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Ed i tors' Note: 

Be gin ning with this is sue, Deaf-Blind 
Per spec tives will now be pub lished 
two times per year (Oc to ber and 
April). 

Volume 14, Issue 1 

Activity at Home for Children 
and Youth Who Are Deafblind 
Lauren J. Lieberman, Department of Physical

Education and Sport, SUNY Brockport 

Michael Pecorella, Deafblind Program, Perkins
School for the Blind 

Phys i cal ac tiv ity is an im por tant part of any 
child’s life. Just like other chil dren, those who are 
deafblind need phys i cal ac tiv ity for rec re ation, im 
prov ing fit ness, and build ing re la tion ships with 
oth ers. In a re cent study, par ents re ported that 
their chil dren and youth who are deafblind of ten 
have a great deal of free time but have lim ited rec 
re ational op por tu ni ties at home (Lieberman & 
MacVicar, 2003). However, with care ful prep a ra 
tion and con sid er ation of each child’s unique 
needs, healthy, pro duc tive, and re ward ing phys i 
cal ac tiv ity ex pe ri ences can take place in the home. 
The sug ges tions in this ar ti cle are in tended for 
chil dren who range in age from pre-school to high 
school and who are deafblind with ad di tional dis 
abil i ties. 

Before the Fun Starts: Considerations 

for Activities at Home 

Prior to en gag ing in home phys i cal ac tiv i ties, it 
is im por tant to con sider each child’s spe cific re 
quire ments and abil i ties. Par ents or guard ians 
must match phys i cal ac tiv i ties and nec es sary sup 
ports to the unique needs of their chil dren. For in 
stance, when it is not safe to leave a child alone to 
play, a sup port per son, sibling, or peer who 
knows the child well must be re spon si ble for su 
per vis ing the child and help ing him or her to par 
tic i pate in an ac tiv ity. Any one who in ter acts with 
the child must un der stand his or her mode of 
com mu ni ca tion, safety is sues, and abil ity to tol er
ate ac tiv i ties. It is also im por tant to en sure that ac 
tiv i ties are mod i fied to meet the child’s unique 
needs. 

To de ter mine how best to mod ify an ac tiv ity, 
con sider the func tional abil i ties of the child and 
the ob jec tive of the ac tiv ity. For ex am ple, if a child 
wants to swing but has lim ited grip strength, tie 
sup portive loops of Velcro and elas tic or rib bon to 
the chains of a swing to en able the child to hold on 
in de pend ently. It takes time and con sid er ation to 
en sure that each ac tiv ity is appro priate for a child 
and is prop erly mod i fied and safe. Ad ap ta tions to 
po si tion ing, equip ment, and com mu ni ca tion strat 
e gies may be nec es sary. For exam ple, Julie’s fam
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ily re ceived a side-by-side re cum bent bi cy cle from 
their lo cal Lions Club. The seat and han dle bars 
needed to be ad justed for her size and com fort. Af 
ter Julie and a friend rode the bike for a few min 
utes, her par ents stopped the ac tiv ity to check on 
Julie’s comfort and safety and make ad just ments 
so she could con tinue to en joy the ex pe ri ence. 

Be fore be gin ning a home phys i cal fit ness rou 
tine, be sure to con sult a phy si cian. Af ter that, the 
next steps are to set up a move ment area, es tab lish 
ac tiv ity rou tines, and in volve fam ily mem bers and 
friends. 

Set up a movement area. 

It is not nec es sary for a move ment area to take 
up a large amount of space. Although it is nice to 
have an en tire room ded i cated to im prov ing per 
sonal phys i cal fit ness, that is a lux ury for most 
peo ple. A cor ner of a room or yard is suf fi cient. 
Keep the area free of haz ard ous ob sta cles that 
could cause in jury, such as items that might be 
trip ped over or bumped into. Keep the walls clear 
so that chil dren can use them to move in de pend 
ently. To pro mote in de pend ence, give chil dren 
am ple time to ex plore and be come fa mil iar with 
ev ery thing in the area, in clud ing phys i cal fit ness 
equip ment. 

Establish activity routines. 

Set up ac tiv ity rou tines that are fa miliar and 
have pre dict able out comes. When chang ing a rou 
tine, dis cuss it with the child to make sure he or 
she un der stands the changes. It is es sen tial to 
com mu ni cate in or der to un der stand a child’s 
needs and de sires and to set clear ex pec ta tions. 

Involve family members and friends. 

Chil dren and youth who are deafblind of ten 
ex pe ri ence iso la tion (Kroksmark & Nordell, 2001; 
Petroff, 1999) and need oppor tu ni ties for so cial iza 
tion (Haring & Romer, 1995; Smith, 2002). Ex pe ri 
enc ing phys i cal ac tiv i ties with sib lings, par ents, 
neigh bors, and friends can be en joy able and mem 
o ra ble and pro mote and strengthen bonds. 

It is im por tant to ed u cate any one in ter act ing 
with a child about his or her com mu ni ca tion 
meth ods and any spe cific needs and safety pre cau 
tions. For ex am ple, Jeannie loves to roll down a 
wedge mat in her base ment. It is impor tant for 
peo ple play ing with her to know that be cause she 
has cer tain med i cal needs she must do log rolls 
(on her side) rather than for ward or back ward 
rolls. Brian loves to play tac tile twister with his 
fam ily. He likes to be the spin ner and make calls 
as well as to par tic i pate in the game. Re spond ing 

to a child’s needs and wishes pro motes self-de ter 
mi na tion and full en joy ment and un der stand ing 
of an ac tiv ity.

 Preferred Activities 

In a study by Lieberman and MacVicar (2003), 
par ents iden ti fied some of their chil dren’s fa vor ite 
ac tiv i ties. This sec tion re views a num ber of these 
ac tiv i ties that can be en joyed at home. 

Swing ing. Swings can be set up in doors or out 
doors. If out doors, en sure a clear and iden ti fi able 
path to the swing-set from the house. You may 
want to set up a guide-wire from the house to the 
swing. A swing can also be set up in a ga rage or 
base ment. At tach eyehooks for a swing to a 
wooden ceil ing beam or tie the swing around a 
metal ceil ing beam. Put mats un der the swing for 
safety, and keep ob jects away from the swing ing 
area. 

Rock ing. Many chil dren en joy rock ing in a 
rock ing chair or while sit ting on a ther apy ball, 
sofa, or chair. For ex am ple, a child can lie across a 
pea nut-shaped ther apy ball on his or her stomach 
with some weight on the hands while rock ing for 
ward and back ward. This ac tiv ity can be en joyed 
in side or out side on a mat or in the grass. 

Walk ing. Walk ing is a great ac tiv ity both in 
doors and out doors. A child can walk while trail 
ing a wall, with friends or fam ily mem bers as 
sighted guides, or by us ing a guide-wire. A 
guide-wire is a rope or wire pulled tightly across 
an area such as a driveway, ga rage, base ment, 
fam ily room, or back yard. For in for ma tion about 
how to set up a guide-wire and tech niques for 
guided run ning and walk ing, see the Camp Abil i 
ties web site (http://www.campabilities.org). Chil 
dren with suf fi cient vi sion may be able to walk 
in de pend ently around a yard, nearby track, or 
neigh bor hood. Walk ing and run ning can be mea 
sured us ing talk ing pe dom e ters that can be pur 
chased on line or at any sport ing goods store. A 
“Walk-Run for Fit ness” kit will be avail able 
through the Ameri can Print ing House for the 
Blind in the near fu ture (http://www.aph.org). 

Climb ing. Climb ing pro motes bal ance, 
strength, spa tial aware ness, and self-con fi dence. 
Lad ders, mon key bars, cargo nets, steps, and 
ramps are fun to go up, down, through, around, 
and in side. 

Bi cy cling. Bi cy cling in creases fit ness and pro 
vides op por tu ni ties for so cial iza tion. Any one who 
has some func tional use of his or her legs can ride 
ei ther a stan dard sta tion ary or re cum bent bike. A 
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re cum bent bike may be help ful for chil dren with 
bal ance prob lems. Many sta tion ary bikes display 
the dis tance ped aled and the amount of time rid 
den. Most sporting goods stores sell them for $500 
to $1,000, and they can also be found in health 
clubs and at schools. Bi cy cle stands can turn an or
di nary ten-speed bike into a sta tion ary bike. 
“Spinning” is a pop u lar sport of fered in many 
health clubs, and learn ing how to ride a sta tion ary 
bike at home can open up spin ning as a fu ture fit 
ness ac tiv ity op tion for a child. 

Fitness Activities 

It is well es tab lished that youth who are vi su 
ally im paired are less phys i cally ac tive than their 
peers (Kozub & Oh, 2004) and less phys i cally fit 
(Lieberman & McHugh, 2001). Any per son who 
wants to be gin im prov ing their fit ness level must 
build skills and in crease fit ness grad u ally. It is im 
por tant to start out slowly and set re al is tic goals. 
Fol low ing are some en joy able move ment ac tiv i ties 
that pro mote physi cal fit ness. Most are done us ing 
sim ple equip ment. 

Rebounders. A rebounder or mini-tram po line 
can be used for run ning in place, jump ing, or 
bounc ing. Care fully su per vise the child at the be 
gin ning. Make sure there are mats sur round ing 
the rebounder and some thing for the child to hold 
on to, such as a hand rail or wall, to en sure sta bil 
ity and bal ance. This ac tiv ity can also be en joyed 
by jump ing on an air mat tress or a twin mat tress, 
with the same pre cau tions. 

Jump ropes. Chil dren can step over a rope held 
1 to 2 feet off the ground, jump over a rope held 
by a peer or sib ling, or jump using a handheld 
rope. Even chil dren who can not walk or stand can 
play by roll ing over a jump rope or roll ing in a 
wheel chair over a rope. This gives chil dren who 
want to par tic i pate in the same ac tiv i ties as their 
sib lings and friends a sense of ac com plish ment 
and be long ing. 

Chil dren can jump rope to mu sic, drums, or 
their own rhythm. They can jump a spe cific num 
ber of times or for a set amount of time. It is im
por tant to clearly mark a jump ing area on the floor 
with tape or cones. A child with very lim ited or no 
vi sion will ben e fit from a change in sur face 
around the boundary of the jumping area, like car 
pet squares, or from a rope taped to the floor as a 
tac tile bound ary. 

Scooter boards. Chil dren can push them selves 
on a scooter board while sit ting, kneel ing, or ly ing 
on the stom ach. They can also pull them selves 
along a rope pulled tight close to the ground or be 

pulled by a fam ily mem ber or peer while hold ing 
on to a hula hoop, rope, or towel. As with other 
ac tiv i ties, it is es sen tial to es tab lish clear bound 
aries and use safe rid ing tech niques and speeds. 
Once chil dren have mas tered move ment on the 
scooter, they can cre ate ob sta cle courses with ob 
jects to go through, un der, around, and even over. 

Dynabands. Dynabands are large wide stretchy 
bands that can be used for stretch ing, strength en 
ing, bal anc ing, and gain ing spa tial aware ness. 
They come in col ors that in di cate dif fer ent lev els 
of ten sion. For Dynaband ac tiv i ties, con sult a 
phys i cal ther a pist or phys i cal ed u ca tion teacher. 

Hand weights. Hand weights can be used to in 
crease strength. Small hand weights (3 to 10 
pounds) can be pur chased from any sport ing 
goods store. In a safe corner of a room, chil dren 
can do bicep curls, tricep curls, shoul der shrugs, 
side bends, knee bends, lunges, and side steps. 
These same exer cises can also be done us ing soup 
cans as light weights. 

Step ex er cises. Step ex er cises pro mote fit ness, 
bal ance, and leg strength. Use a short bench (4 to 6 
inches high) or commer cial steps used for step aer 
o bics. Chil dren might set a goal to step up and 
down for a spec i fied length of time, or to com plete 
a cer tain num ber of steps, or they can just step for 
fun in time to mu sic. The step should be placed in 
front of a wall, rail ing, or fence to en sure bal ance 
and safety. 

Many ex er cises, such as sit-ups, push-ups, 
wheel chair push-ups, and jump ing jacks, do not 
re quire equip ment. All that is needed is a mat or 
car peted floor and enough space for move ment. 
See Lieberman (2005a, 2005b) for more in for ma 
tion about adapt ing these fit ness skills for 
deafblind chil dren. 

Motor Skill Activities 

The fit ness ac tiv i ties dis cussed above im prove 
mus cu lar strength and en dur ance, but mo tor skill 
ac tiv i ties help to im prove agil ity, bal ance, mo tor 
co or di na tion, ma nip u la tion skills, and eye-hand 
and eye-foot co or di na tion. These skills pro mote 
in de pend ence, self-es teem, and a feel ing of com 
pe tence and can be very en joy able ei ther alone or 
with sib lings or peers. 

Ball ma nip u la tion. A ball can be rolled, kicked, 
or thrown against a wall or to a sib ling or peer. 
This ac tiv ity im proves bal ance, eye-hand and 
eye-foot co or di na tion, and agil ity. Choose a ball 
that the child is com fort able with. Chil dren who 
have never played with a ball may need to be gin 
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with one that is not fully in flated so they are not 
afraid of hurt ing them selves. It is also impor tant 
to choose a ball with a tex ture the child likes and 
that is ap pro pri ate for his or her vi sual ca pac ity. 
For ex am ple, a dark blue or pur ple ball might be 
best for a child who sees darker col ors better than 
lighter col ors. 

To help chil dren keep track of the ball, tie it to 
a rope, chair, or door knob. A ball can also be tied 
to a tetherball pole or vol ley ball post. This elim i 
nates the need to chase or search for the ball, but 
care must be taken to avoid run ning into the cen 
tral pole. 

Reach ing and grasp ing ac tiv i ties. Chil dren can 
prac tice reach ing and grasp ing us ing scarves, balls 
made of rope, beanbags, yarn balls, de flated beach 
balls, or a nonlatex Koosh ball. This ac tiv ity helps 
de velop hand strength, co or di na tion, and the abil 
ity to ma nip u late ob jects with the hands. The abil 
ity to drop ob jects is a pre req ui site for throw ing, 
and ob jects can be dropped into a hula hoop, 
pushed off a wheelchair tray, or dropped into an 
eye-level bas ket ball hoop or large gar bage can. 

Wedge mat ac tiv i ties. Wedge mats are large 
mats in the shape of a piece of pie on its side. The 
high est side may be at the level of a child’s knees 
or thighs. The mats can be used for log rolls, for 
ward rolls, crawl ing, or tum bling. Once a child 
has tum bled to the end of the mat, he or she can 
trail it back to the top. This in de pend ent ac tiv ity 
can be en joyed out side on the grass or in side with 
the wedge mat placed on top of a flat mat. If there 
are safety haz ards close to the play area, cre ate 
bound aries us ing cones or rope placed within 5 to 
10 feet of the mat. The wedge mat can also be set 
on a large mat to cre ate a nat u ral safety zone. 
Wedge mats can be pur chased through equip ment 
com pa nies, sport ing goods stores, or gym nas tics 
pro grams. 

Lo co mo tor ac tiv i ties. Lo co mo tor ac tiv i ties, like 
run ning, hop ping, gal lop ing, leap ing, skip ping, 
and jump ing, work the large mus cles of the legs 
and pro mote agil ity, co or di na tion, gross mo tor 
skills, bal ance, leg strength, and en dur ance. For 
sta bil ity, they can be per formed while hold ing 
onto a guide rope, wall, or fence. To learn about 
in struc tional tech niques for lo co mo tor skills, see 
O’Connell, Lieberman, and Petersen (2006). 

Rac quet and bat ac tiv i ties. Chil dren can use a 
rac quet ball, bad minton, or ten nis rac quet, or a bat, 
to hit bal loons, small beach balls, Wiffle balls, or 
Nerf balls. The ball can be placed on a bat ting tee, 
thrown in the air, or dan gled from a string tied to 
a beam or fix ture. A ball can also be tied to the bat 

or rac quet so there is no need to chase or search 
for the ball. Balls with bells in side are good for 
chil dren who have us able hear ing. Chil dren can 
bat for fun, dis tance, and co op er a tive games, or 
bat a spe cific num ber of times. 

Bal ance ac tiv i ties. A ramp, bal ance board, 
rebounder, flat curb, or bal ance beam can be used 
for bal ance ac tiv i ties. For safety, place mats un der 
the equip ment and keep the area clear. Chil dren 
can chal lenge them selves to bal ance for a spe cific 
length of time or to achieve a set num ber of times 
that they walk along a beam or jump on a 
rebounder. 

Goal Setting 

It is im por tant to re mem ber that each child is 
dif fer ent. Some will par tic i pate in ac tiv i ties be 
cause they en joy the way a move ment feels or the 
com pan ion ship of other par tic i pants. Oth ers may 
want to be come more skill ful in an ac tiv ity, and 
goal set ting is an in te gral part of fit ness, rec re 
ation, and sport. If a child’s goal is to im prove, it is 
im por tant to es tab lish a base line for ac tiv i ties, 
such as the number of push-ups, du ra tion of walk
ing, or ac cu racy or dis tance of ball throw ing. 
Teach ing a child how to mea sure im prove ment is 
a key to con tin ued en joy ment, chal lenge, and suc 
cess rec og ni tion. For more in for ma tion on skill de 
vel op ment and goal set ting, see Lieberman, 
Modell, Jack son, and Ponchillia (2006). 

Summary 

En cour ag ing chil dren who are deafblind to par 
tic i pate in ac tiv i ties at home is not al ways easy. It 
re quires com mu ni ca tion with the child, cre ativ ity, 
and prac tice, but the time and en ergy spent de vel 
op ing a va ri ety of phys i cal and rec re ational ac tiv i 
ties in the home will improve fit ness, pro vide 
op por tu ni ties for fun and so cial iza tion, and open 
many doors for chil dren who are deafblind. 
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