THE INVISIBLE SENSES

Where real learning begins

We are all taught that we learn through the five senses of sight, sound, taste, touch and smell.  What most parents are unaware of is that there are two other senses which are even more important to early learning than the first five.  

These are called the proprioceptive and vestibular systems - the senses that are felt by the muscles and joints, and the inner ear respectively.  Their body part cannot therefore be seen, like we can see the eye for sight, the ear for hearing, the nose, mouth and skin for the senses we know.

“In everyday terms proprioception (muscles and joints) is the sense which tells us where our body parts are and how they are moving in relation to each other, without having to look at each part.  This is helpful in planning all our movements.  When climbing a ladder, we shouldn’t have to look at our feet all the time, we should instinctively know where they are,” explains occupational therapist and lecturer, Paula Barnard. 

“If this sense is working we will know how to pick up a cup, for example. We take such a simple and regular act for granted.  We don’t realise that the brain automatically plans this movement from its starting point, to detect how much control is required, as well as judgement of speed, force and distance.

“The proprioceptive sense allows the body to realign or adjust itself if it feels it is going wrong.  It’s really about control over the muscles and joints on a subconscious level.  A small child may have to knock a cup over a few times to work all this out, and he needs the opportunity to do so.”

The vestibular sense tells us where we are in relation to the world whether we are moving, for example, are we spinning around, moving backwards, forwards or sliding?  How are we moving in relation to gravity?  Are we upright or upside down?  

“A baby spends an enormous amount of time working against gravity, and this communication with the brain all happens by stimulating the inner ear through movements and the position of the head”, says Paula.

Another important function of the vestibular system is that it allows us to co-ordinate our eye movements with our head – important for sport and copying from the blackboard, as well as for reading.  It is also necessary for the development and maintenance of  normal muscle tone which allows us to hold our body in position and to maintain positions, even as basic as keeping our heads up.  Many children with vestibular problems slouch at their desks and need to support their heads  with their hands.

According to Angie Cawse, a teacher with 16 years experience with children between the ages of two and eight, we are often unaware of these two invisible senses, and we don’t realise that healthy gross motor development depends on how well the proprioceptive and vestibular systems have developed.

It is interesting to note that the vestibular and proprioceptive systems develop just a few weeks after conception, and the tactile sense is functioning from as early on as eight weeks gestation.  This is all sensory preparation for life.  

Paula explains that the brain doesn’t consciously focus on all seven senses at the same time, but it does subconsciously.  Through stimulation and frequent use of the senses, interconnections are made in the brain establishing neurological pathways which then enable us to do things automatically.

“The best way to train the brain from birth is to encourage your child to do anything that involves big movements, exploration of the world around him, exposing him to different environments, experiences and positions in space.  This means that visits to other places, playing on different surfaces eg. Grass vs carpeting, slides, swings, rolling down grassy slopes etc, are really important to your child, and he needs you, the parent to create these learning opportunities for him,” she stresses.

Teacher, Angie Cawse, says that these systems aren’t always adequately developed in some children and it can have a limiting impact on their early learning, and an adverse effect on self-confidence and self-esteem, which is why early intervention is so important.

“We see by the way a child climbs on playground equipment and how he handles balancing, jumping and swinging activities, as to how well developed these basic senses are.  Sometimes given a little time and encouragement, children will catch up.  But in cases where fear and lack of confidence and agility persist, it is best to have a professional assessment to establish whether there is a problem in the sensory motor area so that we can take the necessary action to help the child as quickly as possible.

She explains that without intervention, gross motor development (movement of the large muscles of the body such as arms, back, buttocks, legs) could be compromised, which could in turn result in the impaired development of fine motor skills later on such as writing and cutting.  Legible handwriting starts with a strong shoulder girdle, which gets developed many years before a child is actually taught to write.

There are highly intelligent children with inefficient vestibular and proprioceptive functioning. They just struggle to get it down on paper because their bodies fatigue quickly.  This leads to lots of frustration.

Occupational therapists are dealing with an ever-growing number of cases involving the underdevelopment of the vestibular and proprioceptive senses, largely as a result of our modern lifestyles. 

As parents we have very rushed routines, often doing things for our children which they should be doing for themselves, like picking a child up and carrying him instead of letting him walk up the stairs or climb into the car.  By allowing children to watch television you can predict their behaviour - they will be quiet giving you some much needed space and time, but they are spending too much time doing this instead of using their bodies playing outdoors on jungle gyms and exploring their environment.    

Due to security issues in South Africa and the advent of smaller dwellings without gardens, children are limited in their freedom of movement and lack of opportunity to explore the world around them.

Paula explains that to really play with your child is to be involved with them and this takes time.  “Many parents mistakenly rely on nursery school or day care to provide outdoor play opportunities, but they don’t realise that in total only half an hour to an hour a day is spent on outdoor play, and preschool children need much more than this to stimulate the invisible senses.”

Paula Barnard is an occupational therapist in private practice.  She is also a SAISI (SA Institute of Sensory Integration) lecturer and gives public talks to groups of parents and teachers.  Telephone: 082 454 8659

