porridge” category 

includes the specification of necessary components – actions, objects and persons.  

One of the main circumstances for those intentions is having the collaborative 

3. MEMORY SPACE 

          SIGNIFICANCE 

5. RELEVANCE SPACE 
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partners.  They have tried to confirm all visible utterances from Felix, and they have 

negotiated and interpreted them from a belief of his potential competence.  

 

    An important point to be made is that during the different analysis, Felix used the 

“JAM” sign, which was a contrast to the “PORRIDGE” sign. 

 

The following seven analyses are recorded by the investigator in December 2008 

and February 2009.  They clearly show the two signs, PORRIDGE and JAM, when 

Felix is trying to make sense of his daily life experiences. This making sense of daily 

life takes place during collaborative dialogues of meaning-making. One part of this 

process is categorization of a concept:  

 

Picture 1 

PORRIDGE  in 

Swedish sign language  

 

Picture  2 

“PORRIDGE”  in 

Felix´s language 

 

 

Picture 3 

JAM in Swedish sign 

language 

 

 

Picture 4 

”JAM”in Felix 

language 

 

The Background for the following analysis  

The following pictures show relevant signs performed by Felix, and also present his 

partners corresponding Swedish sign-language signs. All of the signs from this case 

study are shown in different tactile forms and come either from the videotaped events 

or are retold by the partners. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       

Picture 5    Swedish sign-language 

 

 

                
            WARM   PORRIDGE    JAM      EAT       SHOWER 

         
           FETCH        “PUSH”    REST          BATH          
RADIATOR 
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                                  Mother;   WARM        PORRIDGE 
                                             (“the porridge is warm”) 
 
Figure 4   Different “PORRIDGE base space 

”PORRIDGE” 

analyze 1. 

 

”PORRIDGE”   

analyze 2. 

 

”PORRIDGE” 
analyze 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
    Picture 6.  Felix´own signs 

 

The background for different analysis 

Eating “hot porridge with mother” event. 

This is an ordinary breakfast in Felix‟s life at home, together with his mother. When 

the recording is taking place, Felix is on the floor and his mother is telling him that it 

is “porridge time”.  He moves to his chair by himself and climbs up on to it. His 

mother pushes the chair to the table while Felix waits. His mother takes out the 

porridge from the micro wave.  The WARM – PORRIDGE pictures below emerged 

when Felix‟s mother was telling him about the “warmth” of the porridge. This is a 

recurrent ritual, every morning when it is porridge eating time. The remaining 

pictures are from other contexts. There is no apparent relevance for the partners as to 

why the “PORRIDGE” sign appears in this context.  Therefore this “PORRIDGE” 

sign is analyzed in the following ways.  

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       

 

 

 

                                     
 WARM”                  “PORRIDGE”      “ JAM”  I              “JAM” 2 II                 “EAT”                   

                   
 “SHOWER”                        “FETCH”                      “PUSH”          “REST” “reflecting” – 

       “listen to me” – “wait”…. 
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   Mapping  

Presentation 

     Reference 

     Memory Space 

 

It has to be observed that in figure 4, three of the analysis examples show Felix as 

the “speaker" since he takes his mothers hand up to his own cheek.  In the first 

example however, his is mother is the “speaker”.  

 

3.2. The Analysis  

 

3.2.1.  Analysis I. 

 

The “PORRIDGE” sign in the Rhythm Event   

The “PORRIDGE” sign in this base-space, emerges when Felix has been “working” 

very hard to tell his partner Sofi, about the rhythm event he and the music therapist 

have had the previous day.  He has his outdoor jacket on and seems to be very warm. 

Sofi offers to take the jacket off several times, but he does not agree. Suddenly he 

signs “PORRIDGE”. Sofi answers: “PORRIDGE” and “WARM “and offers him to 

take off his jacket. Felix accepts this and has “harmonious” look on his face. 

                                                                                       

                                   Base space 1 

 

 

  

        
                                                           Presentation    

                   

 

 
               Relevance 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                      Blend 

 
 

 

Figure 5 Analysis 1. 

 

 

 

A kind of ”porridge 

warmth” 

Clarification 
referring 

categorisation 

 

A kind of 
”warmth” 

 

 
The 

porridge 
is warm! 

I am warm!   

Significance 
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     Base Space 

    Blend  

       Presentation    

Presentation 

3.2.1.1 Result 

The fact that Felix is very warm in the base-space, and his acceptance of Sofis´ 

support with his jacket when he is signing “PORRIDGE” can, through the blend 

between the relevance-space (interpreted as a clarification, a referring and a 

categorisation), the reference-space (a kind of warmth), the memory-space (the 

PORRIDGE is WARM), and the presentation-space (the PORRIDGE sign) lead to a 

kind of “porridge warmth”.  This in turn leads to the significance of the presentation 

as if “I am warm”.  

 

3.2.2.  Analysis   II. 

 

The “PORRIDGE” sign in the “shower-play” 

In this base space, the “PORRIDGE sign emerges when Felix and his partner Jessica, 

and are playing with the warm water from the faucet.  Felix suddenly stops playing 

and signs “PORRIDGE”.   While they were playing earlier he had been signing 

“WARM” and “ SHOWER”..... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Analysis II. 

A kind of ”porridge 
warmth” 

 Commenting 
Referring 
categorisation 
 

  

I kind of 
”warmth” 

 

” This is the same feeling 

as porridge warmth” 

     Memory Space 

     Reference Space 
 Relevance Space 

                Significance 

”The 
porridge 
is warm” 

     Mapping     
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     Memory Space 

     Presentation 

     Blend 

          Significance 

  Relevance Space 

3.2.2.1 Result 

In this base space Felix is playing nicely together with his partner Jessica. The warm 

water splashes into his face. After the utterance WARM and SHOWER, the sign 

“PORRIDGE” comes up in his mind, as if “a comment” to the event. The blend 

between the relevance-space (interpreted as a comment, a reference and a 

categorization), the reference-space (a kind of warmth), the memory-space (the 

PORRIDGE is WARM) and the presentation-space (the PORRIDGE sign), leads to 

a kind of “porridge warmth.  This, in turn, leads to the significance of the 

presentation, as if commenting on Jessica. This is also as if a reference and 

classification to “the same feeling as porridge warmth”. 

 

3.2.3. Analysis III 

 

The “PORRIDGE” sign, after the warm bubble bath 

In this base space, the PORRIDGE sign, emerges when Felix has had a warm bubble 

bath. His partner Carola is rubbing him with a big bath towel and commenting that it 

was NICE and WARM in the bubble bath. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

        

             

 

Figure 7    Analysis III 

 

Confirmation   
Comment  

Categorisation 

I kind of nice 
”warmth”. 

 

”mmm…It is nice and 

warm” 

The nice feeling of being 
together, like the”eating warm 
porridge togetherness"  event. 

     Base Space 

  Reference Space 

 

    Mapping 
The 

porridge 
is warm 
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3.2.3.1. Result 

Carola comments about “the niceness” and “the warmth”.  An interaction is co-

created and Felix indicates that he confirms Carola´s utterance about the nice 

warmth. The relevance comes from the memory of experiencing the nice warm 

porridge events together with his mother, which in turn refers to a kind of “nice 

warmth”. The potential meaning; “yes it is really nice and warm” arises through a 

blend, from confirming Carola´s comment in the relevance space, to the reference 

space as “a kind of nice warmth”, memorized as a kind of “the same nice situation 

as eating warm porridge with mother”. Therefore the presentation “PORRIDGE” 

leads to the potential meaning: “MMM…it is nice and warm. To bring more 

significance to the concept “PORRIDGE” and the potential meaning of the sign, one 

can go back to the source of the “PORRIDGE” concept at “the event at breakfast 

with mother”.  

Nelson (1996) has the hypothesis that in human childhood the episodic/mimetic 

world enables the linguistic/narrative world to emerge. Representations of, for 

instance, caretaking routines are used in both the internal/individual, sense, and in the 

external/social sense. The two are totally related and are re-represented through 

social activities with children.  Children are, thinking in terms of events situated in a 

social context, first of all participants in other people´s activities, and secondarily 

actors of their own. Parents tend to institute signals that provide guidance to the 

child´s expectation and participation. Children gradually internalize the social routine 

and know the rules to be played. Social construction of adult activities and 

knowledge of events in infants are closely aligned, and they provide the basis for 

establishment of several mimetic-like activities. These shared representations enable 

the parents to interpret the utterances of the child in such a way that they fit-in within 

an event. The parent and the child are, from every utterance in a given context, 

establishing a subjective meaning through their respective interpretive meaning 

system.  

 

3.2.4. Analysis IV - a narrative analysis 

It is necessary, especially for a child with congenital deafblindness and his close 

partner, to develop a shared culture made of daily life events. The existence of such 

shared daily life events makes it possible to understand each other during  
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a discourse. The following is an analyzed example of a daily life event from Felix 

and his mother while eating breakfast. 

 

Breakfast with Mother  

The analyzed sequence, which is 5 seconds long, is selected from 17 minutes of 

video recording, and is from one of Felix‟s breakfast events.  It shows how Felix is 

using the concept” JAM” in this situation. The mother interprets Felix‟s use of the 

sign JAM in this situation as, “If I have jam on the porridge, the porridge is not so 

warm anymore”. This sequence is also presented by pictures 1 – 16, from the 

selected sequence (Appendix I). 

 

The analyzed sequence starts right after the mother places a plate of hot porridge in 

front of Felix.  He reaches for the plate. His mother is standing beside him and tactile 

signs WARM on Felix (pictures 1 - 4). While the mother is sitting down on her chair, 

she signs PORRIDGE - WARM (pictures 5 – 8). Felix seems to hesitate shortly, and 

then makes a gesture “FETCH” (pictures 9 – 10), as if “OK I know….. Give me”…  

The mother moves the plate a little bit closer to Felix and takes the spoon with her 

left hand. Felix grabs his mother‟s index finger (pictures 11– 12),  and signs “JAM” 

– “FETCH” (pictures 13 – 16) as a continuation of “I know, give me the jam”, or  

like, “pour jam over so I can eat without burning myself”.  The mother puts the 

spoon aside, still keeping contact with Felix, and reaches for the jam.  She brings him 

the jam, lets him tentatively smell it, and signs tactile: SMELL under his nose. Felix 

gets a tiny little smile on his face and his mother lets him smell it again. Then she 

pours the jam over the porridge. During this entire interaction, Felix is in contact 

with his mother by holding his left hand on the mother‟s wrist. He takes the spoon by 

himself and his mother replaces the jam on the table, as she sweeps away the cat. 

Felix takes the spoon to his mouth, tastes it very, very carefully, as if to check the 

“warmth” of the porridge. When he feels sure, he takes the whole spoon into his 

mouth as if “yes, the porridge has the right warmth now”. The meal continues, and 

Felix eats the porridge gladly. 
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3.2.4.1. Result  

One can see that this narrative way of making a semiotic analysis, can give an 

opportunity to notice even more details in a situation. It is interesting to examine of 

Felix‟s use of the concept “JAM”, and the potential meaning of this sign. Secondly, 

here is a real example of a co-created dialogue between Felix and his mother.  They 

are receptive to each others respective utterances. The utterances from both partners 

are responsive to their character, and therefore can be looked upon, as Linell (1998) 

describes it, as a “communicative project” since it involves a partial change of 

emphasis not only from individuality to collectivity but also from intentionality to 

responsibility.  One can during the dialogue perceive a reciprocal social directness in 

Felix‟s manner of keeping in contact with his mother, his manner of signing to her, 

and also the mother‟s directness towards him. In the first, assumed “FETCH” sign, 

exactly after the “hesitating” part, one can imagine that Felix is holding a kind of 

short inner dialogue with himself, while speaking to his mother (Markova 2008). 

Then he shifts position towards her and signs, “JAM”-“YOU-FETCH” from 

“OVER-THERE”.  Earlier Felix‟s partners have interpreted the “FETCHING – 

OVER THERE” sign as a mimetic sign, related to location in real space, as can be 

seen in both pictures 1, 2, 10 and 16. The use of the concept “JAM,” in this event 

could on one hand be seen as an ordinary use of jam; “making the porridge sweeter 

and nicer to eat”. This type of concept-building, embedded in event representation, 

could be seen as what Nelson (1996) calls a basic-level categorization. On the other 

hand, when Felix hesitates as his mother informs him that the porridge is warm, it 

appears as though Felix combines several “warm-like” categories in a larger 

category, where the implication is, “this is too warm to eat directly. In this case 

“JAM” can have two potential functions. One; as a slot-filler, related to “the kind of 

thing you eat together with porridge”, a paradigmatic type of categorization, as a 

contrast to porridge or other hot food.  Secondly, it can have the function as a 

modifier for the porridge, an agent that “makes porridge less warm”. This could be 

seen as a syntagmatic type of categorisation.  There is a need for collaboration 

between Felix and his partners because their individual contributions cannot be 

understood in isolation. One could conclude that, despite his lack of linguistic 

language, Felix is extraordinary at trying to find solutions to create a shared meaning 

together with his communication partners. This indicates that he has a high potential 

cognitive capacity. 
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This reasoning and these new findings gave the investigator and the 

communication partners a chance to get back to the first 6-space analysis where the 

“PORRIDGE” sign in the rhythm event had been given (figure 5). We also observed 

something like a “JAM” sign at that time, but did not find any relevance in it. 

Considering our findings from the breakfast event and our first analysis we decided 

to look more closely to the “JAM” sign.  

  

3.2.5. Analysis V – a narrative analysis 

 
The whole “Rhythm” session lasted around 40 minutes. The recorded part is 32 

minutes long and the DVD-version is a 15 minute long sequence where a 5 minute 

cut is selected where the focus is on the “JAM” and “PORRIDGE” signs. 

 

The Rhythm Event (Appendix 2, pictures) 

Felix and Sofi have just arrived at school. Felix is sitting in his wheelchair in the hall 

outside the classroom and he does not want to take off his outdoor clothes. He seems 

to be eager to share something with Sofi. Sofi interprets that Felix would like to 

share the feeling of the rhythm which he and the music teacher, Bengt had practiced 

earlier. Sofi tries to make the same rhythm as Bengt, but with no success. Sofi then 

tells Felix that she cannot make the same rhythm as Bengt. After a little while, Sofi 

sees that Bengt is coming which she signs to Felix.  Together they reach out to greet 

him.  Bengt and Felix then say hello to each other. After a moment Felix takes Sofi´s 

hand again and leads her hand to Bengt´s, as if  to say, “tell her 

how to beat the rhythm”, Picture 7.  Sofi tells Bengt about the 

problem, while still having contact with Felix.  For almost a half 

an hour Felix tries to show Sofi the feeling of Bengt´s rhythms 

with the support of Bengt. The analysis starts when Felix looks 

very tired and warm, and seems to need to take a break for 

rest or reflection, after trying to help Sofi to understand the 

rhythm. He takes Sofi´s hand and makes this “reflecting” 

sign, Picture 8.  This sign originated when Felix was playing 

with his dad in a co-creative way when he was a toddler. 

Nowadays he uses this sign in several different situations.  For example, when he 

Picture 7           

 
 

Picture 8 
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meets new people it seems as though he will try to check out if they speak “his 

language” by signing this “reflecting” sign. It seems that this sign is also used when 

he wants to “take” his partner back to the starting point of a dialogue or get the 

partner to “understand” his meaning.  Sometimes it also it is used when it seems like 

he wants to reflect or rest, for example, when things go too 

fast.  In picture 9 Felix makes a “PUSH” sign and grabs 

Sofi´s index finger. He signs “JAM” (picture 10) and both 

Sofi and Bengt laugh, but they don´t 

seem to understand the meaning of the 

sign. Sofi answers by ”rocking” Felix soft-heartedly (picture 

11). While he is being rocked, Felix directs 

his hand to the jacket, as if he wants to 

“take the jacket off “(picture 12). While all 

of this is going on, Bengt continues to tap the rhythm on Felix´s 

hand.  Felix makes the “PUSH” sign again to Sofi with both his 

hand and foot (picture 13). Then he takes 

Sofi´s hand to his head as if “please wait”/ 

reflecting-sign (picture 14.  

During 05:39 – 06:44,  Felix and Sofi 

negotiate about the “rhythms” in different 

ways. During 06:44 – 07:42, Felix signs 

“PORRIDGE” (picture 15)  Sofi imitates 

the sign, but both Sofi and Bengt are so occupied trying to 

make the rhythm that Felix likes, that they do not give much 

more attention to it. Bengt asks if he can try to show Sofi how 

to make the rhythm on Felix´s hand.  

Sofi hesitates for a second but agrees to allow Bengt to take Felix´s hand. Bengt 

takes his hand and begins to tap their special rhythm.  Felix 

“listens”, and still has contact with Sofi with his other hand. 

Felix and Bengt are taking turns nicely with each other during 

their dialogue about the rhythms.  Suddenly, Felix looks like 

he wants to take his “jacket off) by touching the jacket (picture 

16).   

 

Picture 15 

 
 

 

Picture 9 

     

Picture 11 

  
Picture 12 

  
  

Picture 13 

 
 

Picture 14 

 
  

Picture 16 

 
 

 

Picture 10 
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Picture 20 

 
 

Picture 19 

 
 
 
 
 
11. ”PORRIDGE” 
08:49 

 

He puts his pacifier in his mouth, takes Sofi´s hand in his own in a well known 

“resting position” (picture 17). Bengt continues to tap 

the beat (picture 17) .Felix makes a tiny ”PUSH” sign, as 

Bengt interprets it.  Bengt takes away his hands and 

waits. Felix itches his face and  

Bengt and Sofi wait.  Felix signs 

JAM (picture 18) and directly thereafter 

“PORRIDGE” (picture 19). The 

investigator whispers, “warm-he is 

warm!” Sofi says;“warm you are warm”, while signing 

PORRIDGE as a confirmation of his 

“warmth” (picture 20). Then she helps 

him to take his jacket off. Felix “asks” 

Sofi to continue to beat the rhythm.  

After a while Felix gets a tiny little smile on his face and 

signs “JAM” with his own hand (picture 21). 

 

Table 2.  Pictures in time order from the 5 minutes analysed time 

Picture no: Time Picture no: Time 

9         “PUSH 05:12 16      “jacket off” 07:40 

10       “JAM” 05:15 17     “resting” position 07:46 

11       “jacket off” 05:18 17      Bengt´s “beat” 07:46 

12        “Rocking” 05:18 18      “ JAM” 08:47 

13       “PUSH” 05:36 19       “PORRIDGE “ 08:49 

14       “please wait” 05:59 20       PORRIDGE 09:53 

15      “PORRIDGE” 06:44 21       “JAM” 09:34 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Picture 21 

 
 

 

Picture 17  

 
 

 

Picture 18 
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3.2.6. Analysis VI:  

 

The “JAM” sign in the Rhythm event, 6 –space analysis 

Referring to the prior analysis V, Felix worked very hard to tell his partner Sofi 

about the rhythm experience and seemed to be very warm.  Here is an attempt to try 

to analyze the “JAM” sign. This is done while having the narrative Breakfast event 

analysis 4 in mind. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 8 analysis VI 

 

3.2.6.1. Result 

Felix shows that he has a high potential cognitive capacity, despite his lack of 

linguistic language. This could be seen by using the 6-space analysis (analysis VI)   

and the narrative analysis (analysis V) which shows an additional level of 

categorization.  Co-constructed meanings where made, for example, in the use of 

“PORRIDGE” and “JAM” as slot-filler categories (the things that can be eaten).  

“PORRIDGE” as if “warm, but nice” and “JAM” as if “ a nice cooler”,  contains 

other physical aspects than “things that can be eaten”.  In this event, Felix has 

BASE SPACE 

 

PRESENTATION 

 

        MEMORY SPACES 

 
    WARM              PORRIDGE 

 
     ”JAM”      “Mother pouring 
jam” 

REFERENCE SPACE 

 Pouring jam over 
warm porridge 
makes the 
porridge cooler. 

 
 

RELEVANCE SPACE 
Clarification  
Categorization 

              BLEND 
”JAM – is a kind of thing that makes 
things cooler”, if I do this to Sofi, it 
will maybe work as “taking away the 
warmth feeling I have”…? 

SIGNIFICATION 
“Make me, not so 

warm, please”  
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transformed the “warmth” and the “coolness” aspects into a “not to be eaten” aspect, 

but which come from the same source as the slot-filler “things that can be eaten”. 

The meanings have a deeper inner-state feeling aspect of “warmth”. Felix himself is 

feeling warm, and he has a wish to be “not so warm”. The same phenomenon exists 

in the “JAM-cooler” meaning.  Sofi didn´t note his first signed suggestion of “JAM”  

i.e., “make me cooler”, and his following gesture, “take the jacket off “. Felix then 

signed “PORRIDGE” i.e., “I am warm”, which Sofi imitated while asking him 

“what do you mean with porridge?”  After having “given up” trying to make Sofi 

understand what he wanted, Felix brought a new “twist” into their dialogue by 

signing both “JAM“ and “PORRIDGE”, as if  thinking, ”maybe she will understand 

now”. Sofi interpreted at least the “PORRIDGE” sign as, “are you warm?”   The 

fact that Felix signed “JAM” with his own hand and got a tiny little smile on his face 

seems to lead to the conclusion that  this expression could be interpreted as a 

“thinking” sign,  an “inner-alter” conversation.  Markova (2004) points out that an 

individual has an aspiration to express his own meanings. The little smile and the 

way that Felix signs “JAM” could be seen as an example of his endeavour to 

produce his own meaning. Sofi´s dialogical approach, her creative understanding of 

Felix´s signs, and her belief in Felix, helped to stabilize Felix´s agency enough that 

he could impose a meaning of his own. 

 

3.2.7. Reflections of result from the analyses  

There are several areas of discussion to be reflected upon in this study.  The first area 

of discussion is Felix´s use of the signs “PORRIDGE” and “JAM” in different 

contexts. This could be the same phenomena as in what Saussure, in Nelson (1996) 

calls Slot-filler Categories.  This means that children begin with functionally derived 

categories at the basic level. These categories are then recombined into larger groups 

that enter into open slots in events, i.e. “slot-filler” categories. These categories form 

the basis of taxonomic hierarchical structures, which are constructed in collaboration 

with adult instruction and experience within the categorical structure of the adult 

language. One would expect slot-filler items to be highly associated in memory and 

to form the most typical members of many categories, at least for young children. 

These are based on scripts of events and other schematic or part-whole relations 

(Nelson, 1996). Events can include several types of hierarchies. In this case “eating 
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porridge” includes sub events, as for example, different grades of warmth and how to 

deal with it, as in Felix´s suggestion to use the “JAM” as a “food cooler”.  A second 

type of hierarchy involves the combination of two or more events which become part 

of a more general category. For example, the “eating porridge” in one instance, is 

where “PORRIDGE” is put into the “warmth” category. “PORRRIDGE” could also 

include other “kind of warmth” events - nice moments of joy, satisfaction, 

togetherness etc.  These express the inner state of having a “nice feeling of warmth, 

satisfaction, and pleasure”, and allow Felix to be understood and to master the 

situation. “Pouring jam on the food to make it cooler” can also include the same 

inner state feelings as well. 

  Secondly, another area of discussion to be reflected upon is the unusual linguistic 

productions from children. One example of this phenomenon is given by Sellvik 

(2008) when she explains how her son saw a seagull on the top of a roof.  He pointed 

at it and uttered something like “the-hen-climb-up the house”. He used the concept 

“hen” as an abstract category for all bird-like creatures- in contrast to an adult´s 

expression “bird”- even though he had experiences of different birds and knew the 

differences between them. The more interesting part is the “climb-up the house”. 

“Climb-up” was his way of describing how seagulls had come to sit on the rooftop 

and as “if you climb up you move to a high place”. He associated the “ending-high-

up-somewhere” idea to the climb-up. He created a category- the linguistic concept –

himself, based on the input that was available for him and that only partly overlapped 

with the adult´s.  

One could reflect upon the similarities between Sellvik´s reasoning and Felix´ s 

use of linguistic symbols, such as with PORRIDGE and JAM.  Eating porridge for 

example, means “warmth” for Felix. He has experiences of different kinds of 

“warmth”, i.e. warm porridge, warm water, to have a feeling of being warm, etc. 

This knowledge has lead Felix to development a more abstract conceptual category 

of “PORRIDGE”. “PORRIDGE” could consist of the characteristics that all the 

subcategories i.e., shower, bath, eating, feel warm etc., share.  

When using Swedish sign language, a normal sign language user could easily 

associate the sign PORRIDGE, when one is thinking in pragmatic terms to the 

concept hungry. From the beginning, Felix´s communication partners had this kind 

of pragmatic approach to Felix´s use of the sign PORRIDGE .They concluded that 
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this sign had something basically to do with hunger. Sellvik says: “It is of importance 

to be aware of that when somebody is using a linguistic form that you recognize as a 

certain linguistic symbol, it is still possible that this form, for the person who 

produces it, is associated not with the concept that it is conventionally associated to 

it, but with some other conceptual structure. This is, of course, particularly important 

if the communication partner is deafblind”. 

If Felix´s communication-partners didn´t know him, his experiences of the world, 

his cognitive capacity, and his resilient agency, they could have stopped there with 

the thought that Felix was hungry and wanted to eat porridge. But due to the fact that 

Felix could associate the category PORRIDGE with an inner statement, such as 

feeling warmth/satisfaction, his utterance had an entirely different meaning than what 

a seeing/hearing child could have had. The conclusion could be that he probably was 

using his own sign for the broader category for all “warmth feeling events”.   

As can be seen in the different semiotic analysis, Felix uses the utterance 

“PORRIDGE” not only to declare his hunger or because he wants to eat. Felix has 

enough experience of “eating things” to not have to only sign “PORRIDGE” for 

these purposes.  Rather, it is a peculiar choice for describing the “inner state-feeling” 

of having a “nice warmth feeling of satisfaction and pleasure event”.   

Why did he pick the concept “PORRIDGE” for all of the “warmth-feeling” 

concepts?  Maybe during the “eating porridge with mother” scenario, Felix 

experienced a lot of warmth, happiness, and satisfaction. And last but not least there 

was a strong feeling of togetherness there. For a child with deafblindness this is the 

most important ingredient in communication. 

 Felix frequently uses the sign “JAM” during hot meals and not just while eating 

porridge. The “JAM” however, does not have to be jam per se. It could instead be a 

kind of “JAM likeness”, as in with ketchup, applesauce, etc., depending on what 

meal is served, and what the adults offer him. This “JAM” sign often appears after 

the adults have been telling him, by signing WARM, that the food is too hot to eat. 

Could Felix have created this “JAM” category, knowing that having “JAM” on the 

porridge, makes the porridge “cool enough to be eaten”?  One could conclude that 

Felix associates the jam with being sweet and nice to eat, and that this is the reason 

why he wants to have “JAM”.  On the other hand, one can see that Felix accepts 
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other cold substances with eatable attributes, for example ketchup, when he is asking 

for “JAM” on his food. In this case, Felix´ s concept “JAM” is co-created with his 

partners since the partners have the understanding that the “JAM ” utterance can 

mean, “ make the food cool enough, to be eaten”.  

When thinking in these terms, one can find new ways of thinking about the “JAM” 

sign, which occurred during the rhythm event while Felix still had his outer jacket 

on.   First he signed “JAM”, and directly after “PORRIDGE”.  During the first 

analysis of the “rhythm event,” we saw a sign which looked something like “JAM”.  

At that moment we could not understand why he was signing this. We ignored it 

because we were so occupied by the hypothesis about “porridge warmth”, as well as 

Sofi´s answer FELIX – PORRIDGE-WARM.  Maybe there is a possible connection 

between the “JAM” and the “PORRIDGE   in this situation as well.  One possibility 

is that the potential meaning of Felix´s sign “JAM” - “PORRIDGE” in the rhythm 

event is, “make me cooler - I am warm”.  The physical difference in the dialogical 

life has been transformed into something related to inner-states, including the 

“coolness” and the “warmth”. Felix applies a contrasting system, “jam like” versus 

“porridge like”, in other contexts as well. The contrast associated with jam and 

porridge becomes implemented in new functions which are associated on to other 

contexts. 

 

 

4. Discussion 
 

This study made it clear that the observation of a deafblind child´s use of linguistic 

signs is of utmost importance for communication partners when trying to learn about 

how the child makes sense of the outer world.  

The study has shown some of the mental processes and the cognitive capacity of a 

child with congenital deafblindness.  It also has shown how his experiences were 

categorized and how his concepts of the world were built up.  

It seems that there are two levels of categorization that “meet” in a third, and 

which offer the child the developmental possibility to create slot filling. The first 
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level is the child´s basic categorization. The second is the adult´s linguistic 

categorization which is used in a manner that fits the child´s event structure. In 

cooperation with one another, there is a possibility of developing language through 

slot-filler categorization. The slot-filler framework demonstrates where the contrast 

“JAM /PORRIDGE could be built. It serves as a prototype where other experiences 

can also be understood and evaluated.  Using this reasoning, one can observe the 

child´s high cognitive capacity. It becomes apparent that he is able to build up a 

system of categorization and use it in various contexts and functions.  The partner‟s 

role is to create a space and settings where categorisation is possible, and to trust it 

when it happens.  Since the partners cannot predict that the child would divide the 

world into “porridge-like” and “jam-like” things, it is exactly here the child 

demonstrates his cognitive capacity, his resilient inner-alter, and his strong agency. 

Even if the partners don‟t understand his meaning, he has not given up the aspiration 

of being understood.  

 
The first sub question of the study was;”Is it possible in a dialogical approach to 

expand the vocabulary between the child and his partners, given that they 

understand how he relates to different aspects of the signs?”  Through a dialogical 

approach and semiotic thinking, the partners can understand how the child relates to 

different aspects of the sign.  These approaches from the partners give also the child 

an opportunity to discover and describe general aspects and to broaden his own 

meaning of a linguistic sign. This understanding motivates him to experiment with 

new signs, thereby expanding the co-created vocabulary. The partners therefore get a 

better understanding of how a child´s sign could be linked to different aspects of 

meaning.  

 

 To answer to the second sub question, “can this knowledge be used by the 

partners in order to come to shared understanding and shared meaning in different 

situations and in more complex situations?” shows in what way the partners have 

internal dialogues to make sense of Felix´ expressions, and how Felix himself tries to 

take into account the perspective of the other in producing his expression.   

Additionally, it seems as though Felix also tries to ensure that his partners are 

“listening” to what he wants to share with them by the way in which he uses the 

partner‟s hand while he is signing. When he is signing on his own body, with no 
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contact with his partners, it is more like he is having his own inner dialogue about 

something he has in his thoughts. The dialogical approach in the case study, which 

involves the communication partners in the semiotic analyses of the observations, 

increases the attention on communication in regard to the complexity of shared 

understanding and shared meaning.  

 

The third sub question, “Is it possible, through semiotic analysis, to get closer to 

the meaning of mental processes that are active in the mind of the child?” can be 

answered as follows; Semiotic analyses seems to visualise levels of categorisation in 

the child and his ability to take the perspective of the other. The result of this could 

be that in a developmental perspective, one could gain an idea about the cognitive 

potential of the child. This can contribution could be very beneficial in pedagogical 

settings. The communication partner becomes more aware of how an impression 

leaves an imprint on the child. This may later, in turn, be demonstrated as an 

expression from the child. 

 

Pedagogic consequences 

Familiar events create consistency and thus become meaningful. In order to create 

the conditions that will bring development to the child´s gestural expressions, an 

element of surprise/novelty needs to be added to the familiar. Adding new elements 

to familiar events creates the meaning-making process.   

 

 

Most of the literature about language focuses on adults guiding children further in 

their language development. This study shows the necessity of having a dialogical 

approach where the child must guide the adult, and the adult must let herself be 

guided by the child. One needs to be open to the fact that the child, when trying to 

make sense of the world, needs the adult´s participation in letting himself be guided 

in the co-creation of shared signs or expressions. There is co-authorship in shared 

meaning-making. 
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An important conclusion is; there are several very important requirements that are 

necessary when it comes to communicating within a dialogical context. In order for a 

child with congenital deafblindness to understand how to categorize and produce 

categories, co-authorship is essential. By using a dialogical approach, the child is 

given possibilities to build up the capacity to conceive, create, and communicate in 

terms of “otherness” (the Alter). With a resilient “inner Alter” and a strong agency, 

the chance is substantial that the child will be able to, even if others do not 

understand his meaning, still have the feeling of being accepted. Therefore, the 

aspiration of being understood will not be given up. The communication partners 

also need to be very open minded, sensitive, and creative in order to set up contexts 

for the dialogues to happen. They also need to have a trust in the child´s cognitive 

capacity and be able to recognize the child´s signs when they appear.  

 

Contributions of the study 

 
Perhaps this study can be a contribution to our knowledge of the way a child with 

congenital deafblindness can make sense of his experiences from daily life. One 

aspect of this is the child´s participation in dialogues of collaborative meaning-

making. Another is how the child makes sense of the world by categorizing his 

experiences. Thirdly, this study could possibly be used more generally with regards 

to children with congenital deafblindness. It gives us clues into their mental and 

categorization processes. It can therefore support communication partners to map the 

linguistic practice of our culture into the realm of children with congenital 

deafblindness. 

 

Limitations in the study 

It is not possible to generalize from only this qualitative single case study. However, 

perhaps it is the only way to explore the mental processes of a child with congenital 

deafblindness. It is not general for all children with congenital deafblindness but 

might have a prototypical value in understanding the complexity of the development 

of communication and language in the perspective of congenital deafblindness.   
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Recommendations for further research 

It would be an important contribution to the field to go further with this kind of case 

study research in order to expand our knowledge of how children with congenital 

deafblindness make sense of the world through concept building and categorization. 
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APPENDIX 1:              The Breakfast Event, in pictures; 1 – 32 

 
                  1 

 

                      2 

 
                       3 

 
                    4 

 
                      5 

 
                        6 

 
                  7 

 
                   8 

 
                     9 

 
                10 

 
                11 

 
                    12 

 
                13  

 
                 14 

 
                   15 

 
WARM 

 

 
 

PORRIDGE 

 
WARM 

 

   Fetch 

 

 
  FETCH 

 

 

 
     JAM 

 

   Fetch 

 

 
  FETCH 



64 (66) 
 

 

 
                  16 

 
                17 

 
                  18 

 
                   19 

 
                  20 

 
                21 

 
                 22 

 
                23 

 
               24 

 
                   25 

 
                   26 

 
                   27 

 
                   28  

                   29 
 

                      30 

 
 

 

 

   Fetch 

 

 
  FETCH 

 
SMELL 



65 (66) 
 

 

APPENDIX 2 

The “JAM” and the “PORRIDGE” sign, in the Rhythm Event 

 
 Picture 7: “Tell her to beat the rhythm” 

 
          Picture 8: ”Reflecting” sign 

  
         Picture 9:  “PUSH” sign 

 
             Picture 10: ”JAM” sign 

 
            Picture 11: ”Rocking” 

 
       Picture 12: ”take the jacket of” 

 
          Picture 13: “PUSH” sign 

 
Pictrue 14:”Please wait”/reflecting sign 

 
      Picture 15: ”PORRIDGE”sign 

 
           Picture 16:”Jacket off” 

 
    Picture 17: ”Resting position/”beat” 

 
        Picture 18: “JAM” sign 

 
Picture 19: “PORRIDGE”sign 

 
Picture 20: “ PORRIDGE (warm) 

 
Picture 21: ”JAM” (Thinking sign?) 
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Reflections from a Communication partner in the 
Deafblind class, in Varberg  
 
 
“Sometimes I think about those of us who work with 
children with congenital deafblindness, as walking 
companions. The children are on a long walk and we 
take turns to join them along the path. Sometimes I’m the 
walking companion sometimes you are. 
 
It helps me to be a good walking companion if I’m aware 
of what the walk has been like until now. If the walk has 
been rough and challenging we will take a break 
together to gather strength. Sometimes my task is to 
cheer on; to make us walk further. At other times I’m the 
one who can’t keep up the pace as the child develops 
faster than I ever could have imagined. 
 
When it’s at its very best we walk hand in hand. We 
enjoy the walk and the company of each other”.  
 
/ Anna-Lena Blomstrand, May 2009 

 
 


