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EQUALS Pre-Formal (PMLD) Curriculum  
 
 

Forward 
The aim of this document is to evaluate and to update the current curricular provision for learners with profound and multiple learning 
difficulties of any and all ages in order to provide a coherent and consistent approach to their education. In so doing, we acknowledge 
our very deep debt to the many educational establishments who have previously written a curriculum specifically for those with PMLD 
but particularly Victoria School in Birmingham and The Bridge School in Islington, London. 

After considerable research and numerous discussions, we have tried to make sense of what there is on offer currently and have arrived 
at what we believe is an innovative and exciting perspective. We recognise that this is not the finished article but a work that must be 
constantly in progress. This is a curriculum that, in accordance with our shared educational values, has at its core the work of numerous 
writers and academics from Lev Vygotsky on scaffolding to Dave Hewett and Melanie Nind on social interaction, from Jerome Bruner’s 
principles of enabling to Penny Lacey’s principles of SCRUFFY targets, from Jean Ware on creating a responsive environment to Jo Grace 
on sensory being and living in the moment. The document below is extensively referenced because we believe that any work covering an 
area as complex and intellectually challenging as PMLD curriculum development must have academic rigour if it is to stand up to 
scrutiny. 

This is probably not a curriculum like other curriculums and it is not laid out like other curriculums, not even Equals' Semi-Formal 
Curriculum designed for those with SLD and MLD. It will not tell you what to teach now and what to teach next. It will not give you a 
body of knowledge that it is essential for learners to know because there is no such thing. It is the learners who will decide the direction 
learning will take; teachers (and TAs) can only help to build routines, facilitate change, offer alternatives, observe and guide. This then is 
a curriculum of ideas; which ones you use are up to you, but their success will depend upon the pupils and students you teach.  
 
This document's use of language.  

1. The term 'teachers' is used throughout this document, but any reference to teachers also applies to Teaching Assistants (TAs) 
who are in effect, teachers in all but name in any school working with PMLD learners, 

2. The term 'learners' is used and though we could have used CYPA (children, young people and adults) as this is a curriculum that 
ranges from 2 to 92, we recognise that it is a little bit clunky! 

3. The document sometimes refers to learners as he, she and occasionally they.   
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1.0 Introduction and Basic Principles 
This curriculum document recognises that children, young people and adults with Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD) 
have unique abilities and ways of learning. In the words of Routes for Learning (Welsh Assembly Government, 2006) 

Our learners (with PMLD) are entitled to access a curriculum and assessment framework which is fit for purpose and meets their 
specific needs - there is little benefit or increase in entitlement if they are included in structures which fail to do this. (p.46 
our emphasis).  

We take this to mean that for those who will remain within developmentally early intellectual parameters for the whole of their lives, 
curriculum development must be specifically related to the difficulties faced. Any model based on linear developmental progression will 
come nowhere near to explaining or doing justice to the real progress and development which we know that those with PMLD can make, 
irrespective of their age.  

 

1.1 Defining PMLD.  
Learners with profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD) are on a spectrum that indicates that they have profoundly complex learning 
needs. In addition to profound learning difficulties, learners are likely, though not in all cases to have other significant difficulties such as 
physical disabilities, sensory impairments and/or severe medical conditions. Learners require a high level of adult support, both for their 
learning needs and also for their personal care. They are likely to benefit from engagement across all senses and will need a curriculum which 
recognises that all learners will to a greater or lesser degree, have difficulties with object permanence, contingency awareness, declarative 
communications, making choices, learning by imitation and following instruction. Learners generally communicate by facial expression, body 
language and other non-verbal methods. They will be working academically, consistently, and over time, within P-scale range P1-P3, perhaps 
reaching some elements of P4, throughout their whole school careers to the age of 19 and beyond. (Imray and Colley, 2017, p45) 

 

1.2 Engagement. Barry Carpenter and colleagues are persuasive in their insistence that the burning question for teachers in the 21st 
Century is how to engage learners, and this process of engagement must be at the heart of any curriculum development (Carpenter et al, 
2015). For those with a profound learning difficulty, learning is best done when the learner is placed at the centre of the curriculum and 
where every moment and situation is regarded as a learning opportunity (Welsh Assembly Government, 2006). It may be argued for 
example, that necessities like toileting and positional changes directly impinge upon schools’ ability to educate, since doing them 
efficiently, safely and with care and consideration, takes up so much of the working day. These are however, precisely the areas of 
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learning which challenge us to use learning time effectively and this document attempts to do so (see for example under Routines below 
on page 39). 

This curriculum document gives ideas, not instructions. It is up to the individual learners’ educators to decide what is or is not 
appropriate and write this into their schemes of work. The learner must be at the centre of the educational process. It is not the 
responsibility of the learner to change to meet the demands of the curriculum; it is the responsibility of those writing and 
delivering the curriculum to ensure that it is flexible enough and adaptable enough to meet the particular and individual needs 
of each learner. 

 

1.3 Breadth and Balance. Whilst we accept the desirability of providing a broad and balanced curriculum, it must be wholly 
appropriate to the needs of each learner. Ongoing assessment may point to a need for concentration and intensity in one or two 
particular areas for some learners for a part, and sometimes a considerable part of their time in education. A learner might, for example, 
like people and enjoy spending time with them, but have not yet learned how to take the initiative in engaging with another person.  
When left to her own devices, the learner might have a tendency towards stimulatory, repetitive self-injurious behaviour such as biting 
her own hand, and staff might therefore consider it essential for the learner's well-being to teach her to positively and clearly indicate 
that she wants to spend some time with another person(s). In this instance, we argue, it is absolutely essential that we narrow the 
curriculum offered to this particular learner in order to give her the maximum amount of time for learning, recognising that someone 
with PMLD may need hundreds and perhaps even thousands of opportunities to learn what for others might be a simple skill. 

Generally speaking, for (learners) with the most complex needs such as those with PMLD and some with SLD, we do not believe in 
a broad and balanced curriculum. Our view is that (educational establishments) do not have time to offer all (learners) an 
experiential curriculum – for the most complex (learners) let’s focus on the things that matter. This is why we advocate a very 
different personalised curriculum for some learners, which might be broad and balanced when we can make it so, but above all, is 
relevant. (Imray and Hinchcliffe, 2014, p46) 

Education should not and must not be tokenistic just for the sake of ticking a box. For those with PMLD, time in education is 
limited and precious, and we are duty bound not to waste it.  

Having said this, we recognise those at the edges of PMLD, certainly learners working consistently and over time in the P3 levels, may 
benefit from some stretching into some of the elements of a Semi-Formal Curriculum. Such a policy will naturally fit in with the points 
made on inclusion in 1.6 Being an Active Citizen (page 7).  
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Fig 1. The relationship between models in a three-tiered curriculum approach 
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1.4 Classroom Organisation. An essential part of engagement is to recognise that the complexity of their learning difficulties will 
mean that learners with PMLD cannot, and do not, learn effectively when taught in a compartmentalised and piecemeal manner (Ware, 
2003; Welsh Assembly Government, 2006; Lacey, 2010; Imray and Hinchcliffe, 2014). In practice this means that we have to aim for as 
much consistency and continuity as possible, not just in what we teach, but how we teach and who is doing the teaching. With this in 
mind, we strongly recommend that the school organises its days around specific Class Groups taught by the same core staff of Teacher 
and TAs, and seeks to hold these Class Groups together over time.  

New staff (when needed) can then be supported by the core staff to ensure that strong relationships, trust and consistency continue to 
be central.  Also key here is a recognition that deep and meaningful knowledge of each individual learner, which can only be gained over 
time, is an essential part of the long term teaching and learning experience. Finally, though it is rare, we are aware of the possibility of 
‘locked-in syndrome’ where the physical difficulties experienced by the learner are so extreme and so severe that cognitive awareness 
and potential can be masked. Until such time as technology can wave its magic wand and a foolproof test is devised, we recognise that 
cognitive potential will only be uncovered by knowledge of the learner, and to repeat the central point, this will only be realised by time.  

It might be useful to pin up a simple sign outside the classroom door such as  
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You are more than welcome to come in to join us or watch what is 
going on in this class at any time 

BUT  
unless there is a fire or a terrorist attack 

DO NOT INTERUPT THE SESSION. 
WE ARE WORKING!!! 
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It is SO EASY to destroy the interactive flow of a PMLD session because learners’ concentration levels are mostly fragile at best, and 
there is nothing wrong with making this clear to potential saboteurs, however senior in rank! You may also want to change the wording 
and/or move the sign around to different places, because people stop seeing what is always there.  

 

1.5 Transitions will always be key part of all learners’ lives at any educational establishment and they are always bound to be 
challenging whoever you are. For someone with PMLD however, when so much emphasis has to be placed on staffs’ deep and intimate 
knowledge of the learner, transitions can be fraught and anxiety inducing times.  

There are of course major transitions such as to a new school, a post 19 college, a community care setting, a residential setting, a 
hospital stay, and in these situations it will be essential to pass on the learner’s Personal Communication Passport and timetable. We 
also however, need to look to less obvious transitions, such as to a new class or a new class team or a new therapist and the even more 
mundane transitions to different teams of staff at break times, lunch times, home times etc. when at least the learner’s Passport will be 
handed over. 

It must be the direct responsibility of the class team to ensure that all staff are as fully aware as they can be of the learners who will be in 
their charge. This means that information, both long term, as in the passport below and short term, as in Juanita has been very tired, 
unwell, full of beans, very chatty today.  

At the very least class teams must ensure that written information is passed on, and that it is current, relevant, short and to the point.  

Personal Communication Passports (or just ‘Passports’) have been around a while, but are perhaps still underused, at least according 
to Goldbart and Caton (2010). They are a simple, practical and person-centred way of supporting learners who cannot easily 
communicate, by helping them to have some control and to share important information. It is really important that these documents 
are ‘easy read’ – don’t’ use technical language or education speak, don’t make them long-winded, keep them reasonably short, that is 
two pages at the very most, which means that you will have to think about what is the most important information to hand over.  

Passports aim to: 
■ Be simple, honest, direct and attractive. 
■ Present the person positively as an individual (not as a set of disabilities). 
■ Provide a place where the person can have a voice and record their views and preferences. 
■ Reflect the person’s character, personality and sense of humour. 



EQUALS Pre-Formal (PMLD) Curriculum        @ EQUALS 2019 
 

 9 

■ Describe the person’s most effective method(s) of communication and how others can best communicate with and support the 
person’s communication efforts. 
■ Draw together key information from past and present, and from different contexts, to help staff and conversation partners understand 
the person and have successful interactions. 
■ Place equal value on the views of all who know the person well, as well as the views of specialist professionals. 

 

1.6 Being an active citizen is one of the central aims of this curriculum model, but this does not just refer to the wider society, 
though this is of course very important. We must also ensure that learners with PMLD are active citizens within the school community 
and actively (rather than passively) mix with their peers as much as they are able. With this in mind, part of every week is given over to 
inclusive teaching and learning classes and inclusive opportunities will be constantly sought. The classic opportunities to have 
meaningful interaction with peers will however probably remain within the areas of Creativity, especially My Art and My Music if you are 
following the Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum, as well activities such as Call and Response and social occasions such as breakfast clubs 
and lunchtimes, but there is no reason why some of your more able learners or indeed mainstream school pupils and students, should 
not be taught such skills as Intensive Interaction and Massage. We must of course, remember that our learners have the right to say that 
they do not want to be involved in any or all of these activities – having the right to be included does not mean to say that this right has 
to be exercised. We will listen to this right to say ‘no’ as we would listen to any other negating communication (see 2.2 Communication 
on page 17). 

 

1.7 Process Based Learning (Collis and Lacey, 1996; Hewett and Nind, 1998; Nind and Hewett, 2001; Hewett, 2006; Imray and 
Colley, 2017) is a holistic approach which can be defined as the process of the teaching becoming the objective. The teaching emphasis 
rests on maximising the quality of that process.  

Learning is taken as a whole rather than through teaching to specific individualised targets. Intensive Interaction (Nind and Hewett, 
2001) is perhaps the best example of Process Based teaching and learning where ‘tasklessness’ is at the centre of the interactive process. 
Interactors are urged to follow, celebrate and extend; ‘tune in’ to the learner and look for communication moments; creating the 
communicative flow being the objective of the session. Although the teacher may prompt and try different strategies to encourage a 
communicative interaction, and the most skilful and experienced teachers will have many strategies for achieving this, it is not up the 
teacher to decide specific targets; the learner decides where the interactive process will go. The pace and direction of learning, and 
therefore the pace and direction of teaching will be decided by the learner. 



EQUALS Pre-Formal (PMLD) Curriculum        @ EQUALS 2019 
 

 10 

The assumption of Process Based Learning provides a platform for varied and disparate learning to take place, and individual 
progression may only be recognised in retrospect, at the end of each session, week, half-term, term and/or year. This retrospective 
target setting is legitimated by the tendency of objectives based teaching to narrow the learning opportunities offered to those with a 
PMLD whose learning cannot be guaranteed to be either linear or conventional (Ware, 2003; Hewett, 2006, Lacey, 2009, Carpenter, 
2011; Rochford Review, 2016; Imray and Colley, 2017).  

As already noted, Routes for Learning (Welsh Assembly Government, 2006) advocates that learning for those with a PMLD is best 
done holistically, that is, as a complete and self-contained exercise, rather than as a series of separate skills chained together. 
This is because a child, young person or adult with PMLD has much more chance of understanding and connecting the process, 
sequence, and materials needed to wipe a runny nose if the learning takes place when she has a runny nose. The child, young person or 
adult with PMLD has much more chance of understanding and connecting the process and sequence of a story when a story is actually 
being enacted, and the learner is an essential part of that enactment (Park, 2010; Grove, 2014; Grace, 2017). All sorts of learning may 
take place here – sequencing, memory of events, anticipation, tracking, object permanence, emotional experience and understanding, 
contingency responding, contingency awareness, peer and adult interaction, sensory exploration, sensory tolerance etc. – but limiting 
the recording of progress to previously defined SMART targets is likely to produce at best, limited opportunities to expand learning. At 
worst, as noted by the Rochford Review (2016), target driven teaching will lead teachers to teach to the next level as defined by various 
assessment documents, whether the objective is appropriate for the individual or not, and whether the target is of interest to the 
individual or not. 

 

1.8 Staff/Learner Relationships. Mindful of the extreme and very real dangers of learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975; Imray 
and Hinchcliffe, 2014) this curriculum rejects any didactic, staff led model of education which sees members of staff, whether they be 
teachers or TAs as being in control of learning or mere imparters of knowledge. We therefore consider that the adoption of a Capabilities 
Approach (Nussbaum, 2011) to be an essential first step.  

For Nussbaum the Capabilities Approach can be defined as  

an approach to comparative quality-of-life assessments and to theorizing about basic social justice. It holds that the key questions 
to ask, when comparing societies and assessing them for their basic decency or justice, is “What is each person able to do and to 
be?” In other words the approach takes each person as an end, asking not just about the total or average well-being but about 
the opportunities available to each person. It is focused on choice or freedom, holding that the crucial good societies should be 
promoting for their people is a set of opportunities, or substantial freedoms, which people then may or may not exercise in action: 
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the choice is theirs. It thus commits itself to respect for people’s powers of self-definition.’ (Nussbaum, 2011, p18, original 
emphasis). 

In short, the Capabilities Approach holds that we must direct all our efforts into maximising each learner’s opportunities to do the best 
that they can possibly do and to be the best that they can possibly be, irrespective of their abilities or disabilities. Learners may choose 
not to exercise such opportunities, but they must be provided with them in the first place.  

In practice, this leads us to putting the learner at the centre of the curriculum and listening to each learner’s behaviours and what this 
can tell us about their interests, motivations and potential for engagement.  

In practice, how we are (as people who are essential facilitators in learning) directly affects how our learners are and how well they 
learn. Crombie et al (2014) conducted an analysis of a serially Ofsted rated ‘outstanding’ school in Lancashire, England and their staffs’ 
interactions with their learners with PMLD. They believed that much of the value within the work of the school went unidentified by 
their existing approaches to planning, monitoring and evaluation, and sought to find the essential, but very often unnoticed and 
unconscious, professional practices rooted in a process based way of teaching; that is teaching by doing rather teaching by instruction. 
What they found was that nearly all members of staff consistently displayed: 

• general calmness; 
• sensitivity in relation to vulnerabilities and nurturing needs; 
• strong emphasis on routines, with regular provision of information about what would be next, especially when that veered 

from routine; 
• careful modulation of the degree of direction given, responding to the child’s need for balance between clarity and choice; 
• anticipation of specific needs, in respect of health, safety and comfort; 
• creating and responding to opportunities for fun, pleasure and enjoyment; 
• affirmation and associated engendering of children’s sense of their own achievements; 
• sharing in the experiences of children and young people; 
• openness to opportunities, and having the courage to allow activities to develop without necessarily knowing how they will 

unfold; 
• total engagement with children and young people in their activities; 
• sensitivity to the preferences of children and young people. (Crombie et al, 2014, p13, original emphasis) 

It should be noted that such an approach demands time, both in each individual session to allow for individual processing time and 
in the way timetable is organised as well as the bravery to allow it. When waiting for something to happen, it can sometimes 
appear that nothing is happening, when in fact, everything is happening! 
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We believe that the learner is central to his/her education. We believe that in addition to the learners’ education the learners’ 
health, happiness and wellbeing have equal importance and should be reflected through all activities, events and situations 
throughout the day. 

Our curriculum is based on the understanding of what the individual learner needs. Comfort, security, stimulation and motivation have 
to be accounted for in any situation. Having a good relationship with staff members is paramount to the learners’ learning experience. 
Through intensive interaction learners can learn to trust the adults and the adults can learn about the learners’ abilities and preferred 
communication approaches, their feelings, their likes and dislikes. Once a relationship is established we can understand what the 
learners’ interests are. If they have not yet built up a repertoire of interests we can then find objects and activities of interest through the 
safe and secure ‘friendship’ that has developed through the intensive interaction sessions (see also Individualised Sensory Environment 
on page 18). When these have been established, they can be used to motivate the learners to communicate, express themselves and 
develop independence. 

A learner with PMLD will spend a large proportion of the day maintaining and consolidating what s/he has already learnt so as not to 
lose skills and understanding. The objectives, targets, sessions and evaluations will reflect this repetition. New concepts and 
understandings will be taught, when appropriate, in the framework of a familiar and structured session or activity.  

Our starting point is not the core areas or specific objectives but the social interaction of the learners within the activities. 
Everything is happening at once, and the chances for learners to learn are multiple, provided that the basic elements are always present; 
the right communication approach, the repetition of routines, the motivation, the comfort, an appropriate physical environment, enough 
time etc. Ensuring these essential basic elements allows learners to take control of their learning, encourages communication, social 
relationships and real choice. We cannot stress enough that if we allow ourselves to be constrained by specific objectives or 
timetables, the natural pattern of interaction will become didactic (staff led) and disempowering for the learners.  

 

1.9 Making the Connections Necessary for Learning. We know that ‘to a greater or lesser degree (those with PMLD) will have 
difficulties with object permanence, contingency awareness, declarative communications making choices1 learning by imitation and 
following instruction (Imray and Colley, 2017). This means that learning without support will be incredibly difficult, if not impossible, 
and cognition (understanding) is likely to be initially gained by sharing, by joining in with others (Vygotsky, 1978). This however MUST 

                                                 
1 It is not that those with PMLD cannot make choices, it is that the act of making a choice demands a considerable unstated understanding. On a simple level making a choice 
between two proffered options assumes that the learner is happy with one – what if she doesn’t want either? The option then is to broaden the choice to say 3 or 4 or 5 and 
then we run into scanning and processing difficulties and still have the dilemma of the learner not wanting any of the 5. To make a real choice freely, the learner has to 
understand a multiplicity of stated and unstated options and this is cognitively, extremely difficult for someone with PMLD.  
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be done WITH the learner rather than TO the learner, with the learner’s interests and the learner’s motivation, at the centre, 
otherwise it would be all too easy for staff make the learner powerless, voiceless, not in control of their own lives. Those with PMLD may 
be working at the earliest developmental levels but developing their voice, their sense of agency, their sense of control, must be at the 
centre of the curriculum model. We can teach a learner the skill of holding a spoon, but if this doesn’t immediately lead to eating, 
because the learner is not in control, does not have agency, what would be the point? We can teach a learner to press a switch, but if this 
doesn’t immediately lead to something the learner is really motivated by (a person to talk to, an instrument to play) then what would be 
the point? Connections need to happen in real time, with real things, otherwise we are working in abstracts. 

The teacher (whether s/he be a Teacher, TA or therapist) is responsible for setting up a social situation where the learner(s) and the 
member(s) of staff work together on a task. The teacher decides what to do based on what the learner can already do and is interested 
in doing. The teacher’s role is to provide routines that are predictable and certain, to enable the learners to be secure, where they can 
predict what will happen next. But this is not enough, because crucially the teacher’s role is also to introduce the option of variation, so 
that learners are encouraged to make decisions, encouraged to experience variations controlled by themselves which will then lead to 
connections. 

Our aim is to put the learners in control by giving them an environment that they can understand and that they are allowed to 
keep changing in order to encourage development. Once the learners know how a simple routine works, they can introduce 
variations, and once they are doing that, they are in control. The learner is now the one developing the routine so that it becomes more 
complicated. We are essentially trying to create the conditions in which our learners can explore and create through the activity of play, 
where the play is ‘freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated’ (Dorey, 2015).   

This is likely to be quite a difficult and challenging concept for both teachers and TAs, but is central to the effectiveness of the 
curriculum. Staff must firstly establish routines in which learners can work safely, securely and repeatedly, but once established 
learners need to be offered the opportunity to change the routine so that new learning can take place. For example, a Sensory Cooking 
session might see the regular and routine making of a cake. This would involve the routine of: 

1. Gathering all the learners around in a circle either seated or standing at a work station or wheelchair tray. 
2. Playing the regular Cookery musical introduction for 30 seconds or so – perhaps The Cooking Song by Bringit Everyday (available 

on YouTube). 
3. Passing round an object cue - a wooden spoon? - so that one learner has the opportunity to pass it to the next. If there are more 

than 5 learners in the session, you might make up two groups for this purpose otherwise some learners might be waiting for too 
long 

4. Being assisted to put on aprons, wash hands in warm soapy water and dry hands in a soft fluffy towel. 
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5. Being introduced to the ingredients, and as this is for a cake, and most of them are of a very light colour, making sure you use a 
dark bowl so that they visually stand out better.  

6. Ensuring that each learner has their own bowl/mixing area – this is not a sharing scenario. 
7. The ingredients should be introduced one by one, adding in whatever order you deem appropriate - flour, granulated sugar, a 

chunk of butter, an egg, some milk poured from a height. This should be a slow process allowing each learner to explore the 
individual ingredients before mixing and of course it is not necessary that the relative amounts are strictly adhered to because 
the important thing is that each learner has the opportunity and time to touch, taste, smell, play with, mix and feel the changes in 
texture. Some learners may like some things more than others and therefore there is an opportunity to double or treble the 
amount of for example butter or egg or sugar, if learners show particular interest in this or these items. 

8. The learners might well take their ‘finished’ mixture to a warm oven in order to place the mixture in and feel the heat of the oven 
as the door is opened, though this may be an optional extra, because the important thing is the sensory exploration, not the 
finished cake which can after all, be bought or indeed not produced at all. 

Such a routine could quite easily be repeated every week for 20 weeks or more in order to allow it to be firmly established, but perhaps 
we could then provide opportunities to extend the routine by offering variations. All sorts of things could be offered for the learner to 
take or touch or taste or smell or add to the bowl should the learner choose. This is only limited by your own imagination and should not 
be confined to the concept of a cake – but if you’re staying within the cake remit perhaps jam or cream or icing or chocolate in various 
forms – melted, buttons etc and types – white, milk, dark etc and if you’re going outside of the cake form any foodstuffs that you like. You 
may even step outside the idea of edible and go for a lego cake or a toy soldier cake or a grass cake.  

Essential here is however the notion that the new ingredient is offered, not forced. The learner is free to choose it should they wish and 
equally free to reject it should they wish. The learner MUST remain in control of the extension. There really is no limit as to what might 
be mixed with what. This is after all, learning through play.  

Play, the ability to play, having the opportunity to play, enjoying play for its own sake, is not age related and is not confined to 
small children. It is how we all learn.  

To do this we have to listen to the learners’ requests and choices. Allowing learners to control the way play develops gives voice to their 
autonomy. When they state a preference and they get it, they are empowered. They decided, they tried to affect the world and were 
successful. Spontaneity comes out of learners knowing the structure of the routine and being empowered to make variation and thereby 
connections to new areas of understanding. 

We have to create learning opportunities. The best way to do that is to embed broad enough demands in easy enough language 
or ways of communicating and easy enough routines to engage the learners. Those are the principles, they don’t change, but how 
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we translate them into practice will vary according to the learners. Any technique that does not give them a structure, any technique 
that does not allow them freedom, any technique that does not create certain cognitive demands, any technique that creates too great 
cognitive demands, will not work and will in the end, be useless. We must aim to set up situations that are secure AND challenging 
and which thereby enable new connections to be made. 

Learners are a priority. We must be sensitive to their likes and dislikes, preferences and needs. One learner may have a visual 
impairment (VI) and will expect support through different channels such as touch and sound. Another learner may be tactile defensive 
and have a hearing impairment (HI) needing support through visual and/or olfactory channels. We should take time to get to know the 
learners and sensitively plan appropriate support.  

All learners should be treated as intentional communicators. All attempts at communication (vocalising, eye contact, gestures, 
shiver, cough, laugh….) should be responded to immediately in order to strengthen their understanding of cause and effects. The 
fundamental principles of Intensive Interaction (Hewett and Nind, 1998; Nind and Hewett , 2001; Nind and Hewett 2006) should be 
used throughout the day with all learners as a matter of course and as a ‘way of being’. Be anticipatory; be positive – projecting a feeling 
of happiness; be calm; be aware of the learner’s moods and feelings; use pauses; follow the learner’s lead; give control to the learner 
wherever you can – you can always do this more than you think! – give eye contact; smile; vocalise along with the learner or in turn-
taking, mirror bodily movements. 

We should keep learners informed about what is happening in their day and daily routines as they are happening. Learners are not just 
passive but should be encouraged to participate in and know as much about their own routines as you do.  

 

1.10 Repetition and Variation. Whilst there is always room for creativity, we need to keep in mind that for someone with PMLD 
the most important element to their education is repetition. A PMLD learner will probably have to repeat something hundreds or even 
thousands of times before it is remembered and we, therefore, have to be mindful to not give the learner too much variation.  

If following a rolling cycle of ‘learning opportunities’ or when thinking about age appropriate sessions, we might want to offer the 
learners opportunities for variation. We have to be sure however that this ‘breadth’ doesn’t become tokenistic and meaningless to the 
learner. If a particular learner gains a lot of enjoyment from a familiar story, nursery rhyme or activity and can anticipate, participate, 
communicate preferences and make requests during the session, we would be foolish to put an end to it just because he/she has been 
exposed to it for too many years or because we feel that it is not age appropriate. 
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1.11 Language is an enormously powerful tool that can be used for good or ill. At its worst, when it is used thoughtlessly, language 
can dominate and exclude those who do not have it or do not have access to it. It then stops becoming a communicative tool and 
becomes instead, a significant barrier to learning. We must use language carefully; we must use language that is appropriate to the 
situation and the learner; we must use language repetitively so that learners have many opportunities to understand meanings in real 
and concrete ways.  We might do this in a number of ways:  

• Reminding each other not to talk unless it’s in relation to the lesson – social chit chat between staff and learners is great but it 
needs to be kept to social times. 

• Using words in the same way that we would use signs and symbols with the more linguistically able – that is, selectively. Use only 
the key words in a sentence so that ‘We’re going to do some painting now and I want everyone to sit round the table and 
concentrate on the sensory feel of the paint, the primary colours and the effect they have on each other when mixed’ becomes 
“Now we’re going to paint …. wet …… dry ….. red ….. yellow ….. orange.’ 

• Setting the scene and contextualising what is about to happen.  
• Using call and response as a language teaching tool in drama, poetry, storytelling and literature. Use onomatopoeic words such as 

cuckoo, buzz, sizzle, and use language affectively as an actor would, so that for example ‘a deep dark forest’ is whispered as something 
that is mysterious and potentially fearful. ‘Language in this way is used in the mode of Keith Park’s Call and Response (Park, 2010) 
who talks of ‘the music of words’ so that ‘apprehension precedes comprehension’ and that we need to ‘see it feelingly’ and ‘read 
with the ear’. We need to engage directly with the ‘affect’ (emotion) of the words, which can be directly translated through the 
affect of the teacher’s voice and manner.  

• On more mundane levels, but just as important, we should not talk about the learners as though they are not there. We should 
instead aim to create discussions that actively involve the learners. 

• Not chattering around the learners; though there are times when a good gossip is in order – at social times like mealtimes and 
coffee breaks for example, so then is a good time to include the learners. Humans have sympathetic nervous systems and many 
can pick up on the emotions and feelings of those around them. The learners may well feel the staff members’ excitement and feel 
part of a group.  

And when thinking of all of the above 
make absolutely sure that we all  

HAVE LOTS OF FUN! 
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2.0 Flow Chart for A Person-Centred and Holistic Curriculum 
for Learners with Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties 
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2.1 Learning Opportunities. The suggested seven core strands of Communication and Social Relationships, Sensory, Physical, 
Creative, Self-Determination and Independence, Cognition and Challenge, and Well-Being will be taught through various Learning 
Opportunities (LOs) which are exampled below. That is, the curriculum is designed to be holistic, so that all the parts of the curriculum 
are intimately interconnected and explicable only by reference to the whole. Everything we teach works through everything else and it 
is not possible to think of the core strands as being separate from each other. There should not be a time when we are teaching just 
Communication or just Social Relationships or just Well-Being or just Physical because we should always be thinking about all 
the strands working together in both our teaching and our planning.   

Every moment of every day is a learning opportunity and there should be no time when learning is not taking place. This does not and 
indeed must not mean that we have to fill every moment with activity (tea and toast time is essential in any working environment) but 
we must, as professionals, be aware of how and what our learners may be learning at all times.  

There is not a definitive list of Learning Opportunities, and apart from Intensive Interaction within Communication, which is essential, 
teachers are free to choose which Learning Opportunities they want to offer and how they want to offer them. We repeat, the curriculum 
is designed to be holistic, so whatever we teach will automatically hold elements of the all of the core strands within it. We recognise 
that our teachers are highly skilled specialist professionals who are able to make judgements at this level, and who are willing to be held 
accountable for the effectiveness of their teaching and the judgements they make. We wish to encourage innovation from all our staff, 
both teachers and TAs, and believe that too much prescription will not aid this process.  

Example weekly timetables noting a suitable balance of LOs are given below (see page 40). 

This school recognises that it employs a well-trained, very experienced and highly skilled team of Teachers and TAs. In practice much of 
the teaching (especially one to one teaching) will be carried out by our TAs and all references to teachers encompasses, for this section 
at least, all those who teach learners, that is both Teachers and Teaching Assistants. 

Intensive Interaction is the only essential Learning Opportunity, and will be supported by some or all of the other Learning 
Opportunities detailed below. Whilst it is recognised that the ideal is that the curriculum on offer to each learner is broad and balanced 
and covers all of the Core Strands, in practice it may be more important to concentrate on a narrower curriculum offer for some 
learners, because that is what they need the most within a certain time period. This should be a multi-disciplinary decision and 
reviewed regularly. 

The purpose of this section is to give a brief outline of each of the suggested LOs which teachers may timetable as regular weekly events. 
As previously stated this is not prescriptive and we are not directing teachers to teach all of the LOs suggested, though there is an 
expectation that most of them will be covered.   
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All of these Learning Opportunities assume that both teaching and learning will be Process Based in nature – see 1.7 on page 7. 

 
2.2 Communication is more than being able to speak or being able to put words together in the proper order. It is the ability to let 
someone know that you want or don’t want something, to tell someone about an event, to describe an action or even to acknowledge 
another person’s presence. This can be done either verbally or non-verbally. It can be accomplished through gestures, eye movement, 
vocalisations, sensory cues, objects of reference, signs, symbols or words. Effective communication 'is about two or more people working 
together and coordinating their actions in an ongoing response to each other and the context ' (Bunning, 2009, p48). If we treat learners 
with PMLD as communicators they are more likely to be communicative (Ware, 2003). This means that we have to work as hard 
as the person with PMLD on every single communication we have. 

Despite this, it has long been established that communication is essentially, a fairly simple affair, since one only needs three things 
(Money and Thurman, 1994)  

1. A means (a method) of communicating 
2. A reason (a motive) to communicate 
3. Someone (a communicative partner or partners) to communicate to. 

In other words  

Motivation, means and mate 

It’s all you need to communicate 

 

MOTIVATION. What is that interests, moves, excites, engages your individual learners? Having the desire to communicate with another 
person is not always obvious in some learners and the challenge is for staff to find out what motivates learners to want to communicate. 
The LOs are a great way of finding this out if you don't know already and if you think you do know already, remember that motivations 
can often change over time, so try everything at least 10 times before you discard it as not motivational.  

Particularly important here is who interests, moves, excites, engages your individual learners? What is it that they do that others might 
borrow to improve social intereaction? Can you set up a means of communication that allows the learner to engage with their favourite 
person (or people) whenever they want to? If learners are motivated by people this is a fantastic way to establish cause and effect 
(contingency responding and contingency awareness) though of course it will have consequences for your class and your 
teaching because the member of staff MUST respond immediately to the call whenever the call is made. Once cause and effect is 
established you may then pull back on the immediate satisfaction of the demand, but do this carefully and in a controlled way, perhaps 



EQUALS Pre-Formal (PMLD) Curriculum        @ EQUALS 2019 
 

 20 

by briefly explaining that the person called is busy and that the learner must wait. You can then gradually extend the time the learner 
has to wait, but do this occasionally rather than frequently, because you don't want the learner to give up. 

The Engagement Scales (Carpenter et al, 2015) is an excellent way of finding out what engagement actually looks like for your learners 
as engagement and non-engagement may be quite difficult to determine with some learners and the changes in demeanour quite subtle.   

Individualised Sensory Environment (ISE). In a similar fashion ISE (Bunning, 1996 and 1998) reflects on the truism that 'We don't 
know what we don't know', and equally, our learners don't know what they don't know. Although this was initially developed for use 
with adults with profound and multiple learning disabilities the principles equally apply whatever the age. The aim was to reduce the 
level of non-purposeful engagement, characterised by stereotypical actions, self-injury and neutral behaviour and to increase the levels 
of purposeful interaction with people and objects. Bunning’s (1998) study showed that the clients (adults with PMLD) emitted high 
levels of non-purposeful behaviour at baseline, but an increase in purposeful interactions after ISE intervention, though it was noted 
that the presence and positive interaction of others was a significant factor.  

ISE operates on the principle that if the learner wants (an object) enough she will be very motivated to indicate ‘more’ in some way 
when the object is removed. The object (a tray of dried pasta for example) is presented to the learner, who is then encouraged to 
interact with it. She may touch, or taste or smell the pasta with (initial) support or not, for a period of time – say 30 seconds or so. When 
the tray is withdrawn, the presenter will observe the learner’s reaction, assuming that interest will be supported by a look or a reach or 
a vocalisation to indicate that the learner wants more. The tray is re-presented to the learner and this may be repeated two or three 
times more. If initial interest is discovered, the pasta tray will be presented to the learner at other times of the day and week, by other 
presenters to ensure that the motivation to engage with the object has some consistency of intent. Even if the tray is rejected or the 
learner shows disinterest, the presenter should try again at other times in case the rejection or disinterest was affected by some other 
external factor such as too much noise in the classroom or general sleepiness on the learner’s part.  

ISE is immensely useful as a means of 

1. discovering likes and dislikes 
2. structuring the environment to provide meaningful forms of stimulation to foster purposeful responses 
3. decreasing stereotypical self-stimulations 
4. using sensory stimuli to encourage the learner to engage in purposeful, rather than non-purposeful, behaviours. 

This latter point is extremely pertinent when one considers the amount of ‘down-time’ the average person with PMLD is likely to have 
throughout the course of their lives, not just at school, but also at home, at respite and at residential placements in adulthood. Rather 
than plonking someone in front of a TV screen, and assuming that what you might like to do is what the person with PMLD might like to 



EQUALS Pre-Formal (PMLD) Curriculum        @ EQUALS 2019 
 

 21 

do, we can provide activities which engage the learner as much as playing a video game or reading a book or doing a crossword puzzle 
or watching a TV programme. 

Although Bunning’s original thesis primarily involved working through the tactile, proprioceptive and vestibular sensory channels, 
there seems no reason why other sensory channels should not be worked on and the list of objects you can use in a programme is really 
only limited by your imagination. Here are some examples: 

• uncooked pasta 
• uncooked rice 
• uncooked beans 
• cooked pasta, especially when we can leave a little warm water to get that viscous effect 
• cooked rice in various forms from very starchy to well washed 
• cooked beans 
• water in all its forms - warm, cold, soapy, bubbled, iced etc. Not a fine water spray unless you can rig up a way of the learner 

spraying himself 
• dough with varying amounts of oil to allow for maximum stretch 
• various balls of all descriptions and sizes 
• sea shells 
• jelly, again in all its forms and of various solidity and consistency including raw. You might even look at a warm jelly bath! 
• bubble wrap 
• feathers of varying colour and size 
• hand–cream 
• cornflour paste, especially when mixed with food colouring 
• jack-in-the-boxes, tumble toys, music players, lights that can be attached to a switch so that the learner has control 
• scouring pads 
• stickle bricks 
• mashed potato (again, in various levels of consistency and warmth) 
• dry cereal - you could use cereal with milk or water but because this changes consistency over time from crisp to soft you won't 

know which form the learner likes 
• for vestibular and proprioceptive stimulation, a secretary’s chair, assuming people can be strapped in; a rocking chair; swings 

and merry go rounds; hoists - ordinary room hoists are excellent for spinning and swaying side to side 
• water filled balloons 
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• bells, chime bars, electric guitars, pianos, drums, music apps on an i-pad - anything that makes a sound 
• mic with stand 
• various mobiles 
• leaves of various consistency and colour 
• mirrors 
• slime pots 
• vacuum cleaner with nozzle attachment 
• latch-switch operated fans 
• sand – dry, wet, half wet etc. 
• clay 
• shaving foam 
• foot spa with a switch attachment 
• vibrating cushion and other vibrating toys, again, with a switch attachment 
• bumble ball 
• sponges 
• various materials e.g. felt, leather, satin, lycra, hessian, fur etc. etc. etc. 

Teachers can use ISE as a means of discovering the sensory preferences because the programme demands feedback from the learners. It 
teaches us that even learners who we think we know very well may have favourite things which we don’t know about, because they 
don’t know about them yet either. It teaches us that we are all different and that we need to find the motivators if we are to engage 
learners successfully (Carpenter et al, 2015).  There is, finally, a strong argument for suggesting that teachers suspend the 
curriculum on a regular basis, for perhaps as long as a half a term at the beginning of every key stage or even every year, in order to 
check that the sensory preferences displayed at the beginning of the last key stage, (or year) still apply. We may well find some changes; 
we may well find significant changes; if we don’t ask the questions we won’t get the answers! 

 

MEANS. Underpinning the delivery of activities will be the extensive use of cues relating especially to receptive communication. These 
mainly fall into the category of AAC (Alternative and Augmentative Communication) and might include touch cues; sound cues; Objects 
of Reference (OoR); signing; symbols, photographs, eye gaze, eye pointing, speech, voice output communication aids (VOCAs), etc.  
Speech and Language Therapists (SaLTs) should be accessible to support you to understand the learners’ communicative needs and the 
best means of communication to be used with them.  
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As a general rule, staff need to think in terms of Total Communication, where learners are encouraged to use whatever form of 
communication is appropriate for them as individuals. This will include the informal methods of facial expression, body language, 
gesture and vocalisation, together with formal communicative methods of words, signs, symbols and voice output communication aids 
(VOCAs) should these be understandable to the individual. 

Grace (2017) suggests that those with PMLD who have not (by definition) acquired language, think and therefore act and react 
differently to linguistic beings who tend to think in words, which are of course, abstracts. Language allows for and encourages the 
constant use and re-use of connections and the more secure the linguistic understanding the more complex the connections are able to 
be. Our earliest memories tend to be formed at around 3, 4 or 5 when language starts to become secure. This is not because we were 
unable to remember before we were 3, 4 or 5 but because language allows us (i) to order our thoughts and therefore to make sense of 
our memories and (ii) to store ever more complex memory connections. Memory and language therefore work very closely together and 
these dual difficulties will work negatively on each other. If you have difficulties with memory, learning language becomes VERY 
challenging; if you have difficulties with language, ordering and retaining memories becomes VERY challenging. Learning is therefore 
likely to be doubly challenging for someone who has no words and they are much more likely to live in the moment, in the here 
and now. Grace describes this as ‘sensory being’ (as opposed to linguistic being) and highlights the central importance of using non-
linguistic methods of teaching, such as through a sensory curriculum, a music curriculum, an art curriculum, a movement curriculum etc.  

Communication Cues. Please remember that communication is not just about expressive, it is also about receptive. As such we need to 
be thinking about using communication cues as a main means of communication used with and by our learners. 

Objects of Reference (OoR) otherwise known as object cues, can be used as expressive communication aids, but it is more likely 
that their primary advantage for the vast majority of learners with PMLD will be as receptive aids. As such it is useful to use them 
as an introduction to every discrete teaching session on the timetable, before the session starts, where for example, a wooden 
spoon might indicate a sensory cookery session, a chlorine smelling towel might signify hydrotherapy. This directly assists PMLD 
learners to make sense of a world where everyone but themselves is in control. There is after all no guarantee that PMLD 
learners can understand what we are saying. We make assumptions that they do – but who is to know for certain? OoR are 
therefore acting like a timetable (or at least a now and next timetable) where the object cue supports the word.  

PLEASE NOTE that there are two schools of thought regarding the use of OoR and as both have merit, we are not 
recommending one over the other. One argument is that the whole school adopts the same generic OoR which might be held in 
large bags attached to wheelchairs and/or be in a fixed and very accessible position of the classroom for ambulant users. As 
everyone is using the same OoR they are much easier to organise, replace and keep a track of. These are then used as an 
introduction to set, routine times of every day, such as introducing repeated timetabled sessions, toileting, snack and drinks time, 
playtime, lunch time, going home time etc. The second argument is to personalise OoRs, the original intention of Adam Ockleford 
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who devised them for learners with a visual impairment (though not necessarily a profound learning difficulty (Ockleford, 2002) 
so that individual learners have OoR which are meaningful and motivational to them personally because we are not all interested 
in the same things.   

In either event, the OoR should be the same, that is for example,  the OoR for swimming should be the same whoever is using it, 
because it doesn't really make a great deal of sense for one class to teach learners that a wooden spoon represents cookery only 
for the learner’s next class to change it to a mixing bowl. This same rule also applies to sound, smell and touch cues. OoR are 
designed to be concrete representations of abstracts (words) and therefore should represent as near as possible the actual event. 
For some things (like lunch or drinks) this is relatively easy, but for others (such as Intensive Interaction) this is going to be very 
difficult, and to some degree we are going to have to go with an abstract OoR. The school needs to be sure that they are talking to 
parents, carers and other professionals in order to get continuity throughout the learners’ lives, and be especially mindful of 
transitions. 

The ultimate aim is that learners will offer the relevant OoR to staff independently as an indication that they would like a drink 
NOW, or the toilet NOW; in other words, display intentionality. This is perhaps a long shot for most developmentally early 
learners, but if we don’t give them the option, we won’t get the result.  

Touch cues are very simple additional physical cues to the PMLD learner that might help them to make sense of their world. It is 
very difficult to overemphasise the total lack of control that the developmentally early learner has over their life, and we 
therefore have an obligation to give any additional help that we can give. Jean Ware (2003) makes for interesting (and probably 
essential) reading in this respect. A bank of touch cues can be found at TaSSeLs (www.communicationmatters.org.uk). We will 
need to be aware of individual sensitivities and use them sparingly, and remember that it really isn’t necessary to have a touch 
cue for everything.  

At the simplest level touch cues are physical assists to understanding, so that a couple of taps on the front of both thighs to an 
ambulant PMLD learner indicates that you are asking them to sit down; or brushing both arms in a downward motion 
simultaneously is an indication (as a physical mirroring of the finished sign) that the session/activity has ended. REMEMBER, 
touch cues, sound cues and smell cues must (like signs and symbols) be consistent throughout the school and if your learners are 
likely to go onto other educational establishments such as college, you'll need to tell them what these are. At the simplest and 
most routine of levels, touch cues should ALWAYS be used when moving learners in wheelchairs. This will involve the mover 
gently pushing the learner forward in their chair, at the same time as a verbal cue (such as 'Off we go') BEFORE setting the 
wheelchair in motion, tapping the left or right arm BEFORE turning the wheelchair left or right and gently pulling the learner 
back in their chair BEFORE coming to a halt.  

http://www.communicationmatters.org.uk/
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Sound cues are usually pieces of music, but logically could be any sound, which can be played to indicate the start and/or end of 
a particular event or activity. We might for example, play Perfect Day (Lou Reed) as learners come into the classroom from the 
bus; Scheherazade (Rimsky-Korsakov) to indicate the start of a story-telling session; Must I Paint You a Picture (Billy Bragg) at the 
start of the art sessions etc. The piece played is not important, as long as the same piece is played every time for a short time 
(say 30 seconds). Again, sound cues MUST be co-ordinated across the school. 

Smell cues can be used quite effectively but you will need to remember that smells don't just stop, so they should be used to 
paint big pictures not small ones. Smell of the day can be useful as the learners come into class for the morning and afternoon 
sessions, with perhaps a minute of two of lingering. What the smell is doesn't really matter as long as it is consistent throughout 
the school, and it's a smell not likely to be used elsewhere or for other cueing purposes. Smell cues MUST be co-ordinated across 
the school and it would be useful to inform parents/carers 

Symbols and Photographs. It is probable that the majority of those with PMLD will be cognitively unable to recognise either 
symbols or photographs, but it may well be pertinent for the more able, that is those who might be considered to be borderline 
SLD. They are probably best used as aids to developing choice making by for example, laminating onto switches to indicate which 
switch operates the somersaulting pig and which operates the CD player. It is really important however that we only use iconic 
(or concrete) symbols. 

Signing – again it is not clear if the majority of those with PMLD will understand signing, but it remains inherently good practice 
to sign key words as much as we can to everyone in the school, whether they need it to communicate or not. Apart from the 
merits of the signing itself, the actions will slow speech down and make the signer concentrate on key words, which is always 
good practice. All teachers must take responsibility for signing so that they can reinforce their communication with their 
learners.  

Routines (see page 39). 

VERY IMPORTANTLY, there is no research which suggests that children with PMLD (or SLD for that matter) learn to 'read' in a linear 
progressive manner as would be suggested by sound and touch cues progressing to OoR, progressing to photographs, progressing to 
symbols, progressing to words (Lacey et al, 2007). This is a figment of our neuro-typical imagination and our obsession with linear 
target setting! Staff must therefore question the logic of 'moving to the next level' by replacing an understood and effective means of 
communication such as an OoR, by the perceived 'next level up', say a symbol. The insistence that learners hand over or touch a symbol 
AS WELL AS indicating a communication by another means, needs to be thought about very, very carefully, since all we are probably 
doing is making communication more complex. Communication is essentially, an easy process - motivation, means and mate - and we 
must make sure we keep it that way. If a learner who is consistently and over time working within the PMLD spectrum (P1 to P3 ish) has 
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learned a particular communication such as poking her tongue out to indicate more, pointing to or looking at a favoured object, saying 
hello with a smile, turn her head away to indicate 'finished', it is probably best to rejoice in this communication and consolidate it at 
every opportunity. IT IS THEREFORE ESSENTIAL THAT EVERYONE connected with the learner know and accept it as an effective 
and appropriate communication. There may only be justification in changing an idiosyncratic communication when it is 
'inappropriate'. These are usually negating communications, such as spitting or biting or slapping to indicate 'go away' and whilst we 
most definitely want to teach learners how to negate, this is best done with a positive indication, such as turning the head, shutting the 
eyes, holding up the hand, and/or pressing a 'SHOVE OFF' or 'LEAVE ME ALONE' switch recorded message.    

 

MATE. Communication also implies a social situation between two or more individuals, sending or initiating the message and listening 
and looking, in order to receive and respond. In communicative exchanges, the role of the initiator and listener switches backward and 
forward. To be fully competent in these social skills the learner must know and understand both roles and there is no better method of 
passing this on to your learners than using Intensive Interaction. It is almost impossible to stress how important it is that all staff 
who work with learners with PMLD (and SLD for that matter) are confident and practised in the art of Intensive Interaction and 
use the techniques every single day with all learners. 

Intensive Interaction at its best, is done all the time as a matter of course, but to get to that state it is advisable to give it at least one 
regular weekly slot on the timetable for all PMLD groups, and perhaps as often as once a day for younger learners and those who are not 
skilled in its use. There may, on occasion, be some learners – especially those who are at the earliest stages of communicative 
development and/or are exhibiting extreme challenging behaviours – with whom it is necessary to use Intensive Interaction techniques 
almost exclusively at least until those challenging behaviours reduce significantly.  

Melanie Nind and Dave Hewett have written several books on the subject, perhaps the easiest read being Nind M. and Hewett D. (2001) 
A Practical Guide to Intensive Interaction. Kidderminster. BILD.  Even easier is Dave Hewett’s DVD (obtainable from 
www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk) which is excellent – concise, detailed, and best of all, not in the slightest academic! Copies of the DVD 
should be held by senior and middle leaders. 

More than any other activity, Intensive Interaction TEACHES US how to follow rather than lead, how to listen and look and touch rather 
than demand attention, how to be responsive rather than dominant. It TEACHES US that communication is a process, is holistic, is social, 
and is an end in itself, that is, it does not require any other reduced, refined, 'smarter' outcomes or targets. Just maximising 
opportunities to enable each individual learner to be as good a communicator as s/he can be is outcome enough.  

Story Sharing (Grove, 2014) is a particularly interesting method of sharing key or notable events in a learner's life that otherwise might 
not be celebrated. These can be as mundane as having one's hat blow off in the wind or as serious as a visit to the hospital and 

http://www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk/
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everything in between.  Whist Story Sharing is more commonly associated with those with SLD (see Narrative within My Communication 
in the Equals' Semi-Formal Curriculum) since it is uncertain that those with PMLD would be able to grasp the relationship between the 
story and themselves, it may be, as pointed out by Goodwin et al (2015) that 'a wider circle of people can learn what matters to the person 
.........help the communicative partner to listen to and further involve the person in making choices and decisions about their life' (p137). 

There are a number of ways of sharing stories, but perhaps the best way is to record the key events on a Step-by-Step VOCA, being 
careful to have it recorded by someone of a similar age and the same gender as the learner, make the first line an irresistible command 
such as 'Hey you! Come and talk to me!' and then take the learner on a tour of the school to tell as many people as possible! Even if the 
learner doesn't understand the story, they're getting lots of opportunities to engage in conversation with lots of people, so practising all 
sorts of communicative skills such as gaining another's attention, turn-taking, reciprocity, shared time together and most importantly, 
being the centre of attention.  

There is no reason why the ‘mate’ always has to be a member of staff. The basic principles of Intensive Interaction can be taught to 
more able (SLD and MLD) learners and especially if they are round about the same age, we have an excellent opportunity for peer to 
peer interaction. Similarly, just giving time and space for two (or more!) learners with PMLD to ‘be’ with each other, especially if they 
are out of chairs, can produce remarkable results.  

 

2.3 Music is a fantastic medium for motivating learners of all abilities, especially if we get away from the idea of conventional tunes 
and allow, encourage, facilitate our PMLD learners to make music for themselves. It really doesn’t matter what order the notes are in as 
long as the learner is playing because they want to, rather than because they are being made to by hand over hand holding of a drum 
stick or other beater. Nor do teachers need to able to play an instrument (though of course it helps if you can) since the musical playing 
should be done by the learners rather than us. The key and probably essential elements are to  

• Develop and hold a consistent rhythm. Drummers often talk about aligning the rhythm to a short phrase which is repeated 
over and over, such as 'a little man walking with a big HAT' with the HAT indicating a slightly louder beat. Courageous teachers 
might look to hold this rhythm for 20 minutes and longer if the learners are really engaged with the process! Vocalisations can 
also be added on top of the rhythm, perhaps a wheeeeeee ahh with the ahh aligning to the HAT beat, and these may also last for 
some time. Simple three chord repeated melodies can be learnt by just about any teacher or TA who can hold a guitar, that is, play 
a chord for 8 beats, the next chord for 8 beats and the third chord for 8 beats and then start again. Rather like religious chanting, 
the simplicity and repetitive nature of the rhythmic tune can become mesmeric and get deep into the musical human. Creativity 
has nothing to do with ability and everything to do with opportunity.  
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• Give access to every learner to make sounds when they feel the need to make sounds. This means that we need to give 
some thought to the access and we might need to consult both OT and SaLT regarding maximal access and appropriate switch, if 
indeed you are using a switch rather than the instrument directly. Remember that electric guitars are much easier to play than 
acoustic and that i-pads can be even easier with the right app. Remember too that the voice is an excellent instrument and can be 
easily amplified by the judicious use of a mic. If you are in any doubt about any learner's ability to access a musical instrument 
independently IT IS STRONGLY RECOMMENDED that you contact Soundabout (just type it into a search engine) a registered 
charity whose aim is to use music 'to unlock the potential of people with learning difficulties'. Soundabout are of course famous for 
their work with the Soundbeam but they also organise a number of Music Hubs and there may well be one in your area.  

• Allow learners to make their own decisions about when and if they join in. This has to be the learner's decision, not the 
supporting member of staff. If the learner is (consistently) not joining in there are a number of options - we haven't got the access 
right, we haven't got the music right, we haven't got the rhythm right, the learner would just prefer to listen. Having the 
opportunity to do something does not mean that learners have to do it! 

Music can allow our learners to: 
  have fun and to develop an inner satisfaction at communicating effectively 
  tolerate the closeness of another person 
  enjoy being with another person 
  initiate and maintain social interaction 
  develop and understand early communication, such as meaningful eye contact, body language, facial expression, anticipation and 

turn-taking exchanges  
  develop sound production and vocal imitation skills 
  explore and understand the given physical environment 
  develop and refine an understanding of cause and effect, both socially (how their behaviour affects others) and physically (how 

their behaviour affects the environment, especially through the sounds they are producing) 
  develop physical imitation skills 
  develop extended ‘conversation’ using a combination of the above skills, together with any language the learner might possess, 

meaningful or otherwise 
  develop self-esteem from knowing that the person interacting with them is also enjoying the interaction i.e. they want to be 

there 
  develop a sense of their own feelings and emotions. 
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Sounds of Intent. The Sounds of Intent (SoI) research project was set up in 2002 by the Institute of Education, Roehampton University, 
and the Royal National Institute of the Blind under the direction of Adam Ockelford, with the aim of investigating and promoting the 
musical development of children, young people and adults with learning difficulties.  

The result is a framework of musical development that covers the whole range of ability from PMLD upwards that is freely available to 
anyone who wishes to use it, just type Sounds of Intent into a search engine. It works on all platforms, though it is particularly well 
suited to touch-screen technology (such as iPads) and there is an excellent SoI Framework which works on the principle of recognising 
that learners will interact with music through three basic pathways; that is (i) reactive and/or (ii) interactive and/or (iii) proactive.  

Sounds of Intent Framework, version 2. (Ockleford, 2008, p96) 

 
 

Reactive 
Proactive 

Interactive 
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Staff who are able to play a musical instrument would also be well advised to access the My Music scheme of work (SoW) from the 
Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum, since the SoW uses a three tier developmental model. The first tier could easily be adapted to suit those 
with PMLD. and there are lots and lots of ideas.  

Musical Interaction is strongly based on the principles of Intensive Interaction and has been primarily developed by Wendy Prevezer 
(2000) and Margaret Corke (2002, 2011). They argue that it allows and encourages valid musical experiences; allows and encourages 
personal interactions; is a motivational communicative tool; is suitable for all learners (PMLD, SLD or ASD) who are at the earlier stages 
of communicative development; does not require musical ability on the part of the teacher; and is a lot of fun!! Musical Interaction 
requires: 

Our direct involvement – through face, body language and voice; 
Social interaction games – such as burst-pause; anticipation games; give and take; physical activities (clapping, tickling, rocking, 
rowing, peek-a-boo, hide and seek, throwing things backward and forward); 
Music – anything which makes sounds, including voices; 
Structure to the lesson – all round in a circle; a musical introduction; an (age appropriate) introductory song; time for small group 
and peer interactions; time for one to one interactions; an (age appropriate) finishing song. 

Corke (2011) argues convincingly that a voluntary, active input from the learner is absolutely essential for growth and learning to take 
place. We therefore need to move away from the traditional music sessions where only conventional tunes are played and move 
towards sessions where we use music to teach interactive and communicative skills, since “presenting learners with experiences to which 
they have no active input actually ignores their ability and does little or nothing to nurture their development” (Corke, 2002) 

 

2.4 Sensory Cookery is another classic process based activity that allows an infinite variety of sensory exploration and experiences 
for learners with PMLD. The state of a finished cake is neither here nor there – this is process based teaching and learning rather than 
product (skills) based teaching and learning and of course we can always buy a cake to eat at the end of the session. So we are not 
concerned whether learners can measure the correct amount of flour, pour the correct amount of liquid into the bowl, count the number 
of eggs needed, crack the eggs into the bowl, stir with a wooden spoon, or any other skill that might be needed for baking a cake.  
Referring back to 1.7 Making the connections necessary for learning on page 10, we can see here that the process of cooking is the process 
of exploring the materials, mixing them together, touching them, smelling them, tasting them, looking at them, listening to the sounds 
they make when moved, shaken, stirred. We, as teachers, can facilitate learning by offering a routine and then offering something that 
might extend the routine into new areas of discovery. Let us be really clear that this is essentially play, exploratory play, and we must 
facilitate this play so that the play is ‘freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated’ (Dorey, 2015). We must engineer the 
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Cookery (the play) so that the learner is in control of any new experiences and discoveries. These new experiences and discoveries then 
get incorporated into the next sessions until they too become routines, and then we again, offer something new and exploratory for the 
learner to take or reject as they see fit. 

It is vital that those reading this Curriculum understand and are comfortable with this concept because this interpretation of 
process based teaching and learning, and our commitment to improving the quality of the process, applies to every Learning 
Opportunity delineated in this Curriculum.  

 

2.5 Sensory Exploration rather like Sensory Cookery, is an opportunity for learners of all ages to explore the sensory make up of 
all and any objects and materials, both individually and when mixed together. Nothing is out of bounds, though naturally, you will need 
to make sure that no harm can come to learners if the resources are mouthed and/or swallowed, and therefore small objects (such as 
marbles, conkers, acorns, balloons, corks etc.) and materials such as wallpaper paste, glue, paint, shaving foam etc are 'swallowing  
friendly'. As a general rule, if you can buy it in an education catalogue you can be sure its OK.  

Again, as with ISE, there should be no limits to the resources used and the combinations offered, as long as 'offered' within a process 
based philosophy, is the main consideration. 

Kinaesthetic Sensory Exploration recognises that there are 7 senses to explore and the kinaesthetic ones, proprioception and 
vestibular also need developing as much as possible. We can to a degree, cover at least the proprioceptive sense by the very nature of 
touch, especially within massage, but allowing for vestibular stimulation requires movement. Veronica Sherborne suggested activities 
involving laying children flat in a blanket both on their front and back and pulling them across the floor, waving the blanket from side to 
side as we go, though this was in the 1960's before the advent of any consideration of staff health and safety. Nonetheless, this could still 
be considered for very young learners since Sherborne's logic was to try and put learners through physical movements they might not 
have already experienced. Rather in the manner of Sensory Integration, schools might consider attaching strong hooks to robust ceilings 
and then in turn, attaching strong ropes to the hooks from which can be suspended chairs to swing and spin. At the very least, already 
existent ceiling tracking can be used in a similar way. and wheelchair swings can be purchased for outside spaces, and though these can 
be quite expensive, they are the sort of item which can be the focus of specific fund-raising initiatives. 

Tacpac is a sensory communication resource using touch and music in an attempt to 'align the senses and develop communication 
skills.' Whether it does do these things is open to question, but there is no doubt that it is a fairly simple resource that is much used in 
PMLD classes. It certainly can't do any harm if used according to the instructions and it may indeed help to heighten body awareness 
through proprioceptive stimulation, as well as being beneficial for developing anticipation, sequencing and social interaction. Tacpac 
musical packs can be purchased at www.tacpac.co.uk   
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2.6 Sensory Stories are excellent vehicles for delivering thematic topics in an interesting, exciting and wholly developmentally 
sympathetic manner. It is however the case, that we need to guard against staff working harder than the learners during a sensory story. 
This might be the case in the first half term or so, but the medium and long term aim must be for learners to be active in whatever way 
they can be active. If they’re not, there’s probably something wrong with one or more of the essential elements of the story. 

The 10 essential elements of a story can be taken as:- 
1. Having a beginning. A simple drum rhythm, repeated over a two or three minute period as a starter can be really useful for 

gaining attention and leading into the story. As noted earlier, drummers often use simple linguistic tropes to establish repetitive 
rhythms such as 'A little man walking with a big HAT' (with a loud beat on the HAT) or ‘A little bit of lemon does you good’. You can 
make up your own tropes, just keep them simple and memorable.  

2. Having relevance to the participants. That is, it must be able to connect in some way to all of the learners involved. At the 
simplest but also perhaps the most profound level, this means the story and the telling of the story, must be FUN FOR 
EVERYONE.  

3. Using repetition – you just cannot get enough!! Use repetition in the story itself through a strap line that’s repeated at regular 
intervals, rather like a short chorus in a song. Classic children’s stories, such as The Ginger-Bread Man and The Bear Hunt and The 
Gruffalo are made up of the same (very) short story repeated several times in different guises. Keith Park's Call and Response 
techniques (see Drama, Poetry and Literature on page 36) can be extremely useful here for two main reasons, firstly because 
when staff repeat the caller's line you get it spoken twice and secondly because the rhythm of the poetry used has great 
musicality 

4. Keeping the actual story/episode short – and therefore easily remembered – though the telling of it may take twenty minutes 
or so, by the time you’ve introduced props and time for each learner to be actively involved in the story. BE VERY AWARE that 
excessive waiting time to experience a prop can be a real killer to the dynamics of the story. By all means allow learners to 
spend time exploring the props, (the tall wavy grass of the Bear Hunt for example) but use the whole team to do it so that you 
engage opposite ends of the learner's circle and engage two learners at a time if you can. This not about the teacher!! Attention 
spans can be problematic and if you're too slow moving onto the next section of the story, learners will have no chance to connect 
the whole story together.  

5. Using all and every means of communication – signing, speaking, action, facial expression and props – but remember that the 
best storytellers primarily use their voices to paint the pictures. 

6. Uinge language selectively. You may use difficult language, but only if it has relevance to the story. So you could make a sensory 
story from one or more of the episodes in The Tempest (see the attached sample lesson plan) and use the original Shakespeare as 
it has that wonderful rhythmic quality which makes poetry such a good base. Use call and response to bring out the rhythm.  
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7. Introducing sequences of dramatic events and make it exactly the same every week in order to encourage anticipation of 
events. Have staff dress up as the characters in the story so that they become somebody else for the duration of the story. This 
doesn't have to be complicated fancy dress since being draped with coloured materials and wearing a hat can change a person. As 
you develop the story through the weeks, learners can also 'change' into someone else. 

8. Making it exciting and dynamic. Give it emotional content with at least one major high point in the story. 
9. Giving it an ending. This means not just saying 'And that is the end of the story' but clearly breaking the event by playing the 

original opening musical cue again for 20 seconds or so, dimming the lights, EVERYONE being really still and quiet, gradually 
bringing the lights back up - every PMLD class ought to be fitted with a light dimmer as standard!! - and all staff  coming back into 
their own characters again  

10. Building in (and allowing) as much audience participation as possible. This means that teachers might have to be flexible if 
something new happens. This might mean pausing the story to celebrate something significant like a piece of sustained eye 
contact from learner to member of staff, or the fact that a learner indicates anticipation of the next event in the story. Perhaps all 
members of staff can dance a special 'well done' dance  

Once devised, the same story should be repeated weekly for at least a term (and probably longer so that a whole year on one story should 
not be unusual) thus giving learners a real opportunity to become familiar with it and practice their sequencing, turn taking, anticipatory 
and memory skills – all essential base elements of communication. There is no reason why secondary aged and adult learners should 
not be involved in sensory stories. They don’t need to be childish – you can make them as gory, disgusting and rude as you like! Type 
Pete Wells Sensory into a search engine to get lots of free sensory story downloads. Alternatively, do use children's stories with older 
learners but make them MUCH more risque. All traditional fairy stories have a moral and some (the brothers Grimm and many by Hans 
Christian Anderson for example) are dark and often bloody. Little Red Riding Hood is a classic tale of warning young girls against the siren 
calls of magnetic, powerful and very, very dangerous men (wolves), especially when they're dressed up in sheep's (or grannies) clothing.  

You can also access Jo Grace’s sensory stories at www.thesensoryprojects.co.uk She has a whole range available at relatively cheap prices, 
especially when one considers that these are a long-term resource which can be used again and again.  

It is highly recommended that any new stories written be permanently stored so that we are not always re-inventing the wheel, 
probably via a major order of clear plastic lidded boxes that are clearly labelled, not interfered with and owned SOLELY by the PMLD dept 
– though they may be loaned out to other learners! 

 

 

 

http://www.thesensoryprojects.co.uk/
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2.7 Touch, Movement, Physiotherapy and Hydrotherapy. As a general opening point, touch MUST form a major part of 
any curriculum related to those with PMLD of any age. We strongly recommend that Dave Hewett’s definitive article on touch, 
namely Do touch: physical contact and people who have severe, profound and multiple learning difficulties (Hewett, 2007) is 
distributed for everyone to read, that is teachers, TAs, senior leaders, governors, therapists, parents and carers. It is not difficult, 
not overly academic, and says all there is to say.  
Formal sessions of both physio and hydro will clearly need the input of the Physiotherapy department because particular movements 
may do more harm than good for a particular learner, but there is much that we can do in the classroom, especially if we encourage the 
physios to give us practical and doable programmes for each learner who needs one. It is an unfortunate fact that physiotherapists 
skilled in PMLD are in very short supply and we therefore need to work in close partnership with those that we have.  

Positional Changes. The LEAST that should happen is for two positional changes to be built into the timetable each day for those in 
wheelchairs. It makes sense to make this a fun time by perhaps singing a ‘stretching song’ call and responding a ‘stretching poem’ or 
using it as an opportunity for a more informal Intensive Interaction session. Besides stretching and moving positions, using standing 
frames needs to be considered and as these can sometimes be quite traumatic occasions, it is especially important to make it as much 
fun as possible. 

It is ABSOLUTELY essential with ANY and ALL movement activities, that we adopt the principle of doing with rather than doing 
to. It is too easy for the staff member to take control and be in charge of the movement – who is doing the dancing during wheelchair 
dance? This means that we must be sympathetic to the experiences, feelings and emotions of the learner. We can go fast and experience 
being ‘out of control’ as we might at a theme park ride or when ice skating with a person in a wheelchair, but we need to build up to this 
slowly and over time, always monitoring how the learner is physically reacting to the experience and coming back down slowly.  

Movement to Music Sessions are an excellent way of building 'muscle memory' and improving both gross and fine motor control. At its 
simplest this might take the form of an aerobics session where a particular piece of music – say ‘Bonkers’ by Dizzee Rascal - indicates a 
particular movement – say rocking back and forth or swinging arms from side to side. At first this movement would need to be very 
heavily physically supported by an adult and indeed there may be an element of considerable resistance to which the adult would need 
to be sympathetic. Over time however, we would be looking for a deeper understanding of what might be required, less resistance, 
moving towards passive co-operation, to active co-operation, to independent movement. It is important to note that this is one of the 
very few sessions (the use of standing frames is likely to be similar) where in the initial stages at least, the teacher is in control 
and may possibly be working against the wishes of the learner, so it is important to take things slowly and carefully.  This may 
however, be in the interests of the learner since movement can be so central to mental health and well-being.  
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Movement to Music relies heavily on the work carried out by Chris Knill in the 1980’s and 90’s (Knill, 1992) and is currently supported 
by Holistic Music for Children. This latter programme covers the four areas of body awareness, moving sounds, discovery, and singing 
and learning and CDs for all of these areas are available at fairly nominal prices at www.equals.co.uk by following the Publications link.  

As an indication of how learners might progressively engage with such a long term programme can be seen by adapting a scale we have 
adapted from Erica Brown which she noted as a Framework for Recognising Attainment (Brown, 1996). All learners might not go 
through this scale in the order noted, and it is not necessary that they do, but this is a broad indication of the possible stages. 

1. Rejection: The learner is present in the session, but only because she has to be. There is an active rejection of another person’s 
presence in her social space. 

2. Encounter:  The learner is present in the session without any obvious awareness of its progression. It is sufficient that there is a 
willingness to tolerate a shared social atmosphere. 

3. Awareness: The learner appears to notice, or fleetingly focus on an object, person or event involved in the session. On the whole 
however, there is still self-absorption. 

4. Attention and Response: The learner begins to respond, though not consistently, to what is happening in a session, by for 
example, showing signs of surprise or enjoyment. 

5. Engagement: The learner gives sustained and consistent attention to the supporting adult by for example, looking, listening, 
following events with her eyes etc. 

6. Participation: The learner is fully involved in the session for the whole period and occasionally but not consistently, actively 
responds to the adult's lead. She may show enjoyment of the process through smiles and laughter. 

7. Learner Initiation: The learner is fully involved in the session for the whole period and is clearly aware of what is expected. She 
may well follow some of the sequences of the music and actions and will consistently offer as much pro-active movement as she 
physically can.  

8. Imitation: The learner is fully involved in the interaction for the whole period though she may still be accepting physical support. 
The learner will however, show clear signs of anticipation and an eagerness to fulfill all or part of the movements independently.           

 
Massage. Learners with PMLD are likely to have very little awareness of their own bodies. They may not know how their body parts are 
connected (our proprioceptive sense) and may not know where their bodies are in relation to the space around them (our vestibular 
sense). These two kinaesthetic senses need to be worked on as much as the conventional five, and massage can be an excellent focus.  
Massage is however, too often used as a ‘throwaway’ activity to fill in time and is not given the importance it deserves. Massage sessions 
might 

• concentrate on a particular area of the body per half term 
• last for at least 20 minutes 
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• use base oils but not essential oils (which may cause sensory confusion) 
• be a quiet, calming and relaxing activity. 

It is REALLY important that learners are given the maximum opportunity to concentrate on what is happening to their bodies in this 
session and that must mean reducing the potential for sensory confusion. This means no talking apart from telling the learner what 
you're going to do 'Hi Jo. I'm going to massage your back', no lights, and no smells apart from the oil itself. You may allow slow paced 
and quiet music but only to aid the atmosphere of gentle calm.   

Proprioceptive Massage - Bluestone (2002) - comes from the HANDLE Institute in America (the Holistic Approach to Neuro-
Development and Learning Efficiency), under the direction of Judith Bluestone. She claims that this approach  

1. Organises mental processing 
2. Influences the body’s biochemistry 
3. Helps mould the actual structure of the brain.  

It may, or may not, do these things – there is as far as we know, no independent research to confirm or deny the claims – but in any 
event, the process makes sense for those who may find the conventional skin on skin massage challenging, since the concept 
recommends using a soft spongy ball to apply pressure to the joints. Proprioception refers to the brain’s whole body connectedness and 
our awareness of this is located in the joints. The brain processes information from the joints to give an understanding of its wholeness; 
to determine where our body is in relation to the environment around us and where the various parts of the body are in relation to one 
another – for example, where our knees are in relation to our thighs etc. For learners with damaged or incomplete sensory awareness 
(virtually all those with PMLD) this can be problematic and will undoubtedly need developing. 

Massage of the proprioceptive sites of the body is carried out by using a small (tennis sized) soft foam ball instead of the hand, thus 
avoiding skin on skin touch which some may find extremely problematic. 

Always try and remember to: 
• Work on the back of the body. 
• Start and finish at the top of the spine.  
• Apply firm and lingering pressure when you finish at the top of the spine. 
• Roll the ball in the same direction and apply equal pressure throughout. 
• Roll the ball slowly. 
• Talk your partner through the massage – naming body parts in simple clear language helps to reinforce body awareness. 
• Be sensitive to the communications of your partner. 
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Sherborne Developmental Movement. Developed by Veronica Sherborne and based on Laban’s analysis of movement and movement 
qualities – this looks to extend the movement repertoire and vocabulary of learners, and explore the areas of body through spatial 
awareness, relationships and creativity. Those wanting to develop this very interesting work should attend specific Sherborne training 
which can be found at www.sherbornemovementuk.org   

Move (Mobility Opportunities Via Education) – is a way of working more than anything, where concentration is given to maximising the 
opportunities of ALL learners to move independently at least in part and at least during some periods in each day. More information can 
be obtained from their website at www.move-international.org  

Rebound Therapy is the therapeutic use of a trampoline to develop and promote motor skills, body awareness, balance, co-ordination 
and communication. It is designed to accommodate learners’ individual abilities and disabilities, whilst drawing upon their previous 
experience, likes and dislikes. Improved health and fitness and greater independence are encouraged, whilst fun, enjoyment and the 
opportunity to succeed are of paramount importance. Rebound Therapy is accessible to learners with a range of special educational 
needs such as specific physical difficulties, autistic spectrum disorders, learning difficulties, challenging behaviour, and/or co-ordination 
problems. Again, we strongly recommend that staff attend specific Rebound Therapy training which can be accessed through 
www.headstraining.co.uk or www.reboundtherapy.org   

Dance is quite tricky for those with profound learning difficulties and profound physical difficulties, especially if we confine our 
understanding of dance to that which the able bodied can do. However, taking learners out of their chairs, laying them on a resonance 
board, playing rhythmic music (especially current pop songs) and stepping back to see what happens can reveal wonders. This sort of 
activity is open to filming and perhaps playing back to learners at the next session so that they can have a duet with themselves! The 
quality of the process is the important thing, along with staff accepting that they are facilitators to, not deciders of, learning. Use the 
same pieces of music for a whole half term at least. For more specialist help you might try Dance Massage, details of which can be found 
at www.naomirosenberg.co.uk 

Yoga has been found by many schools to be an excellent and very popular medium for movement and exercise. Again, specialist help can 
be found at www.specialyoga.org.uk 

Hydrotherapy has long been recognised as an excellent opportunity for learners to take control of their bodies and the movements 
their bodies can make in water. Staff will of course, work closely with physiotherapists here, but additional specialist help can be 
obtained at www.halliwick.org.uk  

Hippotherapy is another area that physiotherapists are likely to have detailed knowledge of, but if not, specialist help can be accessed 
through Riding for the Disabled at www.rda.org.uk  

 

http://www.headstraining.co.uk/
http://www.reboundtherapy.org/
http://www.naomirosenberg.co.uk/
http://www.specialyoga.org.uk/
http://www.halliwick.org.uk/
http://www.rda.org.uk/
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Wheelchair swings and spins. There are a number of companies that sell wheelchair swings, but staff also ought to consider sideways 
and spinning movements to make a more rounded exploration of the proprioceptive and vestibular senses, which can be easily accessed 
by using a ‘helping hands sling’ from an ordinary ceiling hoist. Alternatively, various 4 wheeled industrial platform trolleys are available 
at fairly reasonable prices as long as you can seek the advice of both OT and Physios on the best way of safely strapping learners into 
them. 
 
2.8 Drama, Poetry and Literature are excellent vehicles not only for teaching non-verbal communication and social interaction - 
the expression of the face and the posture of the body when one is frightened for example - but also, most importantly, for setting this in 
context. Those with PMLD are likely to have extremely limited opportunities to play in the sense that conventionally developing children 
play (Sherrat and Peter, 2002; Grove, 2005; Grace, 2017) and their understanding of play is likely to be limited to the 1 to 1 play of 
Intensive Interaction and games like peek-a-boo and round and round the garden. Opportunities to play in a group collective as neuro-
typical, conventionally developing children do as a matter of course every time they visit the school playground is fraught with 
communicative and sensory confusions, so group communicative experiences need to be organised very carefully. Similarly, it is 
extremely difficult to teach language in the conventional sense to those whose receptive language skills are cursory and whose 
expressive language skills are non-existent. Overt language teaching therefore is often tokenistic and meaningless, merely causing more 
confusion to those who have no voice. 

As with Movement above, it is ABSOLUTELY essential with ANY and ALL drama, poetry and literature activities, that we adopt 
the principle of doing with rather than doing to.  

It is difficult to over-estimate the importance of the writings of Nicola Grove and Keith Park – both together and independently – on both 
the theory and practice of the teaching of drama, poetry and literature to those with learning difficulties. Anyone with the slightest 
interest in working in these fields with learners with PMLD (and other LDs for that matter) is strongly urged to go directly to their work 
for both theoretical and practical advice. Odyssey Now (Grove and Park, 1996) the story of Odysseus ‘translated’ for the direct 
participation and active involvement of those with any (or no) learning difficulties of any age, manages to combine Drama, Dance, Music, 
Art and Literature into one piece and remains one of the classic works of learning difficulties literature and inclusion.   

Once again, the key to successfully teaching Drama to those with PMLD lies in the quality of the process and that means learning 
how to do Call and Response as well as Keith Park can do it (see below).  

More than any other writers, they have brought to life the idea that those with PMLD, with all of the attendant problems and difficulties 
associated with cognition and communication noted above, can not only experience and enjoy language which they may not initially (or 
indeed ever) directly ‘understand’ in the sense that we understand language, but can also gain meaning and fulfilment from its richness.  
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They are insistent that ‘the best literature has a power that goes beyond words ….. literature is too important to restrict to those who can 
read’ Grove (2005).  

Park (2010) posits that the principles of interactive storytelling recognises the ‘music of words’ and that ‘apprehension precedes 
comprehension’. He argues that we should ‘see it feelingly’ and ‘read with the ear’ so that we and those we are working with, engage 
directly with the ‘affect’ (emotion) of the words, which can be directly translated through the affect of the teacher’s voice and manner. 
He quotes extensively from works of great literature such as that penned by Shakespeare, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, James Joyce the King 
James VI bible amongst many others and notes that even though their meaning may be opaque, the pattern, rhythm, affect and emotion 
strikes at a deep and central part of our humanity.   

Again, in Nicola Grove’s words 

Narrative and poetry are fundamental to our emotional and cognitive functioning, providing the means by which we make sense 
of our experiences and relate to those of others. (Grove, 2005)   

Park (2010) notes that it is not sufficient for the teacher to merely read out the words, but that it is essential that learners are as fully 
involved as they can be both in and within the experience. To this end he has resurrected the ancient art of call and response and 
applied its principles to the teaching of literature to those with learning difficulties and disabilities. By mastering the basic rules of this 
simple yet extremely effective technique, we can deliver everything from one word poetry to the musings of Winne the Pooh to complex 
speeches from Shakespeare and all that’s in between.  

• Learners are directly involved through being an essential part of the rhythm and affect of the words and lines repeated back by 
their supporting staff.  

• They may use communication aids such as a BIGmack for example to call or respond to specific words or lines.  
• Staff may assist rhythmic movements through encouraging and supporting rocking, stamping, clapping, banging, vocalising, using 

VOCAs, laying learners on sound boards and enjoying in any way they can, the process of being part of the rhythm of the group.  
• Feelings and emotions can be acted out by staff through facial expression and body responses directly to the learners involved.  

Anyone who has ever watched Keith lead groups at the Globe Theatre in Greenwich with its massive resonance board of a stage can have 
no doubt of the efficacy of Call and Response (there are several youtube examples of varying filmic quality) and you are strongly advised 
to beg, steal, borrow or buy Interactive Storytelling (see References on page 45 for details) and contact Keith for whole school training.  

 

2.9 Art clearly has the potential to be a major vehicle for sensory and cognitive development. Care needs to be taken to ensure that 
learners are participants rather than merely observers (of the adults making the pretty picture!) or possibly worse, objects to do things 
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to – making learners put their hands in paint in order to create a picture for example. Like music above – we need to move away from 
the idea of conventional paintings, and allow, encourage, facilitate our PMLD learners to make art for themselves.  

This means setting up the Art session so that learners can affect the development of the work without adult intervention or 
support. Give time to learners to explore and manipulate the materials offered and remember, these don't have to include paint. The 
teacher's skill is in offering alternative materials to the learner which might lead to new experiences. It is really important that this offer 
is not forced upon the learner, who should be free to accept or reject the offer, but that the offer is repeated perhaps several times 
within the lesson, in case the learner has changed his mind. If direct physical control of the materials is not physically possible, there's 
not much point in doing Art in a conventional manner, though you may consider using technology such as an i-pad.  

The key to teaching Art is that the quality of the process of both the sensory experiences relating to the materials and the cognitive 
experiences derived from combining materials. This is far more important than the quality of the finished work, but staff may display 
the work very effectively by framing a particularly eye catching or colourful section(s) of it with picture framing card. Judicious and 
careful framing is a particularly effective method of presenting learners' art work to parents and carers and for displaying around the 
school.   

 
2.10 Inclusive Community Awareness. The very act of being outside can be an unusual experience for many on the PMLD 
spectrum and therefore forms an ideal learning environment. We MUST ensure that all learners have regular opportunities to 
regularly access the outside world, in all weathers and in all seasons. We must also question the logic of ‘wet play’ since it denies 
learners the opportunity to learn about the weather first-hand, in real time and in real context. We need to recognise that our learners, 
however fragile, are unlikely to melt. Having water sprayed at you from a spray bottle is not experiencing rain!  

We need to ensure that all of learners have many opportunities to learn about and play a part in their local community and local 
communities. This means actively visiting shops, cafes, parks, open spaces, museums, galleries, other local schools. This is bound to 
create some staffing and logistical problems as you'll require 1 to 1 staffing to push wheelchairs but problems are there to be overcome. 
You might for example, actively seek volunteers for the times you need the extra staffing, or arrange the outdoor activity at the same 
time as a drama or music class, when not so many staff are needed.  

It is strongly recommended that learners visit the same place every week for a term. This gives learners a chance to get used to 
the sights, sounds and smells, and perhaps anticipate some routine activities that might take place during the session. Visit your local 
mainstream schools if you possibly can and arrange to set up a lesson – perhaps art in the primary school and music in the secondary, 
especially as there are bound to be some excellent musicians in every mainstream setting. This can be set up as for any PMLD music 
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session, with a steady rhythmic pulse played by the mainstream students, and your PMLD learners offered opportunities to engage. This 
might also be an excellent opportunity to engage with disaffected mainstreamers.  

The local community need to see and interact with PMLD learners just as much as the other way around, and we must embrace 
opportunities to make learning a real experience outside as well as inside school. Such activities offer an equal opportunity to actively 
participate in society.  

 
2.11 Routines. Underpinning the delivery of Activities will be the extensive use of Routines, a very much under-rated and under- 
utilised opportunity to teach and learn. The very act of going to the toilet (or more probably for someone with PMLD, going to the 
changing area) is a real opportunity to learn provided exactly the same routine is used every single time by all members of staff. The 
same time(s) of the day, utilising the same changing areas, using the same language, the same cues (i.e. saying 1, 2, 3, lift) when changing 
pads etc. Ensuring consistency in routines allows learners to build upon previous learning experiences, and have many hundreds – 
possibly many thousands – of opportunities to practice and learn over their lifetime in school. Other routine times which must be 
consistent will be arriving at and leaving school; lunchtimes; break times; assemblies; the start and end of the day; the start and end of 
lessons. Use cues such as music, smells, touch cues, OoR etc., which might help with establishing these routines.  

 

2.12 Energy, vitality, tiredness. No-one really knows, but we can strongly suspect, that it must be REALLY tiring having PMLD. 
Not only do you have the effort of physical exertions which must for many, be akin to living in a sea of treacle, but there is also the effort 
of having to concentrate on the smallest of activities when surrounded by people (teachers!) who make constant demands, the 
debilitating effects of seizures and the possible/probable side effects of the drugs cocktail that many with PMLD have to take every day. 
This means that we have to both alert to when our learners are most alert, and sympathetic when they’re struggling, and it is likely that 
learners will generally find the end of the day challenging. So it really is OK to have a nap during the day as long as we’re monitoring this 
happening; it really is OK to have downtime for a social chat with tea and toast as long as we’re sympathetic to those who are nil by 
mouth; and if you’ve covered everything in this curriculum, it really is OK to have the occasional break yourselves! 

 

2.13 Essential Service Standards for Supporting People with PMLD. There are two main components to the standards 
(Doukas et al 2017). The first set of standards aims to give guidance and support to organisations on how to provide high quality care to 
people (of all ages) with PMLD. Their emphasis is on what people at all levels and ranks of an organisation’s structure should contribute 
to delivering such support. A second set of standards focuses on the individual and specific needs, and organisations are expected to 
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self-assess against these standards to identify actions to improve the quality of the support they provide for them. The standards are 
freely available at www.pmldlink.org.uk/resources/#pmld-standards  

 
2.14 Timetables  
The timetables below are examples, but there may be many other examples because the mix is up to the class team and the learners 
themselves; what interests them, what motivates them, what do they enjoy doing, what are they good at. The timetable must be flexible 
in that Intensive Interaction or Messy Play or Sensory Exploration or Art may be going so well that the learner(s) is/are really engrossed 
and there are real possibilities of all or some learners stretching into new learning opportunities. The curriculum is not designed to visit 
exactly the same learning opportunities day after week after month after term after year, but is open to, and ready for, subtle change as 
long as the learner initiates that change. Teachers offer opportunities; learners act (or don’t act) on those opportunities.  

Apart from Intensive Interaction, there are no discrete Communication sessions or Cognition sessions because Communication and 
Cognition should be happening all of the time. Communication especially will happen in real time, in real contexts, in real situations, 
with real people, and they need to be this way if they are to make sense to the learner.  

The timetable must be open to being personalised and individualised, so that one or perhaps more learners who, for example are seen to 
need more Intensive Interaction sessions have the opportunity to receive those. 

Although specific times have been allocated to Personal Care, this is more to recognise that Personal Care is a teaching and learning 
opportunity and therefore deserves timetabled sessions. These may or may not happen at exactly 11.30 and exactly 14.30, since logically 
they will happen as and when.  

The Equals Pre-Formal PMLD Curriculum is not open to the adoption of a thematic or topic based approach. This is because the purpose 
of such themes or topics running through every or even some/most sessions, is to bring a central commonality to a disparate set of 
subjects. The Equals Pre-Formal PMLD Curriculum is however, already holistic, that is, everything works through everything else. 
Running a topic or theme such as The Seasons or Africa or The Victorians will only serve to disconnect the learning from the short, 
medium and long term continuity of the curriculum model.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.pmldlink.org.uk/resources/#pmld-standards
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Example Timetable for a Nursery/Reception/Key Stage 1 class 
 Arrival 

to 
10.00 

10.00  
to 

10.45 

10.45  
to 

11.30 

11.30 
to 

12.00 

12.00 to 
13.30 

13.30  
to 

14.30 

14.30  
to 

15.00 

15.00 
to 

leaving 
Monday Physio 

Stretch 
Massage 

Good 
Morning 
SessIon 

Sensory Story - to run for at 
least a term before changing 

Sensory Exploration/Messy 
Play 

 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Art 
 
 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 
 
 
 

Tuesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Intensive Interaction.  Sherborne Developmental 
Movement 

 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Sensory Cookery 
 
 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Wednesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Intensive Interaction 
 

Massage or 
Proprioceptive massage or 

Tac-Pac  
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Hydrotherapy/Rebound Therapy/ 
Snoezelen Stretch session  

to alternate assuming too many 
learners at once for hydro. 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Thursday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Movement to Music  
 
 
 
 

Intensive Interaction Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Community Awareness Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Friday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Sensory Story 
 
 

Dance – this (like Drama and 
Music) might be an ideal 

opportunity for inclusive work 
either with other classes or 

mainstream (or both). 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Snoezelen and/or 
Massage and/or 

Intensive Interaction 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

 
 
 
 



EQUALS Pre-Formal (PMLD) Curriculum        @ EQUALS 2019 
 

 44 

Example Timetable for a Key Stage 2 class 
 Arrival 

to 
10.00 

10.00  
to 

10.45 

10.45  
to 

11.30 

11.30 
to 

12.00 

12.00 to 
13.30 

13.30  
to 

14.30 

14.30  
to 

15.00 

15.00 
to 

leaving 
Monday Physio 

Stretch 
Massage 

Good 
Morning 
SessIon 

Intensive Interaction. Sensory Story - to run for at 
least a term before changing 

 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Sensory Exploration 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 
 
 
 

Tuesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Music Sherborne/Movement 
or 

Rebound Therapy 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Sensory Cookery 
 
 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Wednesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Intensive Interaction Massage or 
Proprioceptive massage or 

Tac-Pac  
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Hydrotherapy/Dark Room to 
alternate assuming too many 

learners at once for hydro. 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Thursday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Movement to Music  
 
 
 
 

Art Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Community Awareness Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Friday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Drama 
Call and Response 

Sensory Story 
 
 

Dance – this (like Drama and 
Music) might be an ideal 

opportunity for inclusive work 
either with other classes or 

mainstream (or both). 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Snoezelen and/or 
Massage and/or 

Intensive Interaction 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 
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Example Timetable for a Key Stage 3/Key Stage 4 class 
 Arrival 

to 
10.00 

10.00  
to 

10.45 

10.45  
to 

11.30 

11.30 
to 

12.00 

12.00 to 
13.30 

13.30  
to 

14.30 

14.30  
to 

15.00 

15.00 
to 

leaving 
Monday Physio 

Stretch 
Massage 

Good 
Morning 
SessIon 

Intensive Interaction. Sensory Story - to run for at 
least a term before changing 

 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Sensory Exploration 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 
 
 
 

Tuesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Music Rebound Therapy 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Sensory Cookery 
 
 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Wednesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Community Awareness Community Awareness  
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Hydrotherapy/Dark Room to 
alternate assuming too many 

learners at once for hydro. 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Thursday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Music Interaction 
 
 
 
 

Art Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Massage or 
Yoga 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Friday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Drama 
Call and Response 

Sensory Story 
 
 

Dance – this (like Drama and 
Music) might be an ideal 

opportunity for inclusive work 
either with other classes or 

mainstream (or both). 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Snoezelen and/or 
Massage and/or 

Intensive Interaction 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 
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Example Timetable for a Key Stage 5+ class 
 Arrival 

to 
10.00 

10.00  
to 

10.45 

10.45  
to 

11.30 

11.30 
to 

12.00 

12.00 to 
13.30 

13.30  
to 

14.30 

14.30  
to 

15.00 

15.00 
to 

leaving 
Monday Physio 

Stretch 
Massage 

Good 
Morning 
SessIon 

Yoga Intensive Interaction Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Music 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 
 
 
 

Tuesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Sensory Cooking Community Awareness Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Massage 
 
 
 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Wednesday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Dance Drama and Poetry  
especially through  
Call and Response 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Hydrotherapy Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Thursday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Sensory Exploration 
 
 

Yoga Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Art Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 

Friday Physio 
Stretch 

Massage 
Good 

Morning 
Session 

Community Awareness 
 

Community Awareness 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Lunch 
and 

Stretch 
and 
Chill 

 

Rebound Therapy 
or 

Snoezelen 
 

Personal 
Care  

as and 
when 

Assembly 
or home 

prep 
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