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Da vid Brown

Cal i for nia Deaf-Blind Ser vices

The idea of us ing hol low res o nat ing boxes or plat -
forms to help deaf peo ple per ceive sounds as vi bra -
tions has been known for cen tu ries (Lane, 1984). You
may have seen teach ers in pro grams for deaf stu dents
stamp their feet on wooden class room floors to get the
stu dents’ at ten tion. One of the lead ing clas si cal mu si -
cians in the UK, Evelyn Glen nie, is a per cus sion ist
who is pro foundly deaf and partly “feels” the mu sic
through the wooden plat forms on which she stands to 
per form (The Evelyn Glen nie Home Page). This idea was
in tro duced into the world of vi sual im pair ment and
blind ness when Lilli Niel sen be gan to pro mote the use 
of res o nance boards by chil dren who had vi sual im -
pair ments and ad di tional dif fi cul ties (Niel sen, 1992).
Then, in the later 1980s, peo ple in volved with chil -
dren who are deaf-blind took up the idea, and it is
now pos si ble to find these sim ple but use ful pieces of
equip ment in all kinds of pro grams and in homes
(John son, Grif fin-Shir ley, & Koenig, 2000). Ev ery
baby and in fant should have ac cess to a res o nance
board as part of their col lec tion of toys and equip ment 
since these boards of fer great and ex cit ing op por tu ni -
ties.

How Do You Make a Res o nance Board?

There is scope for cre ativ ity and va ri ety in mak ing a
board, but the ba sic de sign is sim ple and re quires only 

ru di men tary skills in car pen try. To make a board you
will need the fol low ing ma te ri als:

u A square piece of ply wood at least 1/8 of an inch
thick. The thick ness may vary de pend ing upon
who is go ing to be get ting on the board. Re mem ber
that if the board is too thin it will split when an
adult kneels on it, and if it is too thick it will not res -
o nate very well. I sug gest that you stand in a tim ber 
shop and hold sheets of ply wood of var i ous thick -
ness ver ti cally on the floor, then place your ear and
the side of your head against them as you tap and
scratch at each one to see what you think. A good
size is 4 feet square, but this can be en larged or re -
duced, again de pend ing upon who is go ing to be
us ing it. Too small a square and the res o nant qual i -
ties will re duce dra mat i cally; too large a square and 
the cen ter of the board will sag and touch the floor
when a per son’s weight is on it, se ri ously damp en -
ing the res o nance. If the board is much big ger than
5 feet square then only tall, strong peo ple will be
able to lift and move it. I gen er ally use 3-feet-square 
boards for ba bies and in fants, and 4-feet-square
boards for older chil dren. As chil dren with lim ited
move ment grow and get taller, I place them more
di ag o nally on the board.

u Four strips of 1-inch-x-1-inch wood to be at tached
to the un der side rim of the sheet of ply wood (for
ex am ple, on a 4-feet-square board each of these
strips would need to be 3 feet 11 inches long). These 
can be glued around the un der side rim, but if the
board is likely to get a lot of use and a lot of lift ing
and mov ing around (in a school class room rather
than in a home), use glue plus nails or screws, tak -
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ing care to coun ter sink the nails or screws into the
sur face of the ply wood for safety. Some peo ple are
con cerned that us ing nails or screws dead ens the
res o nant qual ity of the board, but I have found this
to be so slight that it seems neg li gi ble.

u One can of fur ni ture wax and a pol ish ing cloth.

How Do You Fin ish and Main tain the Board?

Once the board is con structed, the up per sur face and
edges need to be made very smooth and safe by rub -
bing with sand pa per and then glasspaper. The fi nal
step is to ap ply two coats of fur ni ture wax with a pol -
ish ing cloth (hard work!) so that the fin ished sur face is 
smooth, rather wa ter proof, and easy to wipe clean.
You might like the idea of us ing scented wax pol ish
(such as lav en der) to add a con sis tent smell as an ex tra 
marker to iden tify the board. When I made my first
board in 1985, I painted it black for good vi sual con -
trast and for sa liva proof ing. It was a beau ti ful job
with un der coat and two coats of black gloss paint, but
I found that these lay ers of paint dead ened the res o -
nant qual i ties of the board very sig nif i cantly. Paint ing 
the board with clear var nish does the same, so it is best 
to stick to wax polish.

Main te nance needs de pend upon the amount and in -
ten sity of use that the board gets. The board I used for
years got a lot of use and so needed to be rubbed down 
with glasspaper and rewaxed two or three times ev -
ery year. If you see parts of the ply wood sur face los ing 
their sheen or bits of frayed wood or splin ters, you ur -
gently need to make re pairs, at least to rewax with the
pol ish ing cloth un til you have time to glasspaper it
smooth again. To save stor age space, it is best to keep
the board up right against a wall (maybe be hind a cup -
board or a sofa), with the smooth sur face to wards the
wall for protection.

What Can You Use on the Board?

Toys and equip ment to be used on the board de pend
en tirely upon avail abil ity, safety con sid er ations, and
per sonal pref er ences (yours and the child’s!). I rec om -
mend ac cess to a va ri ety of things that in cludes plas tic
and enamel plates and bowls, metal chains of var i ous
lengths and weights (such as dog choker col lars),
bunches of metal spoons or keys, rock ing toys with
bells in side (such as Chime Bird and Happy Ap ple),
plas tic or metal Slinkies, spin ning tops, metal cans of
all sorts, mu sic boxes, drum sticks, large round peb -
bles, and vi brat ing and wind-up ob jects. Since my ar -
rival in Cal i for nia from Eng land in 2000, col leagues at
the Blind Ba bies Foun da tion have in tro duced me to
the idea of us ing more nat u ral ma te ri als like pieces of
smooth drift wood and piles of wal nuts and pe cans
(still in the shell, of course!). My fa vor ite ob ject to use
on the board is my self. I like to knock and scratch on

the board or talk and sing at it as a way of making
contact with the child who is on it.

How Do You Start Us ing the Board?

A child can be placed alone on the board or can use it
with an other child or with an adult in any safe, de -
sired, or use ful po si tion. Stand ing and walk ing on the
board bare foot can be fun, as well as sit ting and ly ing
down. Some chil dren might en joy be ing in their seat
or stand ing frame on the board. For first-tim ers in the
hor i zon tal po si tion the board can be a scary place in
the be gin ning, so I of ten rec om mend spread ing a
towel over the board, so that it acts as a muf fler to
sounds and vi bra tions. The towel can be re po si tioned
grad u ally as the child gets used to the sound and
vibro-tac tile qual i ties of the board, so that first bare
feet touch the board, then the legs, then the butt, the
torso and shoul ders, and fi nally, if the child is happy
and in ter ested, you can re move the towel com pletely
and ex pose the head to the bare wood. Some chil dren
may need days or weeks for this pro cess, but oth ers
cope with it over the space of half an hour or so. An -
other idea is to be gin with the child ly ing on the car pet
with only his or her feet on the board. If sen si tive feet
are a prob lem you might want to re verse this po si tion
or just leave the child’s shoes or socks on. You can
place the board on car pet to min i mize the res o nance
or move it to a hard floor sur face like li no leum, tiles,
or con crete to pro duce much more dra matic feed back. 
Some times a child on a chair, or in a wheel chair, or
stand ing might like to in ter act with the board held
ver ti cally next to them (as you did in the timber shop
when you first selected the wood).

What Do You Do with the Board?

This is where all that hard work pays off and things
get ex cit ing!  Use your imag i na tion and the sky is the
limit!  You can work on an amaz ing range and va ri ety
of skills and ac tiv i ties us ing a board, in clud ing math,
com mu ni ca tion, large mo tor skills and mo bil ity, fine
mo tor ma nip u la tion, use of vi sion and hear ing, tac tile
and vi sual search, turn-tak ing, an tic i pa tion, en cour -
ag ing vo cal iza tions and speech, prob lem-solv ing, se -
quenc ing, cause and ef fect, rhythm, and on and on.
The spe cial qual ity of the board is that any move ment
on its sur face will pro duce am pli fied sound and
match ing vi bra tion, and it will vi brate to mu sic or
voices aimed at it even if the sound-maker is not in di -
rect con tact with the wood. For chil dren with
deaf-blind ness the am pli fied sound com ing through
the board might be im por tant, but the vi bra tion that
ac com pa nies the sounds will have an im mense im -
pact if the child is in di rect con tact with the board’s
sur face, and this might be very mo ti vat ing for them. 
Some times using a board can produce very
interesting and surprising outcomes:
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• A distractible and very ac tive child who moves
around the room a lot may choose to re main on the
board be cause it is the place where all the in ter est -
ing feed back hap pens, yet a very pas sive im mo bile
child may be come more ac tive on the board be -
cause of the feed back it pro vides, and also be cause
it has a smooth sur face that re duces fric tion and
makes slid ing, bot tom-shuf fling, and back-scoot -
ing eas ier.

• A child with poorly co or di nated move ments might 
move less but move with more care and plan ning
in or der to pro duce spe cific feed back from the
board, yet a pas sive and in ac tive child might be en -
cour aged to move more be cause each arm or leg
move ment or turn of the head pro duces in ter est ing
feed back when he or she knocks the rock ing toy,
drags the metal chains draped across wrists or an -
kles, or just taps and kicks on the board directly.

• A very vo cal child might be si lent on the board in
or der to lis ten and at tend, but a nor mally very si -
lent child may vo cal ize in re sponse to sounds and
vi bra tions com ing through the board.

• A child who does not nor mally use vi sion may look 
to see what is tap ping or rock ing on the board or
may use vi sion to guide arm or leg move ments to
pro duce in ter est ing feed back again.

• A child who dis likes us ing his or her hands to touch 
things might reach out to make sounds and vi bra -
tions hap pen again.

• Chil dren who do not nor mally in ter act with other
peo ple in pos i tive ways may at tend, wait, look,
touch, and take turns dur ing tap ping games on the
board. In ter ac tions with peers might be en cour -
aged if chil dren spend time to gether on the board. I
have also ob served in reg u lar class rooms a board
raised up onto a large ta ble with the whole class sit -
ting around it and play ing games in volv ing
turn-tak ing, cre at ing or ac com pa ny ing mu sic, or
bang ing and chant ing as part of a sto ry tell ing or
drama ses sion. Used in this way the board is an ef -
fec tive agent for in clud ing all the chil dren in the
class activity (Park, 2000).

• By trav el ing around the board in some way a child
might dis cover the board’s edges and use touch or
vi sion to ex plore them, thus ex pand ing their un -
der stand ing of space and bound aries.

• A child with a poor sense of space and di rec tion
may be helped by tap ping games on the board,
since the vi bra tions through the wood will pro vide
ex tra in for ma tion about where the taps are com ing
from and where the other per son is located.

• Some times a child might de cide, or be en cour aged
to de cide, to get him self on or off the board, and this 
can pro vide in ter est ing chal lenges to prob -
lem-solv ing abilities.

As you can see from this list, many of the things that
the board can en cour age are of ten thought of as be ing
in the ar eas of ex per tise of the phys i cal ther a pist, the
vi sion spe cial ist, the ori en ta tion and mo bil ity spe cial -
ist, and the teacher of the deaf. If you have a board,
any of these pro fes sion als can be brought in to ex plore 
it, to ex per i ment with it, and to col lab o rate in de vel op -
ing ideas to help in di vid ual chil dren. There are also
other pieces of equip ment de signed or pro moted by
Lilli Niel sen (Niel sen, 1992; John son, Grif fin-Shir ley,
& Koenig, 2000) that can be used with a res o nance
board. Above all, let the chil dren you know show you
how to use the board, and let your imag i na tions and
cre ative im pulses run free to gether. Dis cov er ing these 
boards al most twenty years ago changed my life in the 
most pos i tive ways, and I hope the discovery changes
your life too.
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Seek ing Par ents to Re view As sess ment Tool

The Bring ing it All Back Home Pro ject is seek ing par -
ents of chil dren who are deafblind to as sist with the
field test ing of a re cently re vised as sess ment tool
called HomeTalk. The pro ject would like to learn
about par ents’ ex pe ri ences us ing this tool as part of
an IEP re view, tri en nial eval u a tion, or other ed u ca -
tional plan ning meet ing. If in ter ested, con tact Dr.
Char ity Rowland of the Or e gon In sti tute on Dis abil -
i ty and De vel op ment (rowlandc@ohsu.edu,
503-238-4030) or Dr. Harvey Mar of St. Luke’s-Roo se -
velt  Hos pi  tal  Cen ter (hhm1@co lum bia.edu,
212-523-6235).
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