
www.ijcrt.org                                                 © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 12 December 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT25A1304 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org i749 
 

From Theory To Practice: Integrating Jan Van 

Dijk’s Approaches In Modern Special Education 

1Dr. Ashish Kumar Gupta & 2Prof. Vijay Shankar Sharma 

1Assistant Professor, 2Former Head 
1&2 Department of Visual Impairment, DSM National Rehabilitation University, Lucknow, India  

 

Abstract:  The education of children with deaf-blindness and multiple disabilities presents unique 

challenges that often exceed the scope of conventional teaching methods. Standardised assessment and 

instruction frequently fail to capture the abilities, communication potential, and learning needs of children 

with profound sensory impairments. Dr. Jan van Dijk, a pioneer in special education, introduced innovative 

approaches emphasizing child-guided assessment, co-active movement, emotional resonance, and tactile 

communication. His methods highlight the importance of attachment, rhythm, and shared experiences in 

fostering communication, emotional security, and cognitive development. 

This paper examines Van Dijk’s theoretical contributions and explores their practical application in 

contemporary special education. Key strategies include observing and responding to the child’s initiative, 

engaging in co-active movement to establish trust, and using tactile and rhythmic communication to support 

expressive and receptive skills. Structured routines and predictable interactions further enhance emotional 

regulation and learning opportunities. 

The study situates Van Dijk’s approaches within modern inclusive education, demonstrating their relevance 

for individualized instruction, accessibility, and multi-sensory learning environments. Applications 

alongside assistive technologies, family-centered interventions, and therapeutic practices underscore the 

adaptability of his methods to diverse educational settings. 

By integrating theory with practice, this research highlights the enduring impact of Van Dijk’s work and 

advocates for pedagogical models that center the child’s experience. His approaches not only broaden 

learning possibilities for children with deaf-blindness but also contribute to the evolution of inclusive 

education, emphasizing empathy, attunement, and meaningful interaction as central components of effective 

teaching. 

 

Index Terms - Jan van Dijk, child-guided assessment, special education, deaf-blindness, inclusive learning, 

co-active movement, emotional resonance. 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Education for children with deaf-blindness and multiple disabilities has long been recognized as one of the 

most complex areas of special education. These children face significant challenges in communication, 

social interaction, and learning due to the simultaneous loss of two primary sensory modalities, vision and 

hearing (Bruce, 2007). Traditional educational methods and standardized assessments often fail to account 

for the unique ways these children perceive and interact with their environment, resulting in limited 

opportunities for cognitive, emotional, and social development (Miles & Riggio, 1999). Consequently, 

specialized pedagogical approaches are essential to create meaningful and accessible learning experiences.  

Dr. Jan van Dijk, a Dutch educator and pioneer in the field of deaf-blind education, introduced an innovative 

framework that addresses these challenges through child-centered and sensory-aware teaching methods 

(Nelson & van Dijk, 2001). Van Dijk emphasized child-guided assessment, a process that prioritizes careful 

observation of the child’s spontaneous behaviors and interactions rather than relying solely on standardized 

tools (Nelson et al., 2002). This approach recognizes that children with profound sensory impairments 
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communicate and learn in ways that conventional assessments may not capture, highlighting the need for 

flexible and individualized instructional strategies. 

 

In addition to assessment, Van Dijk developed pedagogical strategies grounded in co-active movement and 

emotional resonance. Co-active movement involves educators participating physically in the child’s actions 

to build trust, engagement, and joint attention, which supports both cognitive and social development 

(Janssen, Riksen-Walraven, & van Dijk, 2003). Emotional resonance, on the other hand, focuses on attuning 

to the child’s emotional state and using tactile and rhythmic cues to foster secure attachment and effective 

communication (van Dijk, 1986). These methods acknowledge the importance of rhythm, touch, and shared 

experiences as foundational elements for learning in children with sensory impairments. 

Van Dijk’s approaches also emphasize structured routines and tactile communication, which provide 

predictability, reduce anxiety, and promote both expressive and receptive communication skills. The 

integration of these strategies within modern inclusive education models demonstrates their continued 

relevance, especially when combined with assistive technologies and family-centered interventions (Bruce 

& Vargas, 2013; McInnes, 1999). 

 

Researchers explored Van Dijk’s theoretical contributions and their practical applications, highlighting how 

his work bridges the gap between theory and practice. By centering the child’s sensory experiences and 

emotional needs, Van Dijk’s approaches offer a holistic model that informs contemporary practices in 

inclusive and special education. 

 

Theoretical Foundations of Jan Van Dijk 

Dr. Jan van Dijk’s contributions to the education of children with deaf-blindness and multiple disabilities 

are grounded in several interrelated theoretical principles. These principles provide a framework for 

understanding how children with profound sensory impairments perceive their environment and engage in 

learning. The core components include child-guided assessment, co-active movement, emotional resonance, 

and tactile communication. 

 

1. Child-Guided Assessment 

 

Van Dijk introduced child-guided assessment as an alternative to conventional standardized testing. This 

approach emphasizes observing the child’s spontaneous behaviors, interests, and modes of interaction, 

rather than relying solely on formal tests (Nelson et al., 2002). The rationale is that children with profound 

sensory impairments may not respond to traditional assessment tools, which assume typical sensory 

experiences. By following the child’s lead, educators can gain insights into cognitive abilities, preferences, 

and potential learning strategies. 

Child-guided assessment is both diagnostic and instructional. It enables educators to design learning 

experiences tailored to the child’s strengths, while simultaneously fostering a sense of agency and 

engagement. This approach has influenced modern special education practices, particularly in the 

development of individualized education plans (IEPs) for children with complex needs (Miles & Riggio, 

1999). 

 

2. Co-Active Movement 

Co-active movement is another cornerstone of Van Dijk’s theory. This method involves educators 

physically participating in the child’s movements to facilitate engagement and shared experiences (Janssen, 

Riksen-Walraven, & van Dijk, 2003). For example, if a child initiates a movement such as reaching, 

tapping, or jumping, the educator mirrors or joins in the action. This creates a sense of joint attention and 

trust, which is crucial for learning and social interaction. 

Co-active movement also serves as a medium for teaching spatial awareness, motor coordination, and turn-

taking. By engaging in these shared activities, children develop not only physical skills but also social-

emotional competencies, which are often delayed in children with sensory impairments (Bruce, 2007). 
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3. Emotional Resonance 
Van Dijk emphasized the role of emotional resonance in learning, recognizing that children with sensory 

impairments often rely on affective cues more than verbal communication (van Dijk, 1986). Emotional 

resonance involves the educator attuning to the child’s emotional state and responding through touch, 

rhythm, or facial expression. This approach fosters secure attachment, enhances motivation, and facilitates 

communication. 

In practice, emotional resonance may include rhythmic hand-holding, gentle tapping, or mirroring gestures 

to signal understanding and encouragement. Such practices are particularly effective in promoting 

engagement in children who cannot rely on visual or auditory cues alone (McInnes, 1999). 

 

4. Tactile Communication and Structured Routines 
Finally, Van Dijk highlighted the importance of tactile communication and predictable routines. Tactile 

cues—such as guided hand movements, textured objects, or physical contact—enable children to receive 

information and express preferences. Predictable routines reduce anxiety and allow the child to anticipate 

events, thereby supporting cognitive and emotional development (Bruce & Vargas, 2013). 

Together, these theoretical foundations provide a holistic framework for educators, combining sensory, 

emotional, and social dimensions to create meaningful learning experiences. Van Dijk’s approach bridges 

the gap between theory and practical application, making it highly relevant for modern inclusive education.  

 

Practical Applications of Van Dijk’s Approaches 
Dr. Jan van Dijk’s theoretical contributions are not only influential conceptually but also provide concrete 

strategies for educators working with children who are deaf-blind or have multiple disabilities. His methods 

have been successfully applied in classrooms, therapy sessions, and inclusive learning environments, 

bridging the gap between theory and practice. 

 

1. Implementing Child-Guided Assessment 
In practice, child-guided assessment begins with careful observation. Educators monitor spontaneous 

behaviors, reactions to stimuli, and patterns of interaction to understand the child’s preferences, abilities, 

and communication modes (Nelson et al., 2002). This information informs individualized education plans 

(IEPs) and helps set realistic, personalized learning objectives. 

For example, if a child shows interest in textured objects, the teacher may design activities that incorporate 

tactile exploration to promote cognitive and motor development. By following the child’s lead, educators 

create an environment that respects the child’s pace and fosters motivation (Miles & Riggio, 1999). 

 

2. Co-Active Movement in Learning 
Co-active movement is applied in classrooms through shared physical activities. Teachers join the child in 

movements such as reaching, clapping, or bouncing on therapy balls, establishing joint attention and a sense 

of trust (Janssen et al., 2003). 

This technique is also integrated into daily routines. For instance, during snack time or music sessions, 

educators mirror or guide the child’s actions to promote participation and social interaction. Such practices 

strengthen both motor skills and social-emotional learning, allowing the child to experience success and 

engagement through shared experiences (Bruce, 2007). 

 

3. Emotional Resonance and Tactile Communication 
Emotional resonance is implemented through tactile and rhythmic interactions. Teachers respond to the 

child’s emotional cues using hand-holding, gentle tapping, or mirroring gestures to provide reassurance and 

encourage engagement (van Dijk, 1986). 

Tactile communication techniques, such as using textured objects, physical prompts, or object symbols, 

enable children to express choices and preferences. Structured routines reinforce predictability, helping 

children regulate emotions and anticipate activities, which enhances learning outcomes (Bruce & Vargas, 

2013). 

 

4. Integration with Modern Inclusive Education 
Van Dijk’s approaches are highly adaptable to inclusive education settings. They complement assistive 

technologies such as Braille devices, tactile sign systems, and auditory aids. Multi-sensory classrooms, 

which combine touch, sound, and movement, allow educators to implement his strategies effectively while 

promoting active participation and engagement (McInnes, 1999). 
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Family-centered interventions also benefit from these approaches. Parents and caregivers trained in co-

active movement, emotional resonance, and tactile communication can reinforce learning at home, creating 

continuity between school and family environments (Nelson & van Dijk, 2001). 

By applying Van Dijk’s theoretical principles in practical contexts, educators can create meaningful, 

individualized, and inclusive learning experiences. His methods emphasize the child’s agency, emotional 

well-being, and sensory engagement, demonstrating that effective education for children with complex 

sensory impairments requires a holistic, child-centered approach. 

 

Contemporary Relevance and Future Directions 

Dr. Jan van Dijk’s approaches to the education of children with deaf-blindness and multiple disabilities 

continue to hold significant relevance in modern special and inclusive education. While developed several 

decades ago, his principles of child-guided assessment, co-active movement, emotional resonance, and 

tactile communication provide a framework that aligns closely with contemporary pedagogical and 

therapeutic practices. 

 

1. Alignment with Modern Inclusive Education 
Inclusive education emphasizes accessibility, individualized instruction, and active participation for all 

learners, including those with complex sensory impairments (UNESCO, 2020). Van Dijk’s approaches 

naturally complement this philosophy by centering the child’s sensory experiences and emotional needs. For 

instance, child-guided assessment informs the design of personalized learning plans, ensuring that 

instructional strategies reflect each learner’s abilities and interests (Nelson et al., 2002). Co-active 

movement and tactile communication foster participation in classroom activities, enabling children who 

might otherwise be marginalized to engage fully with peers and educators (Janssen et al., 2003). 

 

2. Integration with Assistive Technologies 
Modern assistive technologies, including Braille devices, tactile communication systems, adaptive learning 

tools, and auditory aids, provide new avenues to implement Van Dijk’s strategies. Multi-sensory classrooms 

integrate these technologies with co-active movement, rhythmic interaction, and tactile feedback, creating 

enriched learning environments that address both cognitive and emotional needs (Bruce & Vargas, 2013). 

This combination demonstrates how his approaches can evolve alongside technological advancements 

without losing their core child-centered philosophy. 

 

3. Family-Centered and Community-Based Approaches 

Van Dijk’s methods also inform family-centered interventions, encouraging caregivers to use co-active and 

tactile strategies at home. Engaging parents in the learning process enhances continuity between home and 

school, supports social-emotional development, and reinforces skill acquisition (McInnes, 1999). 

Community-based programs can adopt his approaches to train educators and caregivers, fostering inclusive 

communities that value participation and communication for children with sensory impairments. 

 

4. Future Directions for Research and Practice  
Future research can expand on Van Dijk’s legacy by: 

 Investigating the long-term outcomes of child-guided assessment and co-active movement in diverse 

educational settings. 
 Exploring the integration of assistive technologies with tactile and rhythm-based teaching strategies. 
 Developing evidence-based protocols that measure cognitive, emotional, and social gains in children 

following Van Dijk’s methods. 
Such studies will not only validate his approaches but also adapt them to contemporary needs, ensuring that 

children with sensory impairments continue to receive holistic, inclusive, and effective education. 

Van Dijk’s theoretical and practical contributions remain highly relevant today. His emphasis on child-

centered learning, emotional attunement, and sensory engagement provides a foundation for inclusive 

education that addresses both the developmental and emotional needs of children with deaf-blindness. As 

special education continues to evolve, his approaches offer enduring strategies that bridge tradition and 

innovation. 
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Conclusion 

 

Dr. Jan van Dijk’s contributions to the education of children with deaf-blindness and multiple disabilities 

provide a holistic and enduring framework for both theory and practice. By emphasizing child-guided 

assessment, co-active movement, emotional resonance, and tactile communication, Van Dijk placed the 

child’s sensory experiences, emotional needs, and agency at the center of learning. His approaches not only 

address cognitive and social development but also foster emotional security and engagement, which are 

critical for meaningful participation in educational settings. 

The practical applications of Van Dijk’s methods—ranging from classroom instruction to family-centered 

interventions and inclusive multi-sensory environments—demonstrate their adaptability to contemporary 

education. Integration with modern assistive technologies further enhances their relevance, making it 

possible to create accessible and individualized learning experiences for children with complex sensory 

impairments. 

Future research and practice can build upon Van Dijk’s legacy by developing evidence-based protocols, 

exploring long-term outcomes, and refining strategies that combine tactile, rhythmic, and emotional 

approaches with technological advancements. In essence, Van Dijk’s work exemplifies a bridge between 

theory and practice, offering a model of inclusive education that is child-centered, empathetic, and 

developmentally attuned. 

By adopting and adapting his approaches, educators, therapists, and caregivers can ensure that children with 

deaf-blindness and multiple disabilities are not only included in learning environments but are also 

empowered to thrive, communicate, and develop holistically. 
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