
EEQUALS QUALS IINFORMAL NFORMAL CCURRICULUMURRICULUM

EQUALS is committed to improving the lives of children and young people with 
learning difficulties and disabilities through supporting high quality education.

Website:  www.equals.co.uk
Email: admin@equalsoffice.co.uk

Telephone:  0191 272 1222 

For pupils and students with 
complex learning difficulties (CLD) 
who are working consistently to 
the early reaches of the severe 
learning difficulties spectrum.

Learner

My Play &  
Leisure

My 
Communication

My 
Independence

My Outdoor  
School

My Physical 
Well-being

Self-Regulation

Social  
Interaction

Social  
Relationships

Family and Peer 
Relationships

Self-Confidence 
and Self-Esteem

Concentration  
and Attention

Voice and  
Agency

Well-Being,  
Contentment,  

Optimism

Engagement  
with and  

within  
Communities



EQUALS Informal Curriculum ã EQUALS 2021 

1 
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for	pupils	and	students	with	complex	learning	difficulties	(CLD)	who	are	working	consistently	and	over	time	

at	P4/P5,	that	is,	equivalent	to	the	early	reaches	of	the	severe	learning	difficulties	spectrum.		
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Foreword	

The	Equals	Informal	Curriculum	is	set	in	the	context	of	Equals	multi-tiered	curriculum	approach,	recognising	that	differentiation	from	
England’s	(or	indeed	any)	National	Curriculum	is	not	sufficient	to	meet	the	needs	of	pupils	and	students	with	profound,	complex,	severe	
or	global	learning	difficulties.	For	these	populations,	who	are	all	working	consistently	and	over	time	below	or	very	near	the	start	of	their	
national	curriculum,	curricula	need	to	be	different	rather	than	differentiated,	because	the	way	such	pupils	learn	is	different,	and	often	
very,	very	different	from	neuro-typical,	conventional	developing	learners	for	whom	the	national	curriculum	was	designed.	This	
difference	applies	equally	whether	we	are	considering	England’s	National	Curriculum,	Scotland’s	Curriculum	for	Excellence,	Australia’s	
National	Curriculum	or	the	USA’s	Common	Core	State	Standards,	or	for	that	matter,	any	other	national	model.	
Fig 1. The relationship between curricula in Equals multi-tiered curriculum approach 
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1 GLD (Global Learning Difficulties) has been introduced as a term covering both severe and moderate learning difficulties (SLD and MLD) to indicate that the learning 
difficulties faced	will	affect	all	learning,	as	opposed	to	a	specific	learning	difficulties	(SpLD),	such	as	dyslexia	and	dyscalculia,	which	will	affect	part	of	learning. 
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The	P	Scales.	Equals	supports	the	Rochford	Review’s	(2016)	decision	to	abandon	using	the	P	Scales	as	a	(statutory)	comparative	
assessment	tool	in	England,	but	points	out	that	they	were	never	designed	with	this	in	mind.	Equals	regards	the	P	Scales	as	a	very	
important	common	language	among	professionals	and	urges	schools	who	have	worked	with	them	to	continue	to	use	them	to	give	a	
common	understanding	of	the	broad	developmental	level	being	worked	within	by	individual	pupils	and	students.	There	should	be	no	
formal	assessment	schema	involving	them,	but	they	are	still	by	far	and	away,	the	best	framework	to	use	in	order	to	organise	and	
implement	broad	appropriate	curricula	offerings.	

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	their	
own	devices,	the	learner	might	have	a	tendency	towards	stimulatory,	repetitive	self-injurious	behaviour	such	as	biting	their	own	hand,	
and	staff	might	therefore	consider	it	essential	for	the	learner's	well-being	to	teach	them	to	positively	and	clearly	indicate	that	they	want	
to	spend	some	time	with	another	person(s)	and	enjoy	the	process	of	doing	so	without	any	other	target	in	mind.	In	this	instance,	we	
argue,	it	is	absolutely	essential	that	we	narrow	the	curriculum	offered	to	this	particular	learner	in	order	to	give	them	the	maximum	
amount	of	time	for	learning,	recognising	that	someone	with	CLD	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	……..	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	CLD,	time	in	education	is	
limited	and	precious,	and	we	are	duty	bound	not	to	waste	it.		

Classroom	Organisation.	An	essential	part	of	engagement	is	to	recognise	that	the	complexity	of	their	learning	difficulties	will	mean	
that	such	learners	do	not,	and	cannot	learn	effectively	when	taught	in	a	compartmentalised	and	piecemeal	manner	(Ware,	2003;	Welsh	
Assembly	Government,	2006;	Lacey,	2010;	Imray	and	Hinchcliffe,	2014;	Imray	and	Colley,	2017).	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.		
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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.		

The	Equals	Informal	Curriculum	offers	six	schemes	of	work	(SoW),	namely	My	Communication,	My	Sensory	Play,	My	Physical	Wellbeing,	
My	Independence,	My	Creativity	and	My	Outdoor	Learning.	PLEASE	NOTE	that	these	are	of	course	strongly	related	to	the	SoW	offered	in	
Equals	Semi-Formal	Curriculum,	but	are	distinct	and	have	all	been	separately	written.	That	is,	it	is	not	possible	to	use	the	SoW	from	
the	Semi-Formal	Curriculum	and	expect	the	same	results!	
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RATIONALE	
Equals	Informal	Curriculum	has	developed	from	the	sure	and	certain	knowledge	that	in	the	UK	at	least,	and	we	suspect	in	many	other	
parts	of	the	western	world,	a	very	different	set	of	learners	has	become	apparent	in	sufficient	numbers	to	regard	them	as	an	identifiable	
group.	We	have	named	this	‘grouping’	Complex	Learning	Difficulties	(CLD2).	In	England	they	are	largely	likely	to	be	found	in	special	
(specialist)	schools	for	those	with	severe	learning	difficulties	(SLD)	and/or	autistic	spectrum	conditions	(ASC),	though	there	may	well	be	
a	number	in	the	early	years	of	mainstream	primary	schools.		
Those	with	CLD	have	all	of	the	defining	difficulties	we	might	regard	the	term	SLD	as	encompassing,	noted	by	Imray	and	Colley	(2017)	as;	

• Communication	difficulties
• Difficulties	with	abstract	concepts
• Difficulties	in	concentration	and	attention
• Difficulties	with	both	short	term	and	long	term	memory
• Difficulties	with	sequential	memory
• Difficulties	with	working	memory
• Inefficient	and	slow	information	processing	speed
• Insecure	general	knowledge
• Poorly	developed	strategies	for	thinking	and	learning
• Difficulties	with	generalisation	and	problem	solving

In	addition	however,	such	pupils	who	come	within	this	Complex	umbrella	consistently	express:	
o A	complexity	of	degree	within	the	severe	learning	difficulties	noted	above.	That	is,	if	one	considers	the	term	SLD	as	being	a

spectrum,	these	learners	are	consistently	and	over	time	working	at	the	extreme	end	of	the	spectrum;	in	P	scales	terms,	within
the	P4	to	P5	ish	range.	It	is	important	to	note	however,	that	they	do	not	have	profound	learning	difficulties	in	that	they	have	the
ability	to	follow	instructions,	have	a	very	sound	understanding	of	cause	and	effect	and	can	imitate	the	actions	of	others	(which
makes	them	open	to	being	taught	through	modelling	for	example).	Whether	they	choose	to	make	use	of	such	abilities	within	a
conventional	classroom,	is	however	another	matter.	As	a	general	rule,	such	learners	are	ambulant	and	highly	mobile	and
possess	reasonably	sound	gross	and	fine	motor	skills.

2 The term CLD is not to be confused with CLDD (Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities) coined by Carpenter et al (2015). Carpenter and colleague’s term is much 
broader ranging from profound learning difficulties through to quite high functioning learners with for example, Foetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS). 
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o Recognised	difficulties	with	social	communication,	social	interaction,	and	rigidity	in	behaviour	towards	thought	and	change	
such	that	many	are	likely	to	have	an	attendant	diagnosis	of	autism.		

o Considerable	sensory	sensitivities,	which	will	express	themselves	both	through	the	five	main	senses	of	touch,	hearing,	sight,	
taste	and	smell,	but	may	also	be	evident	within	the	kinaesthetic	proprioceptive	and	vestibular	senses.	

o A	marked	tendency	towards	restricted	and	often	stereotypical	‘extreme’	and	very	personal	interests.	It	is	interesting	to	note	
that	the	‘difficulties	in	attention	and	concentration’	noted	above	do	not	generally	apply	to	these	learners’	special	interests,	in	
that	they	can	concentrate	on	these	for	hours,	perhaps	even	days	without	any	trouble	at	all,	whilst	being	‘unable’	to	concentrate	
on	what	might	be	regarded	as	school	work	for	more	than	a	few	minutes	or	even	seconds.	This	is	a	very	important	point	and	one	
that	we	shall	return	to	again	and	again.		

o A	tendency	towards	preferring	isolation	to	socialisation,	or	where	socialisation	is	preferred,	displaying	highly	manipulative	
behaviour	in	order	that	the	social	situations	fit	into	patterns	where	the	learner	is	in	control.	

o Behaviours	that	challenge	authority.	This	is	especially	marked	in	a	refusal	to	conform	to	what	might	be	considered,	
conventional	school	behaviour,	in	the	acceptance	of	the	teacher	(or	other	figure	of	authority	such	as	a	TA	or	SaLT	or	OT)	as	
being	in	charge.	The	notion	of	the	teacher	teaching	and	the	learner	doing	what	they’re	told,	which	is	fundamentally	the	basis	for	
all	school	discipline,	is	simply	not	accepted.	Learners	with	CLD	are	mostly	noted	for	their	eagerness	to	do	what	they	want	to	do,	
and	their	disinclination	to	do	what	the	teacher	wants	them	to	do.	Put	simply,	they	do	not	buy	into	the	standard	concept	of	
education	and	they	largely	demonstrate	this	by	exhibiting	behaviours	that	challenge.	The	older	(and	bigger	and	stronger)	they	
are	the	more	difficult	such	behaviours	are	to	manage	and	the	greater	the	likelihood	of	exclusion.	Such	pupils	and	students	are	
effectively,	disengaged	with	and	from	the	education	system.		

The	pupils	and	students	who	express	complex	learning	difficulties,	may	be	considered	to	be	part	of	what	Carpenter	et	al	(2015)	
refer	to	as	‘new	generation	children’	(see	footnote	2	above)	so	that	in	the	21st	century	such	learners		

‘are	presenting	with	new	profiles	of	learning	needs	that	the	teaching	profession	struggle	to	meet	through	existing	teaching	styles	
or	curriculum	frameworks.	We	need	to	be	honest	about	this	–	for	the	sake	of	our	professional	practice,	and,	even	more	so,	for	the	
sake	of	the	children.’	(Carpenter	et	al,	2015,	6)		

These	are	children	for	whom	we	are	‘pedagogically	bereft’	(Carpenter,	2011).		The	common	strategies,	however	well	thought	out,	
however	well	delivered,	just	do	not	work.	

	

Behaviourism	and	Behaviourist	teaching	models.	The	traditional	take	on	the	dilemma	of	being	faced	with	a	pupil	who	refuses	to	
follow	instructions,	who	behaves	inappropriately	and	in	a	socially	unacceptable	manner,	who	will	not	fit	in	with	societal	rules	and	
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norms,	has	been	(especially	for	those	with	learning	difficulties	and	additional	autism)	to	adopt	a	behaviourist	approach.	In	the	UK	at	
least,	there	is	a	considerable	current	debate	about	behaviourism	and	its	various	offshoots,	particularly	ABA	(Applied	Behavioural	
Analysis),	PBS	(Positive	Behaviour	Support)	and	TEACCH	(Treatment	and	Education	of	Autistic	and	Communication	Handicapped	
Children).	All	three	models	are	used	extensively	in	the	United	States	when	working	with	children,	young	people	and	adults	with	autism	
and/or	learning	difficulties,	though	ABA	particularly	is	much	less	used	in	the	UK	and	Europe	generally.	There	are	however,	continued	
efforts	from	supporters	of	behaviourism	to	get	it	much	more	widely	used	across	the	world	(Fisher,	Piazza	and	Roane,	2011,	Foran	et	al,	
2015	for	example).	
Behaviourism	as	a	body	of	work,		

is	a	theory	of	animal	and	human	learning	that	focuses	upon	the	behaviour	of	the	learner	and	the	change	in	behaviour	that	occurs	
when	learning	takes	place.	Learning	in	the	context	of	behaviourism	can	be	defined	as	the	acquisition	of	a	new	behaviour	or	the	
modification	of	behaviour	as	a	result	of	teaching,	training	or	tutoring.	(Woollard,	2010,	1)	

McLeod	(2016)	suggests	that	the	basics	principles	of	behaviourism	are	that		

• Psychology	should	be	seen	as	a	science,	to	be	studied	in	a	scientific	manner.	
• Behaviourism	is	primarily	concerned	with	observable	behaviour,	as	opposed	to	internal	events	like	thinking.	
• Behaviour	is	the	result	of	stimulus/response	(i.e.	all	behaviour,	no	matter	how	complex,	can	be	reduced	to	a	simple	

stimulus/response	features).	
• Behaviour	is	determined	by	the	environment	(e.g.	conditioning).	

It	is	really	important	here	to	establish	that	whether	it	is	referred	to	as	Skinner’s	Behaviourism	or	Lovaas	or	ABA	or	PBS	or	even	
TEAACH,	all	are	based	upon	the	principals	of	behaviour	modification.	That	is,	that	‘we’,	those	of	us	who	do	not	need	to	change	our	
behaviour,	those	of	us	who	are	in	charge,	those	of	us	who	decide	on	the	rules,	must	modify	the	behaviour	of	‘them’	to	ensure	
that	their	behaviours	are	acceptable	to	us.	Note	that	there	is	no	requirement	for	a	behaviourist	to	change	in	any	way	other	
than	in	manipulating	the	behaviour	of	the	person	being	modified.	When	Pavlov	was	conditioning	his	dogs	to	salivate	at	the	ring	of	a	
bell	(a	conditioned	response)	he	was	not	concerned	with	changing	his	own	behaviour,	merely	that	of	the	dogs.	
The	difficulty	is	that	in	many	ways	this	is	what	ordinary	parents	and	ordinary	schools	do	with	ordinary	children;	they	lay	down	the	rules	
that	are	acceptable	and	teach	these	rules	to	children.	We	are	adults	and	they	are	children,	and	they	need	to	learn.	Most	times	children	
accept	the	authority	of	adults	but	sometimes	they	don’t	and	in	these	circumstances	we	may	well	punish	with	anything	from	a	mild	
rebuke	upwards.	In	this	way,	we	can	see	that	behaviourism	and	behaviourist	principles,	including	such	basic	elements	as	the	
conditioned	response,	are	merely	extensions	of	the	techniques	that	most	parents	use	naturally.	“If	you	behave	yourself	when	we	walk	
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round	the	shops	you	can	get	a	special	treat,	but	if	you	don’t………!”	Children	might	not	naturally	behave	themselves	when	walking	around	a	
shop	for	30	minutes,	so	we	might	have	to	condition	their	responses.		
Most	parents	will	however,	be	concerned	with	their	own	behaviour	as	well	and	extend	the	learning	to	include	reasons	for	adopting	the	
required	behaviour.	There	is	not	as	a	rule,	a	requirement	to	‘do	as	your	told’	without	any	explanation	as	to	why.	“If	we	don’t	go	shopping,	
we	will	have	nothing	to	cook	and	nothing	to	eat”	should	suffice	with	most	children,	though	you	may	well	need	the	additional	motivation	
“and	we	won’t	be	able	to	buy	your	favourite	cereal!”	Good	parenting	is	therefore	probably	a	mix	of	teaching,	modeling	and	instruction	all	
encased	within	love,	but	we	would	suggest	that	it	is	never	a	good	idea	to	be	overly	reliant	on	any	one	of	these	elements.	Behaviourism	is	
however,	heavily	reliant	on	instruction.	

There	are	many,	many	examples	of	this	from	the	plethora	of	behaviourist	research,	but	let	us	take	one	typical	example	from	Foran	et	al	
(2015)	involving	a	case	study	of	two	children	which	revealed	a	‘marked	decrease	in	challenging	behaviour	following	a	function	based	
behavioural	intervention’	which	also	led	to	‘greater	independence,	integration	and	access	to	curricular	activities’.		Two	of	the	behaviourist	
techniques	used	to	ensure	the	success	of	the	intervention	were	prompting	and	error	correction.	

Prompting	was	used	to	increase	the	likelihood	that	a	child	would	respond	correctly	and	therefore	allow	for	correct	responses	to	
be	reinforced.	Error	correction	was	used	if	a	child	responded	incorrectly;	the	teacher	immediately	presented	the	instruction	again	
and	prompted	the	child	to	respond	correctly.	The	same	instruction	was	then	repeated	numerous	times	to	allow	the	child	to	respond	
independently;	a	reinforcer	was	delivered	contingent	on	correct	responding.	These	procedures	eliminated	 ‘trial	and	error’	and	
increased	the	chances	that	the	child	would	succeed.	(Foran	et	al,	2015,	41/2)	

But	succeed	at	what?	Clearly	succeed	at	doing	as	they’re	told,	succeed	at	doing	what	the	teacher	instructs	them	to	do,	succeed	at	not	
paying	any	attention	to	trial	and	error	since	this	is	‘eliminated’,	succeed	at	living	their	lives	vicariously	through	the	teacher.	In	this	
scenario,	learning	is	about	being	instructed	to	behave	in	a	certain	way,	it	is	about	moulding	the	child	as	one	would	mould	putty	or	clay.	
Understanding	is	neither	here	nor	there.	Even	worse,	error	is	not	allowed.	How	is	one	supposed	to	learn	if	one	can’t	make	mistakes?	
This	is	not	learning,	this	is	dog	training.	Dog	training	may	well	be	fine	for	dogs,	but	to	adopt	such	strategies	for	human	beings,	
however	considerable	their	learning	difficulties,	is	by	its	nature,	dehumanising.	
Woollard	(2010)	describes	Behaviourism	as		

a	philosophy,	theory	and	pedagogy.	They	are	underpinned	by	the	principles	of	stimulus-response,	and	all	behaviour	is	explained	
without	 the	need	 to	 consider	 internal	mental	 states	 or	 consciousness.	However,	 internal	 states	 such	as	belief,	motivation	and	
satisfaction	can	be	represented	by	patterns	of	behaviour	(p2)	

This	is	all	well	and	good,	as	long	as	someone	is	paying	attention	to	the	‘patterns	of	behaviour’	which	indicate	these	‘internal	states’.	
Unfortunately,	because	behaviourists	are	not	particularly	concerned	with	the	perspective	of	the	individual	whose	behaviour	is	being	
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modified,	this	is	by	no	means	guaranteed,	since	the		

behaviour	of	a	learner	is	changed	by	positively	reinforcing	(rewardng)	an	appropriate	behaviour	but	ignoring	inappropriate	
behaviour.	(Woollard,	2010,	2,	our	emphasis)	

It	is	an	eternal	truth,	that	all	behaviours	are	communications	(Imray	and	Hewett,	2015)	and	we	cannot	help	learners	if	we	ignore	
what	they	have	to	say.	

Some	will	argue	that	this	is	a	process	of	learning	that	every	child	goes	through,	it’s	called	education,	and	we	have	sympathy	with	the	
view	that	a	certain	amount	of	direction	is	necessary	for	all	children.	Children	with	learning	difficulties,	especially	if	such	learning	
difficulties	are	complex,	will	encounter	many	problems	in	learning	and	therefore	much	repetition	is	necessary;	perhaps	many	hundreds	
of	times,	perhaps	thousands	of	times.	But	if	you’re	reading	this	curriculum,	it	will	be	clear	that	the	children,	young	people	and	adults	
with	CLD	that	you’re	concerned	about,	have	not	been	able	to	learn	the	things	you’re	trying	to	teach	them	about	behaving	appropriately.	
If	they	had	been	able	to	learn	them,	they	wouldn’t	have	challenging	behaviour,	and	you	probably,	wouldn’t	have	turned	to	this	
curriculum.	This	means	that	we	have	to	be	very	cautious	indeed	about	ignoring	difficult	and	challenging	behaviours.	And	it’s	no	good	
saying	that	you’re	ignoring	the	behaviour	not	the	child,	because	the	child	is	directly	communicating	to	you	through	their	behaviour.	
You’re	not	just	ignoring	their	behaviour,	you’re	ignoring	their	communication,	and	we	repeat,	this	is	a	very	dangerous	thing	to	
do,	because	someone	who	is	consistently	and	constantly	being	ignored	will	either	shut	down	completely,	withdrawing	into	their	shell,	or	
up	the	behaviour	so	that	you	are	forced	to	listen.	There	is	no	possible	circumstance	where	either	event	can	be	considered	to	be	
educationally	acceptable.	

Behaviourism	as	a	means	of	normalisation.	It	is	difficult	to	get	beyond	the	view	that	the	behaviourist	concentration	on	teaching	new	
acceptable	behaviours	and	modifiying	unacceptable	current	behaviours	is	about	an	attempt	to	ensure	that	all	behaviour	exhibited	by	all	
children,	young	people	and	adults	with	learning	difficulties	and/or	autism	is	about	making	them	as	‘normal’	as	possible.	It	is	not	about	
teaching	children	how	to	make	the	most	of	themselves,	it	is	about	teaching	them	to	be	the	least	possible	trouble.	Michelle	Dawson,	a	
person	with	autism,	argues	that	behaviourism	promulgates	‘educational’	programmes,	which	are	not	designed	to	educate	‘but	to	
transform	that	child	into	a	different	kind	of	child’	(Dawson,	2013).	She	makes	an	interesting	point	regarding	our	need	for	people	with	
autism	to	‘fit	in’	to	society	as	it	is,	not	how	they	might	want	it	to	be,	to	‘live	in	the	real	world’.	Many	therefore	take	the	view	that	as	we	
can	train	people	to	be	part	of	society	through	behaviour	modification,	we	are	duty	bound	to	do	so.		

Similar	articles	of	faith	have	been	imposed	on	other	groups.	I	couldn't	vote	until	1940	or	deliver	the	mail	until	1980	in	the	province	
where	I	live.	This	is	because	I'm	female.	Quebec	females	did	not	undergo	behaviour	modification	in	order	to	become	intelligent	
enough	to	vote	or	strong	and	tough	enough	to	deliver	the	mail	circa	1940	and	1980.	In	fact,	we	did	not	change	at	all.	We	did	not	
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prove	 anything	 we	 hadn't	 already	 proven	 for	 centuries.	 But	 suddenly,	 we	 were	 discovered	 to	 have	 qualities	 we	 never	 had	
before.	(Dawson,	2013)	

	
And	the	last	word	in	this	section	goes	to	a	parent	of	a	child	with	autism.	

‘We,	who	are	not	autistic	are	in	a	position	of	power,	we	are	the	majority,	we	are	the	ones	making	the	rules.	That	does	not	mean	the	
rules	we	make	are	correct	or	even	right.	We	must	be	willing	to	examine	what	our	objective	is	in	using	ABA.	Is	the	objective	to	make	
someone	blend	in	better	and	if	so	we	must	ask	ourselves	why?	Before	ABA	is	considered,	ask	yourself,	is	this	a	treatment	you	would	
employ	for	your	neurotypical	child?	What	message	are	we	sending	our	Autistic	children?	What	will	this	message	do	to	their	self-
image?	What	message	will	be	internalized,	a	message	they	will	carry	with	them	well	into	adulthood?	Will	this	message	serve	them,	
make	them	feel	good	about	themselves,	help	them	lead	happy,	fulfilled	lives.	After	all	isn’t	that	what	ALL	parents	want	for	our	
children?’	(Zurcher,	2013)	

	
Learning	To	Be3.	Equals	therefore	wishes	the	reader	to	be	really	clear,	that	this	Informal	Curriculum	rejects	behaviourism	as	an	over-
arching	philosophy	and	instead	urges	a	‘learning	to	be’	approach.	This	takes	as	its	fundamental	basic	principle	that	children	with	
complex	learning	difficulties	must	learn	how	to	be	(themselves)	as	a	necessary	precursor	to	learning	how	to	do.	This	means	that	
learners	with	CLD	must	

o be	allowed	(and	indeed,	be	positively	encouraged)	to	be	comfortable	with	activities	and	states	of	being	that	are	
important	to	them,	as	part	of	the	process	of	being	given	opportunities	to	discover	other	activities	and	states	of	being	
that	may	become	important	to	them;		

o be	free	to	like	who	and	what	they	wish	and	be	encouraged	to	learn	how	to	express	such	preferences	positively;	
o be	free	to	reject	experiences	and	people	not	liked	and	encouraged	to	learn	how	to	express	such	preferences	positively;	
o be	positively	encouraged	to	take	total	control	of	their	own	behaviour	so	that	self-regulation	(rather	than	being	

regulated	by	others)	becomes	a	major	part	of	their	learning;	
o be	given	constant	opportunities	to	communicate	positively	and	to	have	both	voice	and	agency	(that	is,	be	always	

listened	to	with	preferences	always	acted	upon)	within	the	confines	of	a	safe	and	secure	environment.	There	may	be	
occasional	times	when	voice	and	agency	are	denied,	but	these	will	only	be	in	exceptional	circumstances	when	the	safety	
of	the	learner	or	those	around	the	learner	is	in	question;	

                                                
3 Equals is indebted to Gillian Carver and her colleagues at St Ann’s School in Hanwell, west London, for coining the term ‘Learning To Be’. Equals is also heavily indebted 
to the works of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum relating to adopting a Capabilities Approach, as in for example, Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2011). 
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o know	that	the	curriculum	and	the	pedagogy	behind	the	curriculum	has	each	individual	learner	at	its	centre.	Each	pupil	
must	be	secure	within	the	concept	that	if	problems	arise,	it	is	the	curriculum	that	has	to	change,	not	the	learner.				

The	aim	of	this	document	is	to	evaluate	and	to	update	the	current	curricular	provision	for	learners	with	complex	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	St	Ann’s	School	in	Hanwell,	west	London	and	The	Bridge	School	in	Islington,	north	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.	Like	Equals	Pre-Formal	(PMLD)	Curriculum,	this	is	a	curriculum	that	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	is	extensively	referenced	because	we	believe	that	any	work	covering	an	area	
as	intellectually	challenging	as	CLD	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,	but	it	will	attempt	to	give	you	a	body	of	
knowledge	that	it	is	essential	for	‘teachers’	to	know,	whether	these	be	teachers,	TAs,	therapists	or	parent/carers.	It	is	however,	the	
learners	who	will	decide	the	pace	of	learning	and	the	direction	it	will	take;	teachers	can	build	routines,	facilitate	change,	offer	
alternatives,	observe	and	guide,	but	they	cannot	instruct.	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.		

	
ACTION	RESEARCH	

Respecting	people’s	powers	of	self-definition	at	St	Ann’s	School.	Taking	the	issues	of	empowerment,	agency	and	student	voice	as	
central	components	of	their	school’s	pedagogy,	in	2015	St	Ann's	School	in	West	London,	a	Unicef	Rights	Respecting	School,	set	out	to	
resolve	a	major	dilemma	with	regard	to	the	educational	lives	of	7	of	their	students.	St	Ann’s,	a	secondary	(11	to	19)	specialist	(special)	
school	had	then	91	students	on	roll,	of	whom	32	were	on	the	PMLD	spectrum	and	59	on	the	SLD	spectrum,	whilst	37	also	had	an	
additional	diagnosis	of	autism.	

St	Ann’s	(then	judged	by	Ofsted	to	be	a	‘good;	school,	now	judged	by	Ofsted	to	be	an	‘outstanding’	school)	were	rightly	proud	of	the	fact	
that	they	had	only	issued	two	fixed	term	(three	day)	exclusions	in	the	previous	15	years,	had	never	rejected	a	potential	student	on	the	
grounds	of	behaviour	and	fairly	typically	for	a	UK	special	school,	operated	an	eclectic	positive	(that	is,	non-punitive)	behaviour	support	
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policy.	Despite	this,	the	school	was	being	consistently	and	incrementally	stretched	in	its	ability	to	work	with	a	number	of	young	men	
who	were	not	responding	to	what	might	be	termed	classic	PBS	(Positive	Behaviour	Support)	style	interventions.	Six	of	these	seven	were	
deemed	SLD/ASD	and	one	SLD,	all	functioning	between	P4	and	P6,	all	displaying	consistent	and	extreme	challenging	behaviours	as	
multiple	daily	occurrences.	Typical	of	such	behaviours	were	hitting,	slapping,	biting,	scratching,	hair	pulling,	kicking,	nail	gouging,	
spitting	at	both	staff	and	classroom	peers,	self-injurious	behaviour,	destruction	of	property,	refusal	to	engage	with	set	tasks,	climbing	
and	running	away.	All	were	assigned	dedicated	and	highly	experienced	one	to	one	support	staff	in	their	classes;	two	students	were	
assigned	two	to	one;	all	had	personalised	behaviour	support	plans	aimed	at	intervention	before	the	behaviour	happened,	that	is,	they	
were	pro-active	rather	than	reactive.	Physical	interventions	from	staff	towards	students	were	kept	to	an	absolute	minimum,	and	then	
only	used	to	protect	others,	maintain	dignity,	and	help	the	student	in	crisis	to	get	to	a	safe	space	as	quickly	and	as	easily	as	possible.		

The	extremes	of	behaviour	tended	to	be	cyclical	but	regular	and	often	on	a	daily	basis,	and	were	being	‘managed’.	It	was	
however,	clear	that	there	was	deep	unhappiness	from	the	learners	and	their	peers,	growing	concern	about	quality	of	life	issues	
from	staff,	parents	and	others	and	it	was	very	difficult	to	clearly	ascertain	a	reason	behind	any	of	the	underlying	issues,	other	
than	a	profound	dis-engagement	with	the	formal	educational	process.	A	decision	was	therefore	made	to	place	all	seven	students	in	
one	class	(Telstar	Class)	where	the	primary	objective	would	be	to	build	positive,	nurturing	relationships.	Furthermore,	on	the	basis	
that	all	seven	responded	consistently	aversely	to	doing	anything	that	they	didn't	want	to	do,	ALL	DEMAND	WAS	TAKEN	AWAY.	
That	is,	the	learners	were	free	to	do	anything	they	wanted	to	do,	as	long	as	it	didn’t	involve	harming	themselves	or	others,	and	
THIS	FREEDOM	ALSO	INCLUDED	DOING	NOTHING	IF	THAT	WAS	THEIR	CHOICE.		

The	seven	learners	were	housed	in	two	largish	self-contained	porta-cabins,	with	a	separate	shower	and	toilet	and	an	enclosed	outside	
play	area.	Very	importantly,	there	were	no	locks	on	any	internal	or	external	doors	and	students	were	free	to	access	the	main	body	of	the	
school	if	they	chose	to	do	so.	All	students	were	free	to	be	on	their	own	or	work	(or	not	work)	with	any	of	the	11	highly	experienced	
members	of	staff	assigned	to	the	class.	There	was	no	enforced	timetable,	though	opportunities	to	play	and	engage	with	others	were	
consistently	provided,	and	all	order,	structure,	routine	and	most	importantly,	demand,	were	taken	away.		

If	 we	 begin	 with	 the	 assumption	 that	 all	 behaviour	 has	 a	 function	 it	 follows	 that	 it	 is,	 in	 the	 school	 context,	 a	 professional	
responsibility	on	the	part	of	adults	to	work	out	what	a	child’s	behaviour	is	communicating.	This	is	the	essential	purpose	of	empathy	
and	is	a	particular	concern	when	working	with	children	with	significant	difficulties	with	speech,	language	and	communication	
(Crombie	et	al,	2014,	18).	

Over	the	first	three	terms	(around	40	weeks)	of	the	'experiment',	behaviours	came	tumbling	down	so	that	violent	behaviours,	of	the	type	
described	above,	which	were	both	routine	and	daily	occurrences	for	all	7	students	now	represented	only	0.78%	of	the	weekly	
occurrences	for	the	whole	class.	In	fact,	such	behaviours	almost	completely	ceased	from	all	seven	students	within	the	first	week	
or	so	of	the	experiment	and	remained	(and	still	remains)	at	the	low	levels	indicated	below.	In	a	seven	week,	half	term	period	
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2048	individual	45	minute	sessions	were	recorded;	only	16	of	which	were	deemed	to	involve	crisis	behaviours.	The	curriculum	had	
been	temporarily	narrowed	and	peace	and	calm	had	broken	out!	
	
Figure	1.	RAG	rating	of	behaviours	for	Telstar	Class	over	one	continuous	seven	week	(half	term)	period.	
	

	
	
Figure	2.	Individually	assessed	45	minute	long	sessions	taken	over	one	continuous	seven	week	period	in	Telstar	Class	with	levels	of	
challenging	behaviour	(CB)	explained.	

	
Colour	Code	 Definition	 Number	of	

sessions	
Percentage	of	total	

Green	 No	issues	 1,919	 93.70	

Amber	 Some	indications	of	
stress	leading	to	an	
expectation	of	CB	

113	 5.52	

Total

Green Amber Red
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Red	 Individually	defined	
CB	displayed	

16	 0.78	

Total	 	 2,048	 100.00	

	
As	if	this	wasn’t	enough	there	appeared	a	remarkable	correlation	between	reduced	challenging	behaviours	and	increased	engagements	
involving	positive,	interactive	communications,	initially	just	with	staff	members,	but	latterly	also	with	peers.	Staff	also	noted	that	over	
time,	all	students	made	gains	in	their	ability	to	effectively	self-regulate.	With	complete	freedom	to	go	wherever	they	wanted	to	go	
whenever	they	wanted	to	go	there,	students	quickly	learned	that	they	could	take	themselves	away	from	potential	stressful	situations	
and	find	freedom	in	familiar	and	favoured	spaces	where	they	could	access	a	range	of	preferred	activities.	Telstar	students	were	clearly	
growing	in	confidence	to	take	charge	of	themselves	and	their	environment,	so	that	they	were	not	reliant	on	others	to	make	things	‘feel	
better’.	They	were	in	control,	and	they	were	using	this	control	positively.		

Such	positive	interactions	also	extended	to	home,	with	a	number	of	parents	reporting	significant	positive	changes	to	their	children’s	
abilities	to	interact,	engage	and	self-manage	potential	crises.	Individual’s	communicative	abilities	significantly	increased,	especially	in	
the	area	of	signing,	with	the	vast	majority	of	communications	being	positive	as	opposed	to	the	previous	negative	predominance.		

Parent	of	student	A	stated	‘the	main	difference	is	he’s	always	very	happy	to	come	to	school	and	happy	when	he	comes	back	from	school	and	
much	calmer’.	

Parents	of	student	B	commented	that	their	son	‘was	more	relaxed,	less	controlling	of	adult	attention	and	more	able	to	self-occupy’.		

Parent	of	Student	C	commented	that	her	son	‘had	now	really	started	to	play	with	his	younger	sisters’.		
These	were	just	examples	of	the	many	positive	parental	and	family	reports.	

What	lessons	can	we	draw	from	such	a	study	that	might	relate	to	voice,	agency	and	a	Learning	To	Be	Approach?	In	the	regular	
classroom,	none	of	the	seven	students	of	St	Ann’s	chose	to	get	involved	with	the	individualised	and	highly	differentiated	education	that	
was	on	offer,	and	if	they	did	so,	they	did	so	reluctantly,	fleetingly,	and	only	because	a	considerable	personalised	reward	was	offered	to	
them.		The	regular	classroom	consisted	generally	of	a	teacher	and	three	teaching	assistants	to	six	or	seven	students,	with	at	least	one	
additional	one	to	one	member	of	staff	allocated	to	each	of	the	seven.	The	curriculum	offered	was	based	broadly	on	a	National	Curriculum	
model,	but	highly	differentiated	to	take	account	of	the	level	of	learning	difficulty	at	the	school.	The	standard	of	teaching	from	both	
qualified	teachers	and	teaching	assistants	(TAs)	was	uniformly	good	and	often	outstanding,	but	despite	this,	the	complexity	of	need	
demonstrated	by	these	seven	students	continued	to	perplex	and	confound.	What	was	evident	was	that	an	entirely	different	approach	
was	needed.	
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Given	the	belief	from	the	school’s	leadership	team	that	all	behaviours	are	communications	(Imray	and	Hewett,	2015),	that	all	
challenging	behaviours	are	‘normal’	for	those	with	learning	difficulties	(Hewett,	1998)	and	that	challenging	behaviour	represents	
‘coherently	organized	adaptive	responses	to	challenging	situations’	(Emerson,	2001,	3)	the	concept	that	the	school	had	to	listen	to	what	
the	behaviours	were	telling	them	seemed	to	be	irrefutable	logic.		
Taking	the	three	basic	elements	of	ability,	capability	and	functioning,	the	school	recognised	that	all	seven	students	had	the	ability	to	
communicate,	even	though	these	communications	were	in	behavioural	form	(none	of	the	students	used	extended	language)	but	they	
lacked	capability	because	the	behaviours	were	almost	all	negative,	that	is,	they	communicated	things	which	the	learners	didn’t	want	to	
do	or	didn’t	want	to	be	involved	in.	Further,	positive	communications	were	often	compromised	by	the	natural	workings	of	the	
classroom,	such	as,	now	is	the	time	for	our	‘good	morning’	session	and	next	we’ll	be	working	on	art	etc.	Even	when	individual	students	
worked	on	individual	timetables,	the	essential	work	ethic	of	schools	predicated	against	functioning,	because	the	common	wisdom	of	
operating	an	educational	establishment	dictates	that	it	is	just	not	possible	for	individual	pupils	to	decide	what	they	want	to	do	and	when	
they	want	to	do	it	all	of	the	time,	or	more	commonly,	what	they	don’t	want	to	do	and	when	they	don’t	want	to	do	it,	especially	if	that	
means	that	they	don’t	want	to	do	anything!	

Critics	may	argue	that	such	a	state	of	affairs	indicates	poor	teaching,	that	the	pedagogical	‘how’	of	teaching	(delineated	by	for	example	
Florian	and	Black-Hawkins	(2011)	within	Inclusive	Pedagogy	or	Rose	et	al	(2014)	within	Universal	Design	for	Learning)	needs	to	be	
revisited	so	that	known	teaching	strategies	can	be	applied	to	all	learners;	this	charge	is	rejected	by	the	school	as	a	simplistic	blanket	
answer.	By	September	2015,	immediately	prior	to	the	inception	of	Telstar	Class,	the	seven	students	ranging	in	age	from	Year	7	to	Year	
12	had	all	received	the	recognised	spectrum	of	tried	and	tested,	skilful	educational	and	therapeutic	input	throughout	their	school	
careers	from	extensive	multi-disciplinary	teams	with	little	effect.	St	Ann’s	was	no	longer	minded	to	carry	on	providing	more	of	the	same	
for	these	young	people,	when	all	of	the	interventions	had	so	patently	failed.				
The	Learning	To	Be	Approach	does	however,	offer	us	a	real	way	forward	provided	we	are	able	to	take	the	risk	and	grasp	the	nettle,	
because	offering	children	the	opportunity	to	decide	upon	their	own	education	is	a	risk.	It	is	diametrically	opposed	to	the	received	
wisdom	that	we	know	best,	that	we	are	in	control,	that	children	must	learn	like	us	and	learn	to	be	like	us.		
The	experiment	continued	and	the	leadership	team	of	St	Ann’s,	supported	by	all	staff,	parents	and	governors	were	determined	to	follow	
through	with	the	exciting	and	remarkable	progress	of	the	first	year.	In	2019,	Ealing	Local	Authority	invested	a	further	£1.6m	towards	
the	creation	of	a	brand	new,	purpose	built	Telstar	class.	In	Ealing	at	least,	Learning	To	Be	is	here	to	stay.	It	deserves	to	be	better	known	
elsewhere.		
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Equals	Informal	Curriculum		
	

BASIC	PRINCIPLES		
	
Equals	Informal	Curriculum	is	comprised	of	six	schemes	of	work	(SoW),	namely,	My	Communication,	My	Sensory	Play,	My	Creativity,	My	
Outdoor	School,	My	Physical	Well-Being	and	My	Independence.	Confining	the	whole	curriculum	to	six	SoW	may	on	the	surface	seem	thin,	
but	the	concept	of	broad	and	balanced	should	not	automatically	apply	if	the	breadth	and	balance	added	are	meaningless	to	the	learner.	
We	believe	in	other	words,	that	we	have	put	quite	a	lot	into	small	packages.	

The	Learning	To	Be	Approach	is	based	on	the	principles	of	Process	Based	Teaching	and	Learning	(Collis	and	Lacey,	1996;	Hewett	and	
Nind,	1998;	Nind	and	Hewett,	2001;	Hewett,	2006;	Imray	and	Colley,	2017).	This	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	specific	skills	through	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.	

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	
complex	learning	difficulties	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).		

Staff/Learner	Relationships.	Mindful	of	the	extreme	and	very	real	dangers	of	learned	helplessness	(Seligman,	1975;	Crombie	et	al,	
2014;	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.		
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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.	We	emphasise	‘listening	to	behaviours’	as	another	VERY	
IMPORTANT	POINT,	because	we	recognise	that	those	with	CLD	are	likely	(by	definition)	to	have	poor	verbal	communication	
skills	and	will	therefore	communicate	most	effectively	through	their	actions.		
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	CLD.	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.	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	timetables	are	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!	
We	believe	that	the	learner	is	central	to	his/her	own	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.	The	Equals	Informal	Curriculum	is	based	on	a	deep	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.	When	these	
have	been	established,	they	can	be	used	to	motivate	the	learners	to	communicate,	express	themselves	and	develop	independence.	

A	learner	with	CLD	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.		
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Making	the	connections	necessary	for	learning	through	Play.	We	know	that	the	complexity	of	the	learning	difficulty	will	make	
learning	without	support	incredibly	difficult,	if	not	impossible,	and	cognition	(understanding)	is	likely	to	be	initially	gained	by	engaging	
in	play.	Staff	members	may	facilitate	such	play	(Vygotsky,	1978)	but	they	cannot	and	must	not,	direct	it.	Play	MUST	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	CLD	may	be	working	within	early	
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	posting	a	small	square	brick	into	a	preformed	square	hole,	but	if	this	is	only	for	the	purpose	of	
following	a	much	repeated	and	well	know	routine	and	doesn’t	actually	lead	to	anything	because	the	learner	is	not	in	control,	and	
therefore	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	(and	
by	definition,	inherent	challenge)	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	Equals	
Informal	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	Exploration	session	might	see	the	regular	setting	up	of	the	classroom	space,	so	that	a	number	of	tables	(depending	on	the	size	of	
the	classroom	and	the	number	of	learners	in	it)	would	be	laid	out	with	individual	large	builders	trays	of	sand,	water,	uncooked	rice,	
feathers	etc.	The	list	is	almost	endless	but	what	you	lay	out	will	depend	on	the	known	interests	of	your	learners.	Chairs	can	be	placed	
around	each	table	to	allow	more	than	one	learner	and	staff	members	to	access	the	trays,	and	learners	are	‘invited’	to	participate	through	
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a	regular	Sensory	Exploration	musical	introduction	for	a	minute	or	so	–	perhaps	something	dramatic	like	Richard	Strauss’	The	Ride	of	
the	Valkeries!		
Invited	to	participate	is	a	VERY	IMPORTANT	phrase,	because	with	learners	with	CLD	we	are	aiming	to	learn	through	play,	and	
through	having	fun	whilst	playing.	No-one	can	be	forced	to	play,	and	no-one	can	be	forced	to	have	fun!	They	either	want	to	or	
they	don’t	and	if	they	don’t	we	have	to	accept	that	fact.	There	may	be	a	number	of	reasons	for	this	lack	of	engagement:		

i. The	wrong	play	materials	for	the	individual	have	been	put	out	
ii. Insufficient	time	has	been	given	for	the	learner	to	engage	on	the	day	
iii. Insufficient	time	has	been	given	for	the	learner	to	become	comfortable	with	the	process		

We	are	however,	looking	for	learners	to	be	aware	that	exciting	(to	them)	things	are	on	offer;	we	are	looking	to	create	irresistible	
opportunity	to	learn.	Such	a	routine	could	quite	easily	be	repeated	a	couple	of	times	every	week	for	a	term	or	more	in	order	to	allow	it	
to	be	firmly	established,	and	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	tray	should	the	learner	choose.	This	is	only	limited	
by	your	own	imagination	and	should	not	be	confined	to	the	main	element	of	whatever	constitutes	the	tray.	If	it’s	a	water	tray,	there	are	
the	obvious	boats	or	at	least	things	that	float,	as	well	jugs	(or	at	least,	things	that	pour),	including	sieves	and	water	wheels;	if	it’s	a	sand	
tray	there	are	the	obvious	buckets	and	spades,	but	any	pourer	or	digger	would	be	good	and	then	there’s	the	less	obvious	like	a	jug	of	
water,	or	some	lego	bricks,	or	a	toy	car	or	whatever	the	learner	might	have	shown	an	interest	in	during	other	sessions.	

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.	Although	
on	a	practical	note,	floor	surfaces	and	cleaning	regimes	need	to	be	considered,	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	

i. embed	broad	enough	demands		
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ii. in	easy	enough	language	or	ways	of	communicating	and		
iii. easy	enough	routines	to	engage	the	learners.		
These	are	the	principles,	they	don’t	change,	but	how	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.	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,	
touches,	a	shiver,	a	cough,	a	laugh)	should	be	responded	to	immediately	in	order	to	strengthen	their	understanding	of	communicative	
intentionality.	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.		

Repetition	and	Variation.	Whilst	there	is	always	room	for	creativity,	we	need	to	keep	in	mind	that	for	someone	with	CLD	the	most	
important	element	to	their	education	is	repetition.	A	learner	with	complex	difficulties	will	tend	to	be	very	comfortable	within	a	
repetitive	framework,	wanting	to	repeat	favoured	activities	many	hundreds	or	even	thousands	of	times,	and	appearing	to	not	get	bored	
with	this	process.			

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	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	many	years	
or	because	we	feel	that	it	is	not	age	appropriate.	

Variation	and	extension	are	very	important,	but	we	can	only	offer	such	opportunities	and	wait	for	each	learner	to	follow	them	up.	The	
learner	may	not	however,	wish	to	take	them	up,	either	within	an	individual	session,	or	over	an	extended	period	of	time.	As	long	as	the	
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learner	is	engaged	and	continues	to	maintain	high	levels	of	engagement	we	must	be	patient	and	wait	for	the	learner	to	decide	to	extend	
the	play.	The	learner	must	be	in	control,	and	even	more	importantly,	know	that	they	are	in	control	of	the	process.	
	

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

HAVE	LOTS	OF	FUN!	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
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	CLD	learners,	as	well	as	therapists	such	as	Speech	and	
Language	Therapists	(SaLTs)	Occupational	Therapists	(OTs)	and/or	Physiotherapists	(PTs).	

2. The	term	'learners'	is	used	and	though	we	could	have	used	CYPA	(children,	young	people	and	adults)	as	this	is	a	curriculum	that	
caters	for	the	age	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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My	Sensory	Play		
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Basic	Principles	
	

Equals	Informal	Curriculum	recognises	that	many	imperative	communications	will	be	related	to	what	a	learner	wants	to	do	now	and	
many	declarative	communications	will	be	related	to	what	the	learner	is	doing	now.	Grace	(2017)	suggests	that	we	might	consider	that	
those	who	struggle	with	language	acquisition	because	of	their	learning	difficulties,	think	and	therefore	act	and	react	in	a	fundamentally	
sensory	manner;	that	is,	they	may	be	regarded	as	‘sensory	beings’.	This	is	different	to	linguistic	beings	who	tend	to	think	in	language	
(words)	which	is	of	course,	abstract.	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	
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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	play,	music,	art,	movement	etc.		
	

Play.	Although	fluid	and	unwritten,	there	are	broad	and	general	socially	acceptable	rules	that	abound	when	organising	play	for	children	
of	any	age.	We	don’t	for	example,	hurt	others,	we	are	not	rude	or	insulting,	we	share	resources,	we	don’t	steal	others’	resources	etc,	but	
apart	from	these	loose	rules,	play	is	generally	taskless	and	targetless.	There	is	an	understanding	amongst	educators	that	the	socially	
acceptable	rules	will	be	broken	occasionally,	but	this	is	an	opportunity	for	learning	to	take	place.	Players	take	it	where	they	will	with	
staff	members	(SMs)	assisting	those	who	struggle,	and	standing	back	from	those	who	find	it	easy.	These	principles	focus	around	the	
ideas	of	Process	Based	Teaching.	

Sherratt	and	Peter	(2002)	in	discussing	the	nature	of	teaching	play	and	drama	to	those	on	the	autistic	spectrum	(and	not	necessarily	
with	complex	learning	difficulties)	describe	both	the	levels	and	the	social	dimensions	of	play.		

The	five	levels	of	play	are	

• Sensorimotor	Play	–	that	is,	primarily	exploratory,	where	the	properties	of	objects	are	felt,	squeezed,	shaken,	smelled	and	
mouthed	etc.	These	are	very	early	cognitive	functioning	explorations,	though	of	course	we	do	not	out-grow	these	skills	and	will	
still	use	them	if	we	need	to,	even	as	adults.	Who	has	not	popped	bubble	wrap	for	the	pure	sensory	pleasure	of	it!		

• Relational	Play	–	that	is,	the	exploration	of	the	object	reveals	its	properties,	so	that	we	discover	that	it	bounces,	or	makes	a	noise	
when	squeezed,	or	fits	nicely	into	this	big	box.	
REALLY	IMPORTANTLY,	it	is	possible	and	perhaps	even	probable	that	most	with	CLD	will	remain	within	these	two	levels	
of	play	for	all	of	their	lives.	REMEMBER	however	that	this	is	a	process,	and	the	teaching	emphasis	rests	on	maximising	
the	quality	of	that	process.	It	is	not	necessary	to	‘make	progress’	through	the	stages,	moving	from	one	to	the	other	as	we	get	
older,	but	we	may	look	to	perceive	progress	within	the	stages,	so	that	we	see	greater	self-confidence,	self-reliance,	self-esteem,	
levels	of	calm,	happiness,	fulfilment,	awareness	and	acceptance	of	others,	social	experimentation,	social	play,	social	
communication.	

• Functional	Play	–	where	specific	toys	are	used	as	designed,	for	a	specified	purpose.	These	might	be	cars,	dollies,	tea	sets	etc.	
Notice	that	although	the	child’s	relationship	with	the	toy	is	functional,	pretence	may	still	come	into	play	as	the	cars	are	raced	or	
crashed,	and	the	dollies	are	fed	or	need	changing.		
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• Symbolic	Play	–	where	pretence	comes	into	play	in	terms	of	the	object,	which	comes	to	stand	for	something	else,	such	as	a	stick	
becoming	a	sword	or	crooking	both	arms	(as	in	the	sign	for	‘dolly’)	becomes	a	mother	holding	her	baby	or	running	with	both	
arms	held	out	wide	becomes	a	plane.	

• Socio-dramatic	Play	–	which	now	involves	acting	situations	out	with	roles.	Even	here	however,	it	should	be	noted	that	other	
play	participants,	either	children	or	adults,	are	not	necessarily	required.	It	is	perfectly	feasible	to	have	a	multi-cast	five	act	playlet	
with	just	one	actor	taking	all	the	roles,	as	well	as	being	the	writer,	director	and	producer!	

Although	these	levels	of	play	are	broadly	developmental,	they	do	not	axiomatically	relate	to	either	age	or	cognitive	ability	
levels.	We	are	talking	about	play	here,	and	very	many	people	without	learning	difficulties	gain	pleasure	from	being	engaged	with	play	
that	is	well	within	their	cognitive	compass,	as	in	playing	patience	or	colouring	in	for	example.		

The	levels	of	play	do	not	necessarily	relate	to	the	levels	of	social	interaction.	We	tend	to	think	of	play	as	being	a	social	activity	
because	that	is	generally	what	neuro-typical	conventionally	developing	children	do	automatically,	but	those	with	CLD	do	not	do	
automatically.	Because	however,	Equals	believes	that	Play	(as	a	fundamental	Area	of	Learning)	is	an	ideal	opportunity	to	encourage	
much	needed	practice	of	social	interaction	skills,	this	SoW	has	generally	looked	at	progression	as	being	about	progressing	into	social	
rather	than	solitary	play.	We	make	no	apologies	for	this,	but	recognise	that	for	some,	and	especially	those	learners	who	are	on	the	
extreme	end	of	the	autistic	continuum,	this	will	be	very,	very	challenging	and	not	something	that	they	would	automatically	think	of	
doing.	This	doesn’t	mean	that	we	shouldn’t	try	to	introduce	and	give	practice	at,	developing	social	play,	just	that	it	might	take	an	
extremely	long	time,	and	might	never	be	fully	achieved.	Success	is	however,	relative,	and	even	a	small	success	at	improving	social	
relationships	can	be	a	big	stride	forward.	

Sherratt	and	Peter	(2002)	note	the	five	social	dimensions	of	play	as,		

• Solitary	–	as	it	implies,	this	is	play	which	involves	only	one	person.	Much	play	falls	within	this	category	and	is	perfectly	
reasonable	and	usual	for	this	to	be	the	case.	However,	for	those	with	complex	learning	difficulties,	and	especially	for	those	with	
complex	learning	difficulties	and	autism,	this	may	be	the	only	play	engaged	with.	As	such,	there	can	be	a	tendency	towards	such	
play	being	limited,	repetitive,	stereotypical	and	obsessive.		

• Parallel	–	not	necessarily	playing	with	but	playing	alongside,	and	there	may	be	no	acknowledgment	or	even	recognition	of	the	
others’	presence.	

• Shared	–	in	the	sense	that	the	resources	or	group	of	objects	are	shared,	and	though	there	may	be	an	acknowledgment	of	the	
others’	presence	it	is	fleeting	rather	than	sustained.	

• Turn-taking	–	represents	the	first	stirrings	of	co-operative	play	in	the	clear	acknowledgment	of	the	others’	involvement	in	the	
activity.	We	tend	to	think	of	turn-taking	as	being	as	a	result	of	limited	resources	–	we	have	one	bike,	you	ride	first	and	then	it’s	my	
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go	–	but	this	is	not	necessarily	the	case	and	should	not	be	the	case	when	working	with	those	with	CLD.	We	both	have	a	jug,	you	
pour	first	,	then	it’s	my	go.	

• Co-operative	–	where	the	learner(s)	directly	engages	with	others	in	the	direction	the	play	might	take.	

The	relationship	between	these	two	areas,	that	is,	levels	of	play	and	social	dimensions	of	play,	are	vital	to	the	development	of	
play	and	play	skills,	since	in	theory,	learners	may	achieve	the	highest	level	of	play	(socio-dramatic)	but	engage	in	such	play	with	no	
social	element	at	all.	Consideration	has	to	be	given	to	the	desires	of	the	individual	and	it	may	well	be,	especially	for	those	on	the	autistic	
spectrum,	that	no	social	dimension	is	desired,	but	we	can	and	should	try	to	encourage	social	play.	Humans	are	after	all	social	animals	
and	live	in	social	groupings,	and	though	we	cannot	force	it	on	an	unwilling	learner,	education’s	role	should	not	be	to	isolate	even	further.	

At	this	stage	it	is	really	important	to	note	that	although	both	the	levels	and	social	dimensions	of	play	are	broad	developmental	
indicators,	that	is,	they	will	broadly	apply	to	the	play	development	of	neuro-typical,	conventionally	developing	learners,	they	
are	not	linear	and	‘progress’	is	not	dependent	on	achievement	within	the	previous	level.	

	
When	working	with	children,	young	people	and	adults	with	CLD,	we	may	choose	to	be	deliberately	‘unambitious’	about	moving	
through	the	levels	of	play.	This	is	because	it	is	for	the	learner	to	decide	the	level	that	is	interesting,	exciting	and	motivational	
for	him/her	self,	and	we	know	that	those	with	CLD	are	likely	to	be	most	comfortable	with	sensorimotor	and	(possibly)	
relational	forms	of	play.	We	can	however	(because	we	are	educators)	concentrate	on	offering	opportunities	which	might	
enable	learners	to	expand	the	social	dimensions	of	their	play	SHOULD	THEY	CHOOSE	TO	DO	SO.	They	may	of	course,	choose	not	
to	do	so,	and	we	must	respect	this	choice	because	this	is	process	based	teaching	where	children,	young	people	and	adults	with	CLD	learn	
by	doing,	and	we	can’t	make	someone	do	what	they	don’t	want	to	do.	REMEMBER,	this	is	FREE	play.	We	can	offer,	but	we	cannot	force.	
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Solitary	Play	
is	play	which	involves	only	one	person	and	is	generally	the	way	neuro-typical	babies	begin	to	find	out	about	the	immediate	world	
around	them.	Everything	and	anything	becomes	an	object	to	be	reached	for,	squeezed,	banged,	crunched,	shaken,	mouthed,	and	
generally	explored.	Solitary	Play	is	the	gateway	to	intellectual	and	physical	maturity	and	is	an	essential	first	step	on	the	road	
towards	realising	the	individual	learner’s	potential	to	play.		

It	may	be	however,	that	those	with	learning	difficulties	struggle	even	with	this	first	step	because	of	a	variety	of	potential	difficulties.	
They	may,	for	example,		

• have	physical	gross	and	fine	motor,	visual,	hearing	or	sensory	difficulties;	
• be	not	quite	at	the	intellectual	level	which	promotes	curiosity;	
• be	fearful	of	the	consequences	of	curiosity	and	have	withdrawn	into	themselves;		
• have	additional	autism	which	has	a	tendency	to	squeeze	solitary	play	into	play	which	becomes	repetitive,	stereo-typical,	

obsessive	and	circular;	
• have	not	been	given	the	time	and	encouragement	(the	laddering	and	the	scaffolding)	which	the	individual	needs	because	it	has	

been	assumed	that	the	learner	cannot	play,	or	only	plays	in	a	certain	(restricted)	way.	

This	latter	point	is	crucial	because	conventional	curriculum	models	such	as	the	EYFS	(Early	Years	Foundation	Stage)	and	the	National	
Curriculum	assume	that	the	foundations	of	play	are	well	established	by	the	time	the	child	reaches	the	age	of	six.	Not	only	is	Play,	as	a	
subject,	not	taught	within	conventional	curriculum	models,	it	is	positively	frowned	upon	as	not	‘work’,	as	something	that	is	done	in	
spare	time	(playtime),	as	a	treat	for	‘hard	work’	or	‘good	work’,	but	(interestingly)	not	as	work	itself!	
Time	(or	rather	to	give	it	its	true	emphasis,	TIME)	therefore	becomes	a	key	factor.	For	those	with	complex	learning	difficulties,	it	is	
a	grave	mistake	to	assume	that	learning,	including	learning	how	to	play,	falls	within	the	time	scales	that	fit	into	conventional	curriculum	
models.		

Solitary	Play		
learning	opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM’s)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Sand	and	Water	Play		
with	LOTS	AND	LOTS	of	buckets,	spades,	spoons,	jugs,	
bowls,	cups	etc.	for	pouring	and	digging.		

Unlike	Play	at	later	levels,	particularly	
parallel,	shared	and	turn-taking,	the	
SMs	role	here	is	not	to	be	a	child	and	

You	will	note	that	there	are	
no	Learning	Intentions	here,	
and	certainly	no	targets,	
beyond	the	very	broad	
intention	of	being	engaged.	
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o Try	to	use	as	large	a	container	as	possible	–	DON’T	
BE	MEAN	WITH	THE	WATER	OR	SAND!	This	is	the	
equivalent	of	your	learners	using	paper	to	write	on.	
Some	is	bound	to	be	lost	but	we	can	use	most	of	the	
sand	again.	Logically,	if	the	temperature	allows,	
these	are	outside	activities.		

o Following	water	fed	round	by	a	pump	down	long	
shutes	with	little	holding	pools	along	the	way	is	
particularly	attractive	to	learners	of	all	ages	and	
might	even	be	considered	as	a	justifiable	item	of	big	
expense	ahead	of	the	soft	play	room	or	a	sensory	
room.	It	is	certainly	likely	to	get	used	a	lot	
(especially	if	you	can	place	it	indoors),	is	much	less	
likely	to	break	down	and	is	not	complex	to	switch	
on!		

o Both	sand	and	water	play	are	excellent	vehicles	for	
converting	solitary	play	to	parallel	and	onto	shared	
and	turn-taking	simply	because	they	are	so	
attractive	to	learners	who	are	operating	at	early	
developmental	levels.		

o Water	play	is	an	excellent	‘excuse’	for	dressing	and	
undressing	practice.	

o Consider	also	the	numerous	variations	of	sand	
and	water	play,	such	as	‘kinetic	sand’	(very	fine	
sand,	corn	starch	and	cheap	cooking	oil).	You	can	
check	on	YouTube	for	exact	recipes	and	there	are	
various	ideas	around	making	the	sand	more	or	less	
‘gloopy’.	And	of	course	water	can	be	easily	turned	
into	all	sorts	of	sensory	variations,	such	as	cold,	
warm,	paste,	bubbly,	soapy,	sticky	etc.	etc.	

play	like	a	child,	but	to	be	entirely	
divorced	from	the	play	itself.		
Any	play	that	occurs	in	solitary	play,	is	
the	sole	function	of	the	learner.	It	is	
not	the	SM’s	role	to	play,	but	to	be	an	
enabler,	an	inviter,	a	facilitator.	

Start	with	what	interests	the	learner	but	
don’t	stop	there.	Introduce	new	things	
and	try	them	often,	over	a	long	period	of	
time.	Don’t	give	up	if	they’re	rejected	or	
ignored.	

LEARNERS	DON’T	KNOW	WHAT	THEY	
DON’T	KNOW	(I).	An	individual	may	
never	have	experienced	working	with	(for	
example)	clay,	so	it	cannot	be	expected	to	
be	on	their	‘favourites’	list.	We	won’t	
know	the	full	extent	of	each	learner’s	
favourites	list	until	we’ve	tried	
everything!	

LEARNERS	DON’T	KNOW	WHAT	THEY	
DON’T	KNOW	(II).	An	individual	may	
never	have	thought	of	combining	one	
favourite	thing	with	another	favourite	
thing,	so	we	must	be	constantly	thinking	
about	how	we	might	enable	each	learner	
to	extend	their	play,	should	they	wish	to	
do	so.	

The	writer	of	this	SoW	witnessed	a	
teacher	waiting	for	a	learner	to	pay	

This	is	after	all,	the	broad	
intention	of	all	play	at	
whatever	level.	

This	work	is	entirely	process	
based	and	the	skill	of	the	
teacher	lies	in	constantly	
improving	the	quality	of	the	
process.	

We	cannot	(and	must	not)	
expect	the	learner	to	go	in	one	
direction	and	there	must	be	no	
expectation	of	there	being	a	
correct	way	of	playing.	
Once	staff	accept	this,	they	can	
look	for:	
o Learner	(L)	accepts	the	

near	presence	of	the	SM.		
o L	looks	at	play	objects.	
o L	reaches	for	play	objects.**		
o L	concentrates	on	solitary	

play	of	own	choosing	for	
increasing	lengths	of	time.	

o L	accepts	different	offerings	
of	opportunities	to	play	(for	
example,	finding	an	object	
buried	in	the	clay,	knocking	
over	a	stack	of	bricks	or	
cups	set	up	by	the	SM,	
taking	an	‘offering’	placed	
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o IMPORTANTLY	–	don’t	mix	these	up	but	have	a	
separate	tray	and	work	station	for	each.	You	
need	to	know	which	are	your	learner’	favourites.		

Play	with	Foodstuffs,	particularly		

o uncooked	or	cooked	pasta,	rice,	beans;	
o dry	cereals	–	have	water	or	milk	in	a	separate	tin	or	

bowl	to	see	if	the	learner	mixes	the	two	–	wet	
cornflakes	have	a	very	interesting	viscosity;		

o dough	in	various	stages	of	plasticity;		
o any	foodstuffs	such	as	flour,	sugar,	honey,	butter,	

cream	which	when	mixed	can	form	all	sorts	of	
interesting	feels,	smells	and	tastes;		

o flour	and	cornflour	both	offer	different	and	
interesting	textures	and	levels	of	viscosity	when	
mixed	with	water	and	are	wonderfully	interesting	
when	poured	from	a	height;		

o fruit	salads	with	different	hard	and	soft	fruits;		
o jelly	(again	in	all	its	forms	of	various	solidity	and	

consistency	including	raw);		
o mashed	potato	(again,	in	various	levels	of	

consistency	and	warmth).		

Be	prepared	for	and	do	not	be	confounded	by	the	
mess	that	WILL	occur.		

DO	NOT	PREVENT	LEARNERS	FROM	
MAKING	A	MESS.	IF	YOU	DON’T	WANT	
THE	MESS,	DON’T	START	THE	PLAY!!	
	

attention	to	an	object	that	was	blue	
tacked	to	a	stick	and	offered	to	the	
learner	at	regular	intervals	for	a	minute	
or	two	at	a	time,	whilst	the	learner	was	
intently	engaged	in	solitary	play.	The	
learner	totally	ignored	the	offering	for	38	
minutes!	(it	was	timed)	but	eventually	
took	it	and	added	it	to	his	play.	

This,	to	outside	observers	(a	senior	
leader	or	an	Ofsted	inspector	for	
example!)	could	have	given	the	
appearance	of	nothing	happening,	of	
no	progress	being	made,	of	no	learning	
taking	place,	but	the	waiting	(the	TIME	
GIVEN)	was	crucial	to	the	learner’s	
progression	and	no	progress	would	
have	occurred	without	it.		

The	second	element	of	TIME	is	to	ensure	
that	learners	are	not	rushed	through	the	
stages	or	given	up	on.	This	is	not	a	matter	
of	one	size	fits	all;	those	with	CLD	will		
probably	take	several	years	to	move	
through	the	levels	and	many	may	well	
never	move	through	the	levels.		

Be	courageous!		

Be	prepared	to	wait!		
Be	prepared	to	accept	that	the	level	of	
the	individual’s	play	may	never	
change,	but	aim	to	offer	opportunities	

or	held	within	the	learner’s	
vision	and	reach).	

o L	positively	engages	with	
SM	by	look	or	touch	
(though	not	necessarily	as	
part	of	the	play).	

	
**	It	may	be	for	learners	with	
visual	impairments,	that	the	
object	will	need	to	be	placed	in	
or	very	near	to	the	hands,	but	
be	very	mindful	of	not	
imposing	against	the	learners	
wishes.	You	may	opt	for	hand	
under	hand	assistance	to	find	
the	object,	but	you	should	not	
use	a	hand	over	hand	‘insisting’	
action.	There	is	a	real	
difference	between	assisting	
and	insisting!	
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Heuristic	(Greek	for	‘discovery’)	Play	with	lots	of	
boxes,	tins	and	bags	of	various	sorts	and	sizes	in	order	
to	put	in	and	take	out		

o wooden	clothes	pegs,	balls	of	varying	sizes,	plastic	
cups	that	fit	into	each	other	

o bits	of	rope	
o space	blankets	
o lycra	
o plastic	chains	–	anything	that	rattles,	makes	a	noise,	

can	be	squeezed,	bounced,	banged,	fitted	into	and	
taken	out	from	etc.	

o cups	or	large	bricks	that	stack	and	can	be	knocked	
over	with	a	touch;		

o bubbles	blown	from	a	height;		
o various	balls	of	all	descriptions	and	sizes;		
o sea	shells;		
o bubble	wrap;		
o feathers;		
o hand–cream;		
o jack-in-the-boxes;		
o scouring	pads;		
o stickle	bricks;		
o Play-Doh;	
o clay	with	various	other	objects	to	stick	into	the	clay;		
o water	filled	balloons;		
o fine	water	sprays;		
o bells;		
o various	mobiles;		
o leaves;		
o mirrors;		
o slime	pots;		

that	might	affect	the	social	nature	of	
the	play.	
	

AS	A	GENERAL	RULE	WE	WOULD	
ADVISE	THE	LEAST	AMOUNT	OF	TALK	
POSSIBLE	irrespective	of	the	type	of	free	
play.	Take	your	cues	from	Intensive	
Interaction	techniques	and	recognise	that	
talking	will	probably	not	be	appropriate	
for	learners	working	at	these	very	early	
developmental	levels.		

Speech	can	be	used	in	single	words	to	
qualify	the	materials	being	played	with	
but	non-stop	chatter,	even	when	focussed	
(as	for	example,	in	linguistically	
describing	what	is	happening)	is	using	a	
medium	(speech	and	language)	which	the	
learners	are	unlikely	to	be	expert	in.	Their	
‘language’	is	MUCH	MORE	LIKELY	to	be	
‘doing’	rather	than	talking	about	doing.		
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o latch-switch	operated	fans;		
o latch-switch	operated	music;		
o chime	bars	and	bells	and	any	musical	instrument	

that	the	learner	can	make	a	sound	from	
independently;		

o shaving	foam;		
o vibrating	cushions	and	other	vibrating	toys	such	as	

snakes;		
o bumble	balls;		
o sponges;		
o various	materials	such	as	felt,	leather,	satin,	lycra,	

hessian,	fur	etc.	etc.	

Arrange	the	whole	in	a	large	or	small	space.		
There	is	room	for	Conventional	Toy	Based	Play	where	
the	room	is	set	up	to	provide	opportunities	as	would	
typically	occur	in	a	nursery,	BUT	you	cannot	expect	that	
your	learners	with	CLD	will	play	with	them	
conventionally.	They	may	do,	but	then	again,	they	may	
not.		These	toys	may	be	explored	in	a	sensorimotor,	
relational	or	functional	manner,	depending	upon	the	
intellectual	level	the	learner	has	reached	and	what	
interests	the	individual.		

o dolls	of	various	shapes	and	sizes	
o dolls	houses	
o lego	bricks	
o duplo	bricks	
o mini	beasts	
o super	heroes,	action	figures	and	playsets	
o Brio	type	wooden	train	and	car	tracks	
o Battery	operated	train	sets	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	
	

	

	
	

	

It	is	especially	important	to	remember	
that	there	is	no	correct	way	of	playing,	
even	when	playing	with	conventional	
toys.	Bricks	do	not	have	to	be	stacked	
(and	knocked	down),	Lego	pieces	do	not	
have	to	be	connected,	trains	do	not	have	
to	run	on	tracks.	

Remember	the	levels	of	play,	and	that	
functional	play	–	where	specific	toys	are	
used	as	designed,	for	a	specified	purpose	
–	comes	fairly	high	up	the	developmental	
scale.		
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o Cars,	garages,		
o Kitchens	and	kitchen	equipment,	plastic	foodstuffs,	

tea	sets	etc.,	etc.	
	

Kinaesthetic	Play	using	the	proprioceptive	and	
vestibular	senses,	as	in	for	example	sitting	on	a	rocking	
chair;	swings;	hoists;	physio	balls;	trampoline;	
secretary’s	spinning	chair;	balance	boards;	ball	pool;	
rough	and	tumble.	

	
Physical	Play	using	climbing	frames,	slides,	swings	and	
roundabouts.		

	
Bikes,	Trikes	and	Scooters.	There	are	a	number	of	
companies	that	sell	suitable	all	age	trikes,	three	
wheelers,	tomcat	bikes,	2	wheel	bikes	with	stabilisers,	
pedal	powered	go	carts	and	hand	powered	bikes	and	
trikes.	The	best	ones	do	tend	to	be	on	the	expensive	
side	but	are	a	really	good	fund-raising	programme	
because	potential	doners	can	see	what	their	putting	
their	money	towards.	Be	aware	however,	that	fund-
raising	will	probably	also	need	to	take	after	sales	
servicing	into	consideration	and	this	can	be	expensive.	
Two	useful	websites	are	

www.getcycling.org.uk		

and		
www.skybadger.co.uk		

	

	
	

	

	

	

Although	the	trampoline	is	mentioned	
(fairly	casually)	here,	Equals	
STRONGLY	RECOMMENDS	that	schools	
invest	time	in	training	its	staff	in	
Rebound	Therapy.		

	

It	is	ALWAYS	best	if	staff	can	
concentrate	on	teaching	learners	to	
use	such	equipment	independently,	
especially	swings.	We	MUST	remember	
that	the	long-term	aim	of	any	physical	
activity	taught	is	for	the	activity	to	be	
carried	on	into	adulthood	and	that	is	
unlikely	to	happen	if	individuals	are	still	
reliant	on	being	pushed	on	a	swing	by	the	
time	they	leave	school.	

	

	

	

	

	

Rebound	Therapy	courses	
specifically	designed	for	those	
of	all	ages	with	complex	
learning	difficulties	can	be	
accessed	at	
www.headstraining.co.uk		
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Scooters,	2	and	3	wheeled,	are	a	cheaper	and	more	
sustainable	option,	or	take	the	pedals	off	an	ordinary	
bike	(an	easy	enough	option)	to	turn	it	into	a	balance	
bike,	as	these	are	normally	only	available	in	toddler	
sizes.		
	

Swimming	is	obviously	a	fantastic	opportunity	for	
practising	independent	dressing	and	undressing.	

Make	sure	you	follow	any	existing	plans	for	how	
learners	get	into	the	water.	Have	a	plan	for	each	learner	
with	regards	to	how	they	will	get	into	the	water	and	
what	they	will	do	in	the	pool.			

Look	to	train	staff	in	Halliwick	which	is	explained	in	
Equals	Informal	Curriculum	My	Physical	Well-Being	
SoW.		
Learners	may	need	incontinence	support	in	the	pool.	
There	is	a	range	of	mainstream	swimwear	available	to	
support	this	and	there	are	also	specialist	websites	that	
provide	larger	examples	of	specialist	swimwear	for	
learners	who	are	adult	sized.	There	are	numerous	
websites	which	sell	numerous	products	including	re-
usable	incontinence	pads	of	all	sizes.	Just	google	
incontinence	swimwear.	
All	of	the	play	opportunities	listed	above	under	the	
various	sub-headings	can	typically	occur	in	other	areas	
of	Equals	Informal	Curriculum	such	as	Art,	Music	and	
Physical	Well-Being,	where	learners	freely	explore	
materials	set	before	them.		

	

	

	

	

	
	

Solitary	play	can	still	occur	when	
swimming	(in	a	pool)	since	the	SM	may	be	
fairly	regarded	as	‘a	piece	of	equipment’!!		
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Staff	may	also	just	set	up	Play	opportunities	as	they	
might	do	with	a	conventional	Nursery	class.	This	is	
especially	useful	during	the	Meet	and	Greet	time	set	
aside	every	morning.		

However,	such	Play	opportunities	MUST	NOT	be	
restricted	to	early	years	or	even	primary	education.	
For	those	with	CLD,	these	events	may	well	offer	
valuable	learning	opportunities	for	the	whole	of	the	
learners’	school	careers	and	beyond.		
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Parallel	Play	
is	any	play	engaged	in	alongside	another	but	not	with	another.	The	resources	are	individually	claimed	and	are	not	shared,	though	it	may	
be	that	some	of	the	other’s	resources	may	be	‘taken’.	Were	the	other	not	there	it	would	be	classed	as	solitary	play,	but	the	other	is	
important	because	s/he	marks	a	significant	movement	which	involves	accepting	the	presence	of	others	in	the	actual	engagement	in	play.		

	

Parallel	Play		
learning	opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM’s)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Any	solitary	free	play	initiated	by	the	learner	or	
derived	from	solitary	play	experiences	and	
developments.	

The	difference	from	Solitary	Play	noted	above,	is	either	
that		
i. You	have	set	the	play	opportunity	up	so	that	

peers	are	encouraged	to	share	the	resources	–	
one	large	sand	pit,	or	one	very	large	water	tray	
for	example.	Learners	are	free	to	come	and	go	as	
they	please.	

ii. SMs	actively	play	with	the	resource	BUT	NOT	
with	any	of	the	learners.		

For	those	on	the	autistic	spectrum,	this	may	be	
stereotypical,	repetitive	or	even	obsessive	play	such	as	
twiddling	with	string,	flapping	paper,	finger	flicking	
against	the	light,	watching	feathers	fall,	playing	with	
running	water.	There	are	many	etceteras	here,	but	they	
will	all	be	related	to	the	things	that	really	interest	
individual	learners.		

Remember	that	this	is	process	based	learning.	The	
process	will	be	similar	to	that	employed	by	carers	with	

Be	there,	in	the	moment,	available	to	
indicate	to	the	learner	that	you	really	
enjoy	watching	feathers,	or	whatever	is	
the	motivating	play	interest	is,	too.	

Play	with	(for	example)	the	feathers	or	
the	water	or	the	sand,	but	make	no	
obvious	attempt	to	engage	the	learner.	
The	interest	for	engagement	should	come	
from	the	learner,	in	the	learner’s	own	
time	and	at	the	learner’s	own	pace.	
Look	for	indications	of	interest,	a	glance,	a	
smile,	coming	over	to	you	to	take	your	
feathers	or	water	jugs	or	buckets.	IT	IS	
REALLY	IMPORTANT	that	you	allow	
your	resources	to	be	taken,	just	make	
sure	that	you	have	LOTS	in	order	to	
replace	the	ones	taken.	

Remember	that	this	is	likely	to	be	a	long,	
slow	process,	so	be	patient	and	don’t	push	
too	hard	too	fast	for	the	learner	to	engage	
with	you.		

Tolerating	another	in	sight	
playing	with	(feathers	or	
whatever	the	motivating	play	
interest	is).	

Tolerating	another	in	reach	
playing	with………...	

Tolerating	another	next	to	
playing	with………..	

Showing	interest	in	the	parallel	
play	of	another	when	both	are	
playing	with………..	

Engaging	in	shared	and/or	turn	
taking	play	with	another	when	
both	are	playing	with………..	

Showing	interest	in	the	parallel	
play	of	another	when	both	are	
playing	with	something	other	
than	the	learner’s	particular	
motivating	interest(s).	
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very	young	babies.	There	will	be	no	targets	or	expected	
outcomes;	the	child	learns	to	do	by	doing.	Your	learners	
will	learn	to	play	by	playing,	but	what	they	will	learn	
and	the	pace	they	will	learn	it	at	will	vary	considerably	
from	one	learner	to	the	next.		
	
	

Model	different	things	you	might	do	with	
the	feathers	such	as	stand	tall	to	drop	
them	from	a	height,	blow	them	from	your	
hand,	blow	them	across	the	floor,	gather	
lots	and	whoosh	them	up	in	the	air,	drop	
them	with	a	backlight	to	look	at	the	
reflections,	use	different	sizes	and	colours	
of	feathers.		

It	may	be	that	the	learner	will	steal	the	
staff	member’s	(SM’s)	play	resources.		
Allow	this	to	happen	and	DO	NOT	
OBJECT,	but	immediately	replace	the	
resources	stolen.	This	is	engagement	at	
least.		

By	the	same	token,	stereotypical,	
obsessional,	repetitive	play	may	be	
broken	by	a	staff	member	making	a	game	
of	‘stealing’	through	picking	up	or	just	
touching,	though	the	SM	must	be	careful	
not	to	overdo	it	and	merely	aggravate	and	
alienate	the	learner.	

Engaging	in	shared	and/or	turn	
taking	play	with	another	when	
both	are	playing	with	
something	other	than	the	
learner’s	particular	motivating	
interest(s).	
	
Plenary	Sessions.	In	any	social	
play	situations	which	go	
beyond	solitary	play	YOU	WILL	
FIND	IT	REALLY	USEFUL	to	
set	up	a	regular	(every	
session)	plenary.	Staff	and	
learners	can	sit	together	in	the	
round	(no	desks!)	to	discuss	
what	happened.	Your	learners	
may	choose	not	to	sit	of	course,	
but	they	are	free	to	stay	or	to	
go	as	they	please	anyway.	Their	
presence	is	positive,	but	not	
essential.	You	should	have	
sufficient	interesting	(or	
relaxing)	resources	already	laid	
out	for	learners	to	engage	with	
if	they	choose	not	the	join	the	
plenary.		
Staff	should	try	and	set	aside	at	
least	10	minutes	for	open	
discussion	together	to	try	and	
work	out	what	happened.		
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It	is	likely	that	whilst	the	
session	is	ongoing	all	staff	will	
be	fully	engaged	in	parallel	play	
opportunities	and	will	not	see	
what	is	happening	elsewhere.	
Regular	and	routine	
plenaries	may	therefore	be	
the	ONLY	opportunity	for	all	
staff	to	keep	up	to	date	with	
progress	(or	stasis	or	regress!)	
and	especially	to	acknowledge	
and	understand	individuals’	
preferences,	likes	and	dislikes.	

Parallel	Play		
learning	opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM’s)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Any	and	all	free	exploration	opportunities	set	up	by	
staff	as	outlined	above	in	Solitary	Play	

Typically,	this	might	be	such	opportunities	that	allow	
for	several	staff	members	(SMs)	and	learners	to	play	at	
once.		

Such	play	is	not	necessarily	related	to	the	individual	
learners’	interests	but	might	be	deliberately	set	up	or	
be	dependent	on	general	‘areas	of	learning’	such	as	Art	
for	example,	where	learners	freely	explore	materials	set	
before	them.	

		

Initiate	the	play	opportunities	by	
providing	the	materials.	

Be	a	child!	Play	like	a	child!	Play	with	
the	materials	yourself	just	to	see	if	other	
learners	are	interested	in	what	you	are	
doing.	
Facilitate	being	together	so	that	social	
interactions	are	encouraged.	Think	about	
your	room	organisation	so	that	learners	
who	do	not	work	well	together	are	kept	
well	apart.	This	should	be	a	positive	
experience.	

Try	not	to	force	social	interaction	but	
encourage	it	to	develop.	If	it	all	goes	pear	

Tolerating	another	in	sight	
playing	with……		

Tolerating	another	in	reach	
playing	with……	

Tolerating	another	next	to	
playing	with……	
Showing	interest	in	the	parallel	
play	of	another	when	both	are	
playing	with……	

Engaging	in	shared	and/or	turn	
taking	play	with	another	when	
both	are	playing	with…..	
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shaped	after	one	or	two	minutes,	stop	and	
try	again	later.	
Model	ways	to	explore	and	play	with	the	
equipment	and	resources.	

Observe	carefully	in	order	to	inform	
progress	and	next	steps.	Write	key	points	
on	post-it	notes	to	collect	later	and	
review.	

Video	the	results	on	a	static	wide	angle	
lens	camera.	These	are	important	tools	
for	working	out	what	has	happened	in	the	
whole	class,	especially	when	individual	
staff	will	probably	be	concentrating	on	
individual	(or	small	groups)	of	learners.	

Remember	that	this	is	process	based	
learning	and	when	working	with	the	
whole	class,	staff	will	need	to	have	some	
way	of	working	out	in	retrospect,	exactly	
what	the	process	was.		

Carefully	set	up	the	environment	to	
provide	opportunities,	allow	space	for	
running	and	exploring	in	parallel.	

Have	a	multiplicity	of	the	same	resource.		
Be	prepared	to	allow	this	process	to	
develop	over	time.	This	is	not	a	half	term	
or	even	a	whole	term’s	work	but	could	
take	many	terms	and	even	many	years.	
The	pace	of	progress	is	dependent	
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upon	the	learners	and	learners	will	
develop	at	their	own	pace.		

Parallel	Play		
learning	opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM’s)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Games	in	the	ball	pool,	which	are	especially	good	for	
rough	and	tumble	and	king	of	the	castle,	though	it	is	
much	more	likely	that	these	will	be	played	(if	they	are	
played	at	all)	with	staff	rather	than	peers.	Staff	are	often	
wary	of	such	games	as	they	can	sometimes	quickly	get	
out	of	hand,	and	there	is	a	risk	of	learners	getting	hurt;	
but	there	is	no	chance	of	learning	what	is	an	
appropriate	amount	of	rough	play	if	they	don’t	have	the	
practice.	Sessions	can	start	off	being	very	short,	
perhaps	a	minute	or	two	several	times	during	the	day,	
and	build	up	from	there.	Such	activities	might	go	some	
way	towards	the	physical	curriculum	as	well	as	
allowing	learners	opportunities	to	let	off	steam.	

	

As	above.	 Tolerating	another	in	sight	
playing	with……		

Tolerating	another	in	reach	
playing	with……	
Tolerating	another	next	to	
playing	with……	
Showing	interest	in	the	parallel	
play	of	another	when	both	are	
playing	with……	
Engaging	in	shared	and/or	turn	
taking	play	with	another	when	
both	are	playing	with…..	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 41 

Shared	Play	
is	shared	in	the	sense	that	the	resources	or	group	of	objects	are	shared,	and	though	there	may	be	an	acknowledgment	of	the	others’	
presence,	it	may	be	(will	probably	be)	fleeting	rather	than	sustained.	
	

Shared	Play		
Learning	Opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM’s)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Activity	Suggestions	include	any	and	all	activities	
noted	in	Solitary	Play.		

	

Provide	the	materials	and	the	time	to	
play.	

Be	a	child!	Play	like	a	child!	You	are	
looking	to	invite	the	learner	into	your	
world	of	play,	but	don’t	force	it.	This	
is	process	based	learning	and	the	
process	will	happen	when	the	learner	
is	ready	and	not	before.		
Observe	how	pupils	use	materials	
provided.		

Engage	in	intensive	interaction	
approaches,	mimicking	pupils’	
interactions	but	allowing	them	to	lead	
the	play.		

Model	possibilities	and	opportunities	to	
further	explore	the	potential	of	the	
resources,	for	example	pouring,	filling,	
emptying,	banging	things	together,	
bouncing	things	around,	making	sounds	
etc.		

Tolerating	another	in	sight	
playing	with	(sand	or	whatever	
the	activity	is).	
Tolerating	another	who	is	within	
in	reach	playing	with………...	

Tolerating	another	next	to	
playing	with………..	

Showing	interest	in	the	
resources	of	another	when	both	
are	playing	with………..	

Sharing	the	resources	of	another	
Engaging	in	turn	taking	play	
with	another	when	both	are	
playing	with………..	

	

Consider	how	you	will	record	
evidence	to	enable	accurate	
assessment	of	learning	and	
informing	next	steps.	For	
example	photographs,	
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Using	the	materials	and	resources	noted	
in	the	Solitary	Play	Learning	
Opportunities	section	above,	is	a	really	
good	way	of	discovering	what	learners	
really	like	and	what	learners	really	
dislike.	Such	knowledge	is	key	in	
enabling	both	Play	and	Communication.	
Ensuring	a	surfeit	of	toys	and	play	
equipment	offers	the	maximum	
opportunities	for	sharing	and	
modelling.	

Shared	peer	play	can	be	started	by	
giving	a	learner	two	(of	something	they	
like)	and	encouraging	the	learner	to	give	
one	to	a	peer.		
Early	shared	play	may	be	extended	
through	sharing	watering	the	school	
vegetable	patch,	making	a	collage,	
moving	a	table	etc.	

observation	sheets,	video	
recording,	post-it	notes	etc.		
In	group	free	play	especially,	it	
is	useful	to	have	a	SM	
specifically	posted	to	act	as	
trouble	shooter	(sorting	
potential	peer	conflicts,	
ensuring	resources	are	evenly	
distributed)	and	recorder.	It	
means	lessening	your	one	to	one	
potential,	but	increases	the	
chances	of	things	going	smoothly	
and	ensures	that	interesting	
things	are	spotted	that	
otherwise	might	have	been	
missed.	
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Turn	Taking	Play	
represents	the	first	stirrings	of	co-operative	play	in	the	clear	acknowledgment	of	the	others’	involvement	in	the	activity.	We	tend	to	
think	of	turn-taking	as	being	as	a	result	of	limited	resources	being	shared	by	two	or	more	children,	and	indeed	deliberately	limiting	
resources	in	order	to	encourage	turn-taking	–	we	only	have	one	bike,	you	ride	first	and	then	it’s	Maya’s	go.	This	is	not	necessarily	the	case	
and	should	not	automatically	be	the	case	when	working	with	those	with	CLD.	The	purpose	of	extending	play	opportunities	beyond	the	
obvious	imperative	needs	and	wants	is	to	elaborate	on	positive	social	interaction,	and	we	need	to	be	sure	we’re	keeping	the	social	
interaction	positive	rather	than	bringing	(unnecessary)	competition	into	the	equation.		

Turn-taking	initiations	therefore	need	to	be	worked	through	with	a	learner	and	a	staff	member	(SM)	rather	than	two	(or	more)	
learners	fighting	for	resources.		We	might	envisage	a	couple	of	scenarios	here,	as	in	(i)	‘We	both	have	a	jug,	you	pour	first,	then	it’s	my	
go’	so	that	the	SM	tries	to	initiate	a	game	or	(ii)	we	might	deliberately	limit	a	favourite	learner	resource	(let’s	say	for	example,	to	two	
water	jugs	instead	of	several).	This	will	take	a	bit	of	patience	and	subtlety	as	the	SM	waits	for	the	learner	to	put	one	water	jug	down	for	
the	SM	to	pick	up.	We’re	looking	to	encourage	learners	to	communicatively	engage	directly	with	others	so	that	the	play	may	go	off	in	
a	direction	not	totally	in	the	individual	learner’s	control	because	someone	else	has	a	particular	resource.	This	then	opens	up	several	
possibilities	for	the	learner,	and	the	staff	member’s	role	in	guiding	play	towards	a	co-operative	model	becomes	key.		
	

Turn	Taking	Play		
Learning	Opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Playing	with	a	common,	central	resource	with	lots	
of	equipment	and	resources.	

Put	out	the	play	opportunities.	

Take	an	Intensive	Interaction	approach	
so	that	the	learner’s	actions	are	
copied/mimicked/mirrored.		

Sit	or	stand	(if	the	learner	is	sitting	or	
standing)	directly	opposite	so	that	you	are	
clearly	in	their	direct	line	of	vision.	

Use	the	same	equipment	and	
copy/mirror/mimic	the	same	actions	and	
the	same	verbal	responses.	

Tolerating	a	SM	in	sight	playing	
with	(sand	or	whatever	the	
activity	is).	

Noticing	that	the	SM	is	there.	

Noticing	that	the	SM	is	engaging	
with	the	same	(favourite	resource	
and/or	equipment.	

Noticing	that	the	SM	is	mirroring	
their	actions.	
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You	are	deliberately	giving	the	action	
communicative	intent,	even	though	there	
might	not	be	(probably	isn’t)	any	
communicative	intent	at	all.	

Make	it	REALLY	obvious	that	you’re	
enjoying	the	process.	The	learner	may	
not	be	smiling	and	laughing	but	you	should	
be!	

You	are	trying	to	demonstrate	that	playing	
a	favourite	game	with	someone	else	can	be	
a	lot	of	fun,	and	maybe	even	much	more	
fun	than	playing	on	your	own.	

Taking	pleasure	in	the	process	of	
engagement	with	the	SM.	
	

Turn	Taking	Play		
Learning	Opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Playing	with	a	common,	central	resource	with	lots	
of	equipment	but	one	key	resource	that	is	limited	
to	two	pieces.	

This	might	be	for	example,		
o playing	with	sand	with	only	two	buckets	or	two	

spades;	
o playing	with	water	or	pasta	or	cornflour	with	

only	two	jugs	or	two	sieves;		
o playing	with	clay	with	only	two	wooden	knives;		
o playing	with	a	Brio	train	track	with	only	two	

trains	etc.		

	
	
	

Put	out	the	play	opportunities.	

Take	a	shared	play	approach	by	playing	
alongside	rather	than	with	the	learner.	

You	might	allow	the	learner	to	take	both	
pieces	of	the	limited	resource	and	look	for	
an	opportunity	to	‘pinch’	one	back	or	you	
might	grab	your	(limited	resource)	from	
the	very	beginning,	and	if	the	learner	is	not	
using	theirs,	take	that	as	well.	
Keep	playing	with	both,	but	put	the	extra	
one	down	occasionally	just	to	see	if	it	is	
picked	up	by	the	learner.	If	it	is	not	carry	
on	playing	with	both.	

The	progression	ideas	listed	here	
are	meant	to	stretch	over	the	
whole	cycle	of	turn-taking,	but	we	
MUST	ACCEPT	that	the	vast	
majority	of	those	with	CLD	will	
find	the	whole	concept	of	turn-
taking	extremely	challenging	
and	extremely	difficult.		

This	means	that	some	learners,	
perhaps	many	learners,	will	not	be	
able	to	give	up	favourite	
things/activities	to	others.		
They	may	be	able	to	wait	their	
turn,	but	giving	it	up	when	in	
possession	and	watching	someone	



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 45 

	 If	the	learner	objects	and	tries	to	grab	
back	the	preferred	piece	of	equipment,	
give	it	to	them	immediately.		

Look	out	for	them	putting	it	down	and	
start	the	process	again.	
		

else	enjoy	is	another	matter	
entirely.			
This	doesn’t	mean	that	we	
shouldn’t	aim	for	this,	but	proceed	
with	caution!	
	

Individual	learner	being	aware	
that	there	are	limited	resources.	

Individual	learner	turn	taking	with	
a	familiar	SM	
Individual	learner	turn	taking	with	
a	familiar	peer	with	SM	support	

Individual	learner	turn	taking	in	a	
familiar	small	group	with	SM	
support	
Turn	take	with	a	familiar	peer	
without	obvious	SM	support		

Turn	take	with	a	familiar	peer	
without	SM	support		

Turn	take	without	support	in	a	
small	group.	

Turn	take	without	support	in	a	
larger	group	(four	or	more).	
Copes	with	sabotage	with	support	
(see	My	Thinking	and	Problem	
Solving)		
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Engages	in	turn	taking	successfully	
with	a	wide	variety	of	SMs	and	
peers	in	a	wide	variety	of	
situations	and	contexts.	

Turn	Taking	Play		
Learning	Opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Playing	with	a	common,	central	resource	with	lots	
of	equipment	but	one	key	piece	that	is	limited.	
This	might	be	for	example,		

o playing	with	sand	with	one	bucket	or	one	spade;	
o playing	with	water	or	pasta	or	cornflour	with	

one	jug	or	one	sieve;		
o playing	with	clay	with	one	wooden	knife;		
o playing	with	a	Brio	train	track	with	one	train	

etc.		

	
	

Put	out	the	play	opportunities.	

Take	a	shared	play	approach	by	playing	
alongside	rather	than	with	the	learner.	

Wait	for	limited	resource	to	be	used	and	
remain	patient.		

Wait	for	the	limited	resource	to	be	
discarded	and	immediately	pick	it	up	and	
use	it	yourself.	You	may	help	this	process	
along	by	offering	another	enticing	piece	of	
equipment	for	the	learner	to	use	instead	of	
the	one	you’ve	picked	up.	

If	the	learner	objects	and	tries	to	grab	
back	the	preferred	piece	of	equipment,	
give	it	to	them	immediately.	Don’t	make	
a	fuss	about	it.	This	is	a	process	and	it	may	
take	a	considerable	while	for	the	learner	to	
understand	(and	enjoy)	the	process.		

As	above.	

Turn	Taking	Play		
Learning	Opportunities	

Staff	member’s	(SM)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Playing	with	a	common,	central	resource	(as	above	
for	example)	with	a	limited	and	distinctly	finite	
amount	of	equipment.		

Taking	playing	on	a	swing	as	an	example.	
First	of	all,	with	a	naturally	finite	
resource	such	as	swings,	make	sure	that	

As	above.	
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To	the	list	above	can	be	added	any	play	which	
naturally	involves	limited	resources,	for	example,	
outside	playground	equipment	such	as	swings,	
slides,	scooters,	bikes,	trampoline	etc.		

If	you’re	going	to	try	this,	make	sure	that	you	have	a	
long-standing	and	positive	relationship	with	the	
learner.	This	is	not	something	to	try	if	you’ve	only	
just	met!	

The	limitation	of	a	number	of	resources	(rather	
than	one	particular	resource)	now	places	
considerable	additional	tension	and	strain	on	the	
co-operative	abilities	of	learners	and	needs	to	be	
moved	into	slowly	and	with	care,	as	there	is	a	risk	
that	this	can	backfire.		

This	does	not	mean	to	say	that	the	risk	should	not	
be	taken!	

your	learner	is	ready	to	go	to	this	level.	
It	might	well	be	a	challenge,	but	there’s	no	
point	in	trying	this	if	it	is	too	much	of	a	
challenge	and	melt-down	is	predicted.		

Pre-arrange	with	other	staff	that	you	will	
go	outside	ahead	of	the	learner	in	order	to	
take	the	swing.		
Look	for	a	response	–	a	look,	an	attempt	to	
pull	you	off	–	you	will	know	the	learner	
well	enough	to	interpret	their	desire	for	
the	swing.	

Turn	this	into	a	positive	request	as	in	‘My	
go’	which	you	might	model	with	the	sign	
for	‘mine’	(that	is,	assist	the	learner	to	
sign)	if	the	learner	has	no	language.		
Once	you’ve	received	the	appropriate	
positive	request,	give	up	the	swing.	

Repeat	on	the	next	outdoor	play	occasion,	
gradually	extending	the	time	you’re	asking	
the	learner	to	wait	for.		
Always	respond	by	giving	the	‘Wait’	sign	
(and	saying	‘Wait’)	yourself.	This	should	
start	off	being	just	seconds	but	you	may	
extend	this	to	tens	of	seconds	over	time.	

NOTE.	This	may	well	be	a	very	long	slow	
process,	so	don’t	rush	it!	
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Co-operative	play	
develops	from	turn-taking	in	not	only	recognising	the	existence	of	others	in	one’s	own	play,	but	openly	involving	them	or	being	involved	
by	them	within	the	play	itself.	This	means	that	the	direction	the	play	takes	(rather	than	merely	the	resource)	is	shared	with	both	a	
recognition	and	acceptance	of	the	desires	of	others.	Here,	Theory	of	Mind	(the	recognition	that	others	have	different	thoughts	and	
feelings	to	ourselves)	which	is	established	in	neuro-typical,	conventionally	developing	children	at	around	the	age	of	4	years,	is	brought	
into	play.	There	may	well	be	disagreements	between	learner	and	staff	member	or	learner	and	learner(s)	about	the	direction	of	the	play,	
and	coming	to	terms	with	such	disagreements	is	a	major	part	of	the	learning	process.	The	length	of	time	spent	in	each	particular	act	of	
co-operative	play	will	vary	and	may	not	be	very	long	for	some	learners	as	they	flit	in	and	out	of	the	shared	and	turn-taking	phases,	but	
this	is	also	a	learning	process	for	which	considerable	practice	time	is	needed.		

	

Co-operative	Play	Learning	Opportunities	 Staff	member’s	(SM)		
role	in	enabling	

Progression		
(and	what	it	might	look	like)	

Provide	learners	with	opportunities	to	enter	into	
play	with	staff	and	other	learners.	
This	is	most	easily	done	by	setting	up	very	large	
play	stations	where	several	learners	and	staff	
can	utelise	the	shared	resources	at	the	same	
time.	Ideally	this	might	be	done	outside,	but	not	
necessarily.	
Build	outside	sand	pits	and	water	pools	if	you	
can	or	at	least	possibly	beg,	borrow,	steal	(or	
even	buy)	builders	trays	which	should	be	
considered	as	essential	resources.	The	best	ones	
are	probably	those	already	on	an	adjustable	
height	stand.		
If	you	want	to	extend	learners	into	co-
operative	play,	you	have	to	have	lots	of	
resources	they	can	be	co-operative	about!	

Be	a	child	–	play	like	a	child,	but	whatever	
you	do	DON’T	DIRECT	THE	PLAY	
YOURSELF.		

Don’t	mediate	–	allow	friction	to	occur,	as	
long	as	it	doesn’t	get	too	violent!	Staff	
members	(SMs)	will	need	to	know	the	
learners	very	well	indeed	to	tell	if	they’re	
bubbling	under,	and	will	need	to	step	away	If	
the	SM	is	the	cause	of	the	conflict)	or	
intervene	if	it	is	a	peer,	before	the	conflict	
occurs.	

SMs	may	need	to	model	cooperative	play	
initially,	gradually	stepping	back	and	
allowing	pupils	to	interact	with	one	another	
in	a	cooperative	manner.		

Learner	enters	into	play	with	at	
least	one	familiar	SM.	
Learner	communicates	with	SM	
during	play.	

Learner	shares	resources	with	SMs	
more	readily	during	play	activities.	

Learner	enters	into	play	with	at	
least	one	peer.	

Learner	communicates	with	peer	
during	play.	
Learner	shares	resources	with	peer	
more	readily	during	play	activities.	

Learner	plays	with	a	small	group	of	
peers	initially.	
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	 Repetition	and	time	will	be	necessary	to	
enable	acquirement	and	reinforcement	of	
these	skills	(moving	from	acquiring,	to	
developing,	to	consolidating	and	
generalising).		
Model	how	to	adapt	to	new	‘rules’	and	the	
fact	that	the	direction	of	the	play	will	
probably	change	and	take	unexpected	
directions.	This	is	no	longer	the	play	of	your	
turn,	my	turn’.		
Support	learners	in	developing	their	
awareness	of	others’	needs	around	them.	

SMs	will	need	to	differentiate	learners’	
needs	in	that	some	will	need	lots	of	support	
and	some	hardly	any.	Facilitation	will	be	
needed	for	those	who	struggle	with	co-
operative	play	while	stepping	back	for	those	
who	take	to	it	more	easily.	

Learner	plays	in	a	small	group	of	
increasing	number.	
Learner	takes	turns	with	support.	

Learner	becomes	aware	of	the	
needs	of	other	participants.	
SM	role	begins	to	diminish.	

	
	

	

	
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 50 
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Basic	Principles	
Like	Equals	Semi-Formal	Curriculum,	Equals	Informal	My	Communication	SoW	centres	around	the	basic	premise	that	communication	is,	
at	its	core,	a	fairly	simple	business,	but	that	‘education’	has	made	it	unnecessarily	complicated	for	those	with	complex	learning	
difficulties	(CLD).	We	have	perhaps,	been	far	too	concerned	with	the	notion	of	being	literate	rather	than	the	notion	of	being	a	
communicator.	We	contend	that	communication	is	at	the	heart	of	being	a	social	human	being,	being	a	social	human	being	is	at	the	heart	
of	this	document,	and	we	only	need	three	essentials	in	order	to	communicate:	

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

Because	these	three	are	SO	fundamental,	we	have	set	them	out	as	the	3Ms	-	motivation,	means	and	mate.	And	if	you	want	a	little	rhyme	
it	becomes	
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Motivation,	means	and	mate:	
It’s	all	you	need	to	communicate	

If	we	can	provide	all	three	(and	it	is	assumed	that	the	communicative	partner(s)	have	time	to	communicate	otherwise	they	are	not	
effective	partners!)	we	can	at	least	provide	the	basis	for	teaching	communication	effectively	to	all	learners.	All	are	equally	important,	but	
it	may	be	that	schools	have	in	the	past,	concentrated	too	much	on	means	without	giving	sufficient	thought	to	motivation	and	
communicative	partners.	Communication	is	a	holistic	process;	if	we	can	constantly	tap	into	motivation	and	consistently	provide	
someone	to	communicate	to,	all	learners	will	have	many	more	opportunities	to	practice	and	perfect	the	means	that	are	best	suited	to	
them.	

This	SoW	is	divided	into	six	basic	sections	within	the	overarching	title	of	Communication.	In	all	of	these	areas,	staff	must	be	mindful	of	
the	three	communicative	essentials	(the	3	Ms)	and	we	have	tried	to	marry	them	together	as	far	as	we	can.	The	six	areas	of	learning	are	
not	developmental	or	linear	either	in	nature	or	the	way	they	might	be	worked	on.	Imperative	communications	will	generally	come	
(developmentally)	before	declarative	communications,	but	they	will	continue	for	all	of	our	lives.	We	all	seek	to	express	our	wants	and	
needs	to	others	in	ways	that	will	get	them	met	no	matter	how	old	and	sophisticated	we	are.	This	is	not	therefore	a	SoW	which	‘starts	at	
the	beginning’,	though	there	is	an	element	of	greater	complexity	as	we	go	through	the	areas	of	learning.		

	
The	six	areas	of	communicative	learning	for	children,	young	people	and	adults	with	complex	learning	difficulties	(CLD).	

1.	Imperative	communications	are	primarily	based	on	meeting	specific	or	general	needs	and	wants.	They	are	not	likely	to	be	pre-
intentional	when	used	by	learners	with	CLD,	though	they	may	be	when	used	by	learners	with	PMLD.	Imperative	communications	are	
centred	around	motivation	and	it	is	therefore	absolutely	key	that	we	establish	a	bank	of	personalised	and	effective	motivations	for	each	
individual	learner.	
2.	Declarative	communications	are	communications	for	the	sake	of	themselves,	as	in	for	example	‘Isn’t	it	a	lovely	day’,	or	perhaps	on	
the	most	basic	level	‘Hello’.	They	are	not	meant	to	gain	anything	from	the	recipient	other	than	joint	attention	and	acting	as	a	point	of	
contact,	but	are	essentially	social	communications,	expressed	for	the	sake	of	communicating.	The	ability	to	instigate	communicatively	
through	declarative	communications	is	a	key	part	of	working	at	P4	and	above	and	is	one	of	the	markers	(along	with	for	example,	the	
ability	to	follow	simple	instructions)	which	indicate	severe	rather	than	profound	learning	difficulties.	Declarative	communications	
indicate	that	the	act	of	social	communication	is	sufficient	motivation	for	the	learner	and	is	an	essential	part	of	social	communication	for	
the	vast	majority	of	all	human	beings,	including	those	with	CLD.	The	exception	to	this	rule	often	arises	when	working	with	learners	who	
have	an	additional	autistic	spectrum	disorder;	not	all	learners	with	CLD/ASD	dislike	social	interactions,	but	a	significant	number	might.	



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 52 

This	does	not	mean	that	we	shouldn’t	offer	opportunities	for	social	communication	and	social	interaction,	just	that	we	will	have	to	
differentiate	the	teaching.		
3.	Formal	social	interactions	with	familiar	and	unfamiliar	people	require	a	particular	way	of	behaving	that	take	in	a	society’s	
understandings	of	what	constitutes	appropriate	language,	familiarity,	attention,	time,	proximity	and	touch.	They	are	generally	rule	
bound	and	will	be	societal	bound.		

4.	Non-verbal,	behavioural	communications	can	form	a	considerable	part	of	a	learner’s	communicative	repertoire,	especially	if	that	
learner	has	complex	learning	difficulties.	If	it	is	a	cliché	that	all	behaviours	are	communications,	it	is	a	cliché	that	is	true,	and	we	ignore	
such	behaviours	at	our	peril.	There	is	however,	sometimes	a	tendency	to	stop	these	communications	because	they	are	associated	with	
challenging	behaviour,	rather	than	turning	them	into	contextualised	and	appropriate	communications.		

5.	Peer	to	peer	communications	have	been	deliberately	left	until	the	end,	precisely	because	they	are	so	fraught	with	challenges	for	all	
with	CLD.	If	communicating	with	and	to	someone	without	learning	difficulties	is	hugely	problematic	for	all	those	with	CLD,	
communicating	with	and	to	someone	with	learning	difficulties	is	bound	to	be	exponentially	more	challenging.		
6.	Augmentative	and	alternative	communications	(AAC)	are	a	series	of	access	methodologies	that	may	be	used	in	any	of	the	above	
areas	of	communication.		Some	learners	will	use	them	as	a	necessity,	some	may	use	them	for	a	period	of	time	and	some	may	use	them	as	
part	of	a	wider	range	of	communication	experiences	in	an	inclusive	setting.	They	run	through	all	of	the	above	and	will	be	used	by	some	
within	all	of	the	above.	A	number	(perhaps	a	considerable	majority)	of	those	with	CLD	will	demonstrate	consistently	strong	motivation	
towards	computers,	lap-tops,	i-pads,	tablets,	kindles,	i-phones	and	smart	phones.	This	SoW	argues	strongly	that	such	devices	need	to	be	
handled	with	care!	They	most	certainly	can	be	motivational,	educational,	perhaps	even	liberating,	but	they	can	also	be	isolatory	objects	
in	that	they	tend	not	to	lend	themselves	to	being	shared	by	another	person	or	persons,	and	might	lead	to	an	increasing	degree	of	
voluntary	social	exclusion.	Ways	around	this	and	making	the	very	best	use	of	such	highly	motivational	tools	are	discussed	in	this	section.	

	
Intensive	Interaction	is	without	a	doubt	one	of	the	most	significant	(and	quite	possibly	the	most	significant)	breakthroughs	in	early	
communicative	development	to	have	emerged	in	CLD,	SLD	and	PMLD	education	since	education	for	these	groups	of	learners	first	started	
to	be	taken	seriously	in	the	early	1970’s.	If	readers	of	this	document	are	new	to	Intensive	Interaction	they	MUST	get	familiar	with	it	as	
soon	as	possible.	Essentially	derived	from	the	works	of	Melanie	Nind	and	Dave	Hewett	(though	there	are	other	notable	exponents	such	
as	Phoebe	Caldwell)	any	of	their	writings	is	essential	reading.	The	most	accessible	is	probably	still	Nind	M	and	Hewett	D.	(2001)	A	
Practical	Guide	to	Intensive	Interaction.	Kidderminster.		British	Institute	of	Learning	Disabilities,	but	even	better	might	be	to	visit	
Dave	Hewett’s	website	at	www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk	and	purchase	his	latest	dvd.	They	are	not	expensive,	but	will	give	countless	
examples	of	learners	at	various	developmental	and	communicative	levels.		
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Since	Dave	explains	it	all	so	much	more	eloquently	and	simply	than	we	ever	can,	there	seems	no	point	in	repeating	it	here,	but	suffice	to	
say	that	you	cannot	be	the	best	you	can	be	at	communicating	with	learners	with	CLD	(and	SLD	and	PMLD)	unless	you	have	first	
immersed	yourself	in	Intensive	Interaction	and	this	document	makes	no	apologies	for	assuming	that	you	have	already	done	so.	

Process	based	learning.	Communication	is	by	its	very	nature	predominantly	process	based	rather	than	skill	based;	that	is,	learners	will	
learn	the	process	of	communication	by	communicating,	and	the	more	opportunities	they	have	of	communicating,	the	more	secure	their	
learning	will	be.		

Signing.	Equals	holds	no	favour	for	any	particular	version	of	signing	for	those	with	learning	difficulties.	Having	said	that,	Makaton	is	
very	much	established	as	the	UK’s	leading	signing	system,	but	Signalong	fills	in	a	number	of	gaps	in	Makaton’s	vocabulary	and	is	
favoured	by	some	schools.	Additional	words	without	a	sign	in	either	version	can	usually	be	translated	through	BSL	(British	Sign	
Language).	What	is	absolutely	imperative,	is	that	schools	are	serious	about	using	sign	with	all	those	with	CLD,	and	that	all	staff	
are	as	proficient	as	they	can	be.	If	we’re	only	teaching	sign	to	those	who	can’t	talk,	who	are	those	who	can’t	talk	going	to	sign	to?	What	
signing	system	they	use	very	much	depends	on	the	school’s	preference,	but	thought	will	need	to	be	given	about	consistency	of	approach	
throughout	the	learners’	lifetimes.		

Some	MUSTS	for	signing.	
• All	signs	MUST	be	accurately	signed	by	all	staff.	We	can	expect	learners	to	be	approximate,	but	staff	MUST	be	accurate.	
• Staff	MUST	NEVER	make	up	a	sign	if	they	can’t	remember	it	accurately.	You	wouldn’t	do	this	for	a	spoken	word	–	don’t	do	it	for	a	

signed	word!	
• All	SLD	schools	(and	any	school	which	teaches	children	with	CLD)	MUST	have	at	least	the	basic	Makaton	or	Signalong	books	in	

every	classroom,	and	all	Makaton	or	Signalong	books	and	at	least	one	BSL	dictionary	in	the	school.	Staff	MUST	get	into	the	
practice	of	looking	up	words	they’re	not	sure	of	and	acting	as	‘critical	friends’	to	those	who	get	signs	wrong.	If	we’re	not	
corrected,	how	will	we	ever	learn?		

• All	parents/carers	MUST	have	the	opportunity	to	learn	signing	and	receive	regular	training	and	re-training.	This	should	be	the	
responsibility	of	the	school	and	resources	should	be	found	for	it.	There	are	SO	many	opportunities	to	progress	learning	at	home,	
especially	within	communication,	that	it	seems	essential	to	convince	all	parents	of	the	merits	of	sign.	

• All	staff	MUST	have	regular	training	and	re-training,	even	if	this	is	only	in	a	weekly	assembly.	Signs	of	the	week	and	signing	songs	
of	the	term	or	half	term	are	great	ways	of	learning	signs.	It	is	strongly	recommended	that	school	signing	be	a	position	of	
responsibility	in	the	school.	This	post	doesn’t	have	to	be	a	teacher,	but	the	person(s)	appointed	must	want	to	do	it	and	must	take	
it	very	seriously.	

• All	staff	MUST	sign	and	speak.	This	includes,	meal	times	supervisors,	lunch	time	staff,	taxi	drivers	and	escorts,	bus	drivers,	office	
staff,	premises	managers	etc.	A	school	with	excellence	in	communication	must	insist	upon	at	least	basic	training	to	all.	
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• All	staff	MUST	only	sign	key	words.	This	takes	practice	and	thought	and	has	the	added	benefit	of	slowing	us	down	in	our	speech.	
It	is	probably	true	to	say	that	most	people	working	with	those	with	CLD	talk	too	much	and	say	it	too	quickly.	

The	great	strength	of	signing	for	those	with	CLD	lies	in	(i)	its	single	word	effectiveness	and	(ii)	its	portability	–	that	is,	it	is	
always	there	when	you	need	it!	Sentences	are	not	necessary	in	order	to	communicate	basic	meaning	and	the	insistence	on	
sentence	structure	can	often,	and	will	often,	only	serve	to	confuse	those	who	struggle	with	both	receptive	and	expressive	
language.	
If	signing	has	a	weakness,	it	is	that	not	everyone	understands	signing,	potentially	resulting	in	learners’	communications	being	limited	to	
those	in	the	know.	However,	if	all	staff	at	school,	all	staff	in	respite	centres	and	out	of	school	clubs,	and	all	members	of	the	family	use	sign	
as	a	regular	course,	the	learner	still	has	a	considerable	number	of	people	to	communicate	with.	Other,	less	flexible	but	more	openly	
understandable	methods,	such	as	symbols,	can	be	taught	later	or	alongside.	Signing	MUST	come	first.	

A	final	word	on	signing	relates	to	the	British	desire	for	politeness	and	ensuring	that	learners	say	‘please’	and	‘thank	you’	when	
requesting.	There	is	no	problem	with	this	and	we	understand	the	social	conventions,	but	staff	MUST	be	careful	that	learners	don’t	learn	
to	use	the	sign	for	please	to	mean	‘I	want	…….(whatever	it	is	I’m	looking/pointing	at)’	or	even	worse,	respond	‘please’	to	the	question	
“Would	you	like	……..?’	

Symbols.	Again,	Equals	holds	no	favour	with	any	particular	symbol	system,	as	long	as	the	consistency	rule	is	applied.	It	must	be	pointed	
out	however,	that	PECS	(Picture	Exchange	Communication	System)	is	just	one	symbol	system,	but	one	that	was	NOT	designed	for	
those	with	CLD	and	Equals	strongly	recommends	that	it	is	not	be	used	with	this	group	at	all.	There	are	four	major	problems	with	
PECS	for	those	with	CLD.		

1. PECS	was	originally	designed	to	help	quite	high	functioning	(P7	and	above)	learners	on	the	autistic	spectrum	communicate	without	
having	to	use	social	contact	–	one	can	hand	a	symbol	or	a	symbol	strip	to	another	person	using	the	transactional	interaction	
equivalent	to	that	used	with	a	vending	machine.	We	must	however,	be	very	careful	to	ensure	that	all	expressed	communications,	
especially	symbolled	communications,	encourage	an	increase	in	social	interactions	rather	than	a	decrease.		

2. PECS	moves	too	quickly	onto	and	is	too	much	concerned	with,	sentence	structure.	Whilst	the	opening	phases	(1,	2	and	3)	are	about	
the	physical	exchange,	lengthening	the	proximity	to	both	the	symbol	and	the	exchange	partner	and	visual	discrimination	of	
individual	symbols,	stage	4	moves	on	to	sentence	structure	with	the	introduction	of	the	‘I	want’	symbol	and	the	sentence	strip.	
Learners	with	CLD	however,	who	are	after	all,	working	consistently	and	over	time	within	the	P4	to	P5	ish	range,	might	never	move	
beyond	phase	3.	For	these	learners	the	MOST	important	element	of	the	expressive	communication	process	is	‘Have	I	made	myself	
understood?’	and	one	doesn’t	need	to	communicate	in	sentences	to	do	that.		
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3. The	nature	of	the	original	design	of	PECS	–	for	relatively	high	functioning	users	with	ASC	–	assumes	a	fairly	rapid	accumulation	of	
learnt	symbols	which	are	both	iconic	and	abstract.	Iconic	symbols	are	ones	where	the	drawings	are	representative	of	the	word	as	for	
example	bread,	toilet,	ball	etc)	and	are	the	symbols	that	are	going	to	be	useful	to	learners	working	consistently	and	over	time	in	the	
P4	to	P5	range.	Abstract	symbols,	where	the	drawings	do	not	and	cannot	look	like	the	word	because	the	word	is	abstract,	as	for	
example	want,	under,	communication,	like,	because,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.	If	learners	can	memorise	an	abstract	symbol,	they	might	as	well	
memorise	the	actual	word,	which	is	after	all,	also	abstract.	If	your	learners	are	able	to	understand,	memorise	and	effectively	use	
abstract	signs	and	symbols	they	ought	to	be	learning	BSL	and/or	conventional	words	in	reading	and	writing.	It	doesn’t	really	make	
any	sense	to	teach	abstract	symbols	to	those	with	CLD.	

4. Lastly,	PECS	is	by	its	nature,	primarily	designed	to	be	controlled	by	staff,	especially	in	the	early	stages,	who	decide	what	symbols	are	
going	to	be	learned	in	what	order	and	within	what	structure.	Unfortunately,	this	can	easily	render	communication	more	difficult	
rather	than	simpler	(see	below).	PECS	was	not	designed	to	be	controlled	by	learners,	and	though	obviously	it	can	be	adapted,	staff	
might	as	well	adopt	a	much	simpler	symbols	teaching	philosophy	in	the	first	place.			

Equals	wishes	to	be	clear	that	we	are	not	suggesting	that	a	symbols	system	shouldn’t	be	used	by	those	with	CLD,	since	undoubtedly	
symbols	have	two	major	advantages	in	that	(i)	iconic	symbols	are	immediately	understandable	by	most	(especially	those	who	might	not	
understand	sign)	and	(ii)	using	a	small	number	(maximum	20	or	so)	of	symbols	renders	them	portable	for	both	learner	and	staff.		
Some	MUSTS	and	MUST	NOTS	for	symbols	

• Symbols	MUST	NOT	make	communicating	more	difficult.	There	is	a	tendency	in	teaching	symbol	use	to	consider	it	as	a	higher	
and	more	worthwhile	form	of	communication	than	such	elementary	things	as	gesture,	pointing	or	actually	independently	getting	
the	desired	object	themselves.	This	is	classically	exhibited	at	snack	time	when	the	snack	is	in	front	of	the	child,	both	visible	and	
reachable,	but	not	obtainable	without	the	handing	over	of	a	symbol.	Here,	the	target	becomes	using	the	symbol	rather	than	
communicating.	It	won’t	help	the	communicative	process	if	the	extra	communication	we’re	asking	for	doesn’t	make	sense	to	the	
learner.	The	instruction,	‘now	say	it	again	using	your	symbols’	does	little	for	pragmatics.	This	may	seem	to	conflict	with	the	
concept	of	using	real	situations	to	teach	meaning	and	use	of	symbols,	but	there	is	a	salutary	lesson	here.	We	need	to	select	our	
‘real’	situation	very	carefully	and	thoughtfully.		

• To	be	effective,	symbols	MUST	be	within	easy	reach	at	all	times,	since	communicative	opportunities	MUST	NOT	be	limited	to	
times	when	symbols	are	easily	available.		

• With	this	in	mind,	there	is	a	strong	case	for	using	symbols	key	rings.	These	can	hold	a	maximum	of	20	or	so	central	iconic	
symbols	and	can	be	(i)	clipped	on	to	the	clothes	of	the	learner	and/or	(ii)	clipped	on	to	the	clothes	of	staff	members	(SM).	It	
should	be	remembered	that	these	will	serve	separate	purposes,	but	in	either	event	they	should	be	symbols	which	give	the	
learner	control	and	NOT	used	as	a	means	of	ensuring	staff	control.	Symbols	key	rings	held	by	learners	will	be	personalised	
and	motivational	to	the	learner.	Symbols	key	rings	held	by	members	of	staff	might	be	generic	to	a	class	group	and	hold	various	
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group	symbols	such	as	drink	or	toilet,	with	learners	encouraged	to	touch	the	appropriate	symbols	from	the	SMs	belt.	IT	IS	VERY	
IMPORTANT	TO	REMEMBER	that	learners	will	not	be	encouraged	to	independently	use	symbols	key	rings	if	they	are	constantly	
used	as	a	means	of	re-enforcing	staff	instructions	such	as	sit,	look,	listen,	stop	etc.		

Object	Cues	and	Objects	of	Reference	(OoR)	may	well	be	very	useful	as	a	lead	into	symbolic	communication	but	they	are	likely	to	
present	problems	for	those	with	CLD	because	they	are	are	not	easily	portable;	and	the	more	the	you’re	using,	the	less	portable	they’ll	be.	
This	doesn’t	mean	that	you	shouldn’t	be	using	OoR,	especially	with	learners	with	a	severe	visual	impairment,	but	that	you	will	need	to	
think	about	portability.	For	ambulant	users,	SM’s	will	have	to	take	responsibility	for	ensuring	the	OoR’s	are	always	to	hand.		

Cross	Curricular	Links.	Unlike	some	of	the	other	Equals	SoW,	there	are	no	specific	cross	curricular	links	within	Communication.	This	is	
for	the	very	obvious	reason	that	Communication	should	be	in	almost	everything	that	we	do	and	to	itemise	them	every	time	would	be	
largely	stating	the	obvious.	

Home.	It	is	very	difficult	to	overestimate	the	importance	of	the	home	environment	and	the	local	community	in	developing	effective	
communication.	Parents,	siblings,	family	members	(especially	grandparents),	next-door	neighbours,	regular	visitors	to	the	home,	people	
regularly	seen	and	spoken	to	when	shopping,	going	to	the	local	library,	respite	centre,	swimming	pool,	church,	wherever	the	learner	
makes	social	contact,	however	fleeting,	are	absolutely	key	to	the	successful	development	of	effective	communication.	We	very	strongly	
recommend	that	each	and	every	school	takes	responsibility	for	training,	motivating,	advising	and	moderating	these	groups	of	
‘unpaid	volunteers’.	They	may	well	turn	out	to	be	the	vital	difference.		
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SECTION	ONE	
Imperative	communications	

	
Imperative	communications	are	primarily	based	on	meeting	specific	or	general	needs	and	wants.	These	will	be	intentional	
communications	but	may	not	be	formal	or	easily	understood,	that	is,	the	learner	may	not	clearly	indicate	that	they	want	a	specific	thing,	
but	may	express	a	dissatisfaction	in	not	having	the	(favoured)	thing	through	a	behavioural	communication.	Imperative	
communications	are	centred	around	motivation	and	it	is	therefore	absolutely	key	that	we	establish	a	bank	of	motivations	for	
each	individual	learner.	
AS	A	GENERAL	POINT	in	this	section,	it	is	not	a	good	idea	to	list	computers,	lap-tops,	i-pads,	tablets,	i-phones	and	smart	phones	
amongst	the	bank	of	motivations.	This	is	because	these	are	generally,	isolatory	objects,	that	is,	they	tend	not	to	lend	
themselves	to	being	shared	by	another	person	or	persons,	and	might	lead	to	an	increasing	degree	of	voluntary	social	exclusion.	
Working	positively	with	computers,	lap-tops,	i-pads,	tablets,	kindles,	i-phones	and	smart	phones	are	covered	in	Section	Six	Alternative	
and	Augmentative	Communication	Aids.	

	
Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	work	on	I	
want…..	
communications	

Although	imperative	communications	are	built	around	wants	and	needs,	‘I	want’	
is	different	to	‘I	need’	and	probably	comes	first.	One	may	for	example	need	to	go	
to	the	toilet,	but	might	not	want	to.	Needs	and	wants	can	of	course	coincide	in	
essence	but	be	different	in	detail.	One	may	need	to	eat	(a	calorie	controlled)	
lunch	but	want	to	eat	a	double	jam	doughnut.	
‘I	want’	is	centred	around	motivation	and	is	therefore	naturally	more	powerful	
than	‘I	need’	which	will	probably	have	to	be	learned	over	time.		

‘I	need’	communications	will	be	discussed	in	Non-verbal,	behavioural	
communications	in	this	SoW.	

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	
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To	build	up	a	bank	
of	clear	and	
unambiguous	likes	
and	dislikes	

It	will	probably	not	be	necessary	in	the	early	stages	of	establishing	a	bank	of	
likes	and	dislikes	for	the	learner	to	be	using	a	formal	communication	system	
such	as	sign,	symbol	or	speech.		

If	the	learner	does	use	a	formal	communication,	that	is	fine,	but	the	purpose	of	
this	learning	intention	is	to	establish	in	the	mind	of	the	learner,	that	they	can	
exercise	control	by	accepting	or	rejecting	(whatever	it	is	that	you’re	offering	to	
them).		
You	don’t	need	to	teach	the	appropriate	sign,	or	symbol	or	word.		

You	are	looking	for	the	learner	to	make	a	clear	choice	which	may	be	positive	(I	
want)	or	negative	(I	don’t	want)	but	that	could	easily	be	communicated	by	
vocalising,	eye-gazing,	pointing	to,	taking,	holding,	turning	away	from,	pushing	
away	etc.		

There	may	however	be	a	third	option	which	appears	as	a	negative,	but	strictly	
speaking	is	not,	and	is	indicated	by	indifference	(I	don’t	care).	It	is	however,	
really	important	that	I	don’t	care	is	clearly	differentiated	from	I	don’t	want.	

The	purpose	of	spending	a	
considerable	amount	of	time	
with	all	learners	in	building	a	
bank	of	likes	and	dislikes	is	
to	establish	a	motivation	to	
communicate.		

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	make	a	
supported	positive	
choice	from	two	
given	options	

Working	from	the	learner’s	known	likes	and	dislikes	offer	two	clear	and	obvious	
opposing	choices	to	the	learner,	for	example	orange	juice	or	vinegar/fresh	
lemon	juice;	a	crisp	or	a	lettuce	leaf;	raisin	or	dry	pasta.	

It	is	not	necessary	at	this	stage	for	the	learner	to	be	using	a	formal	
communication	system	such	as	sign,	symbol	or	speech.	Choosing	is	enough.		

It	may	of	course	be	the	case	
that	the	learner	really	likes	
vinegar	or	fresh	lemon	juice,	
in	which	case	these	get	added	
to	the	list	of	likes.	You’ll	just	
have	to	search	harder	for	the	
dislikes.	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	make	a	
supported	negative	
choice	from	one	
given	option	

Working	from	the	learner’s	known	dislikes,	offer	one	clear	and	obvious	dislike	to	
the	learner,	for	example	vinegar,	fresh	lemon	juice,	lettuce	leaf,	dry	pasta.	It	is	
not	enough	that	the	learner	has	previously	shown	indifference	to	this	object.	The	
learner	must	actively	dislike	it.	

Remember	that	effective	
communication	is	about	
making	one’s	meaning	clear.	
You	are	looking	for	a	clear	
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It	may	not	be	necessary	at	this	stage	for	the	learner	to	be	using	a	formal	
communication	system	such	as	sign,	symbol	or	speech.	Rejecting	is	enough.	
You	are	looking	for	a	specific	(and	acceptable)	means	of	rejection	such	as	
pushing	away,	turning	away.	

It	is	difficult	to	over-emphasise	how	important	learning	to	make	an	
appropriate	negative	choice	is.	So	many	challenging	behaviours	derive	from	
those	in	control	of	learning	(staff,	parents,	therapists	for	example)	insisting	that	
learners	do	something,	be	with	someone,	be	in	a	certain	place,	that	the	learner	
does	not	want	to	do,	be	with,	be	in.	Because	the	learner	has	complex	
communication	difficulties	they	may	not	be	able	to	eloquently	and	appropriately	
express	this	dissatisfaction.	

LEARNING	HOW	TO	COMMUNICATE	A	NEGATIVE	CHOICE	POSITIVELY	IS	
ONE	OF	THE	MOST	IMPORTANT	COMMUNICATION	SKILLS	WE	CAN	GIVE	TO	

ANY	LEARNER.	

and	socially	acceptable	
indication	that	the	learner	
does	not	want	…….	

This	whole	issue	is	discussed	
in	detail	in	Non-verbal	
Behavioural	Communications	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	establish	a	bank	
of	each	learner’s	
favourite	
imperative	words	

Such	words,	usually	nouns,	MUST	be	established	favourites.	That	is,	they	must	
be	motivating	to	the	learner.	

It	is	not	necessary	to	consider	sentence	structure	or	sentence	strips	(if	using	
symbols).	There	is	also	no	necessity	to	start	with	‘I	want…’	or	to	put	in	‘Please’	or	
‘Thank	you’.	

ALL	staff	who	are	in	any	way	in	daily	contact	with	the	learner	must	ensure	that	
they	are	competent	at	signing	the	individual’s	favourite	words.	You	might	need	
to	check	what	the	CORRECT	sign	is	being	used	via	the	Makaton	or	Signalong	
books.		

ALL	CLASSES	HOUSING	THOSE	WITH	CLD	MUST	HAVE	READILY	AVAILABLE	
SIGNING	BOOKS.	If	the	class	team	don’t	have	these,	the	school	MUST	buy	
sufficient	copies	so	that	each	classroom	has	the	basic	materials.	A	list	of	the	
recommended	Makaton	Signing	Books	is	noted	in	the	appendix	to	this	section.		

The	key	elements	here	are	
that	learners	are	both	
confident	and	able	to	
communicate	using	single	
words	for	highly	motivating	
objects.	
We	need	to	be	aware	that	
some	choices,	preferences,	
refusals	are	specific	to	time	
and	place,	for	example,	‘yes’	
at	school	but	‘no’	at	home	or	
vice	versa.	
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Class	staff	must	ensure	that	several	symbols	are	prepared	for	each	word	so	that	
there’s	always	a	spare	if	necessary.		
BEWARE	that	the	bank	of	words	is	accurate	since	preferences	can	and	probably	
will	change	over	time.	It	is	good	practice	to	check	the	continued	validity	of	
the	preferences	at	the	beginning	of	every	academic	year	at	least.			

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	be	introduced	to	
the	correct	sign	and	
single	symbol	every	
time	the	favourite	
imperative	words	
are	used	

Support	the	introduction	of	the	favourite	thing	with	(i)	the	sign	and	(ii)	the	
symbol.	There	is	no	expectation	at	this	stage	of	the	learner	also	signing.	They	
may	do,	and	we	may	hope	that	they	correctly	sign	and/or	use	the	correct	
symbol,	but	they	may	not.	This	is	after	all,	a	process.	At	this	stage	it	is	sufficient	
that	the	activity	is	correctly	signed	by	the	staff	member	(SM)	and	that	the	
correct	symbol	is	handed	to	the	learner	as	they	begin	the	activity	and	
immediately	taken	back	by	the	SM	to	replicate	the	handing	over	process.		
SMs	must	make	it	as	easy	as	possible	for	learners	to	make	the	connection	
between	the	activity	and	the	formal	communication	(the	spoken	word,	the	sign	
and	the	symbol).		
The	sign	needs	to	be	clear	and	can	be	repeated.	The	sign	and	the	word	must	be	
enacted	together	as	you	are	using	sign	supported	speech.	
The	symbol	needs	to	be	large	(three	times	the	size	normally	used)	to	make	
absolutely	sure	that	the	learner	clearly	sees	it	and	learns	over	time	to	
differentiate	this	from	other	symbols.		

Note	that	this	is	learning	in	
real	time	(whenever	the	
activity	is	taking	place)	
within	the	real	context	of	the	
activity	taking	place.	

Communicating	in	this	
manner	will	aid	the	process	
of	real	learning	being	
subsumed	within	the	long-
term	memory.		
	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	be	introduced	to	
the	signing	name	
and	photograph	of	
staff	who	are	
working	in	the	
class	

Support	the	choice	of	spending	time	with	a	favourite	person	with	(i)	the	
photograph	from	a	choice	of	all	who	are	working	in	the	class	and	(ii)	the	signing	
name	of	the	person	chosen.		

A	person’s	signing	name	is	
the	first	letter	of	their	given	
name	along	with	the	sign	for	
something	that	is	personal	to	
them.	
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This	might	be	introduced	by	presenting	a	board	with	the	velcroid	photographs	
and	names	of	SMs	present	in	the	class	to	the	individual	learner	and	asking	if	
there	is	anyone	the	individual	‘wants	to	spend	time	with?’		

A	suitable	amount	of	pause	(5	seconds?)	may	be	allowed	for	thought	before	the	
board	is	taken	away,	since	it	may	well	be	that	the	learner	does	not	wish	to	spend	
time	with	anyone	on	the	board.	This	is	OK,	since	this	is	an	opportunity	rather	
than	a	demand.	
There	is	no	expectation	at	this	stage	of	the	learner	also	signing	or	saying	the	
chosen	person’s	name.	They	may	do,	and	we	may	hope	that	they	correctly	sign,	
but	they	may	not.		
If	somebody	is	chosen	it	is	sufficient	at	this	stage,	that	the	person	chosen	is	
correctly	signed	by	the	SM	and	that	the	correct	photograph	is	handed	to	the	
learner	as	the	chosen	SM	is	called	over.	
Staff	must	make	it	as	easy	as	possible	for	learners	to	make	the	connection	
between	the	activity	and	the	formal	communication	(the	spoken	word,	the	sign	
and	the	photograph).		

The	sign	needs	to	be	clear	and	can	be	repeated.	The	sign	and	the	word	must	be	
enacted	together	as	you	are	using	sign	supported	speech.	

This	is	in	order	to	distinguish	
Peter	from	Paul	from	Philip	
from	Patricia.		

The	personal	sign	is	chosen	
by	the	person	themselves,	so	
that	Paul,	who	is	very	into	
football,	has	the	letter	P	
followed	by	the	sign	for	
football	as	his	signing	name.	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	use	the	correct	
word,	sign	and/or	
symbol	for	
favourite,	
motivating	
activities	

Staff	will	continue	to	support	the	verbal	introduction	of	the	favourite	thing	with	
(i)	the	sign	and	(ii)	the	symbol,	but	now	wait	to	see	if	the	learner	repeats	the	
word	and/or	signs	and/or	hands	back	the	symbol	(put	the	symbol	in	their	hand	
but	hold	your	hand	for	the	return	rather	than	just	taking	it	back).	
How	long	you	wait	for	depends	on	the	learner,	but	it	is	good	to	be	ambitious,	so	
you	might	try	waiting	silently	with	your	hand	stretched	out	whilst	counting	out	
10	seconds.	At	the	end	of	the	10	seconds,	take	the	symbol	back	and	say	the	word	
again.		

This	may	well	be	a	long-term	
process,	that	is,	one	taking	
several	months	and	perhaps	
longer.	Don’t	be	deterred	if	
nothing	happens	
immediately.			
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Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	positively	gain	
the	attention	of	
another	person	

This	is	a	theme	that	will	run	through	a	number	of	the	learning	intentions	in	this	
SoW.	

IT	IS	REALLY	IMPORTANT	that	all	staff	maximise	their	learners’	belief	that	they	
will	be	listened	to	whenever	they	have	something	to	say.	Politeness	and	
observing	the	social	conventions	are	also	important,	but	can	be	learned	later.	

This	means	that,	especially	in	the	earliest	stages	of	communicative	development	
planned	work	may	have	to	be	put	to	one	side	in	order	to	concentrate	on	
attending	to	the	learner’s	communication.	

1. Once	you’re	pretty	sure	of	the	main	motivators	(excluding	ICT	motivators)	
put	two	boards	on	the	wall,	one	to	do	with	symbols	or	photographs	of	
activities	and	objects	and	the	other	to	do	with	photographs	of	people.		

2. The	boards	need	to	be	within	easily	accessible	reach	of	all	of	the	learners	and	
visible	to	all	learners.	

3. At	the	beginning	of	the	school	day	during	the	Meet,	Greet	and	Play	session,	
you	might	encourage	individual	learners	to	go	to	both	or	either	boards	to	
have	a	look.	

4. It	is	not	necessary	that	the	individual	learner	selects	anything	or	anyone	and	
the	individual	learners	should	not	be	prompted	to	choose.	They	either	
do	or	they	don’t.	

5. You	may	decide	to	leave	the	boards	up	throughout	the	day	(this	would	be	the	
ideal)	or	you	may	decide	from	a	logistical	point	of	view,	especially	in	relation	
to	favourite	people,	to	take	the	boards	down	again	at	the	end	of	Meet,	Greet	
and	Play.	

6. If	you	decide	to	leave	the	boards	up	YOU	MUST	accede	to	the	request	
(that	is,	immediately	give	them	what	they	want)	as	soon	as	it	is	given	to	
a	SM	by	any	learner.	This	is	about	teaching	all	learners	that	they	can	
positively	control	their	environment	by	exercising	a	choice	about	what	they	
want	to	do,	rather	than	being	forced	into	attempts	at	negatively	controlling	

In	order	to	be	confident	in	
expressively	
communicating,	the	
learner	needs	to	know	that	
when	they	want	something	
or	someone	(motivation)	
they	have	the	ability	to	gain	
the	attention	of	another	
person	(means)	AND	that	
they	will	be	listened	to	
(mate).		
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their	environment	by	behaviourally	rejecting	what	they	don’t	want	to	do.	In	
other	words,	this	is	about	Learning	To	Be	(myself).	

Learning	Intentions	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	establish	a	
symbol	and/or	
signed	bank	of	each	
learner’s	favourite	
imperative	words	
in	school.	
	
	
	
To	be	comfortable	
with	wearing	a	key	
ring	set	of	favourite	
symbols.	

1. The	bank	may	be	spoken,	signed	and/or	symbolled.	
2. ALL	staff	who	are	in	any	way	in	daily	contact	with	the	learner	must	ensure	

that	they	are	competent	at	signing	the	individual’s	favourite	words	and	that	
they	model	signing	the	single	words	at	every	appropriate	opportunity.		

3. If	using	symbols,	there	probably	needs	to	be	a	limit	of	twenty	or	so	words	
that	are	able	to	be	represented	by	an	iconic	(rather	than	an	abstract)	symbol.	
This	doesn’t	mean	that	you	have	to	use	20,	just	that	this	is	probably	the	
maximum	for	a	key	ring.	Most	learners	will	use	one	two	or	three	in	the	first	
instance.	

4. The	easiest	way	of	ensuring	portability	is	to	attach	these	to	a	strong	and	
robust	key	ring	which	is	then	attached	to	the	learner.	The	learner	is	then	
encouraged	to	use	the	appropriate	symbol	from	the	key	ring	whenever	s/he	
is	requesting	a	favourite	thing	or	activity.		

5. Having	worked	on	the	motivation,	this	learning	intention	is	about	
establishing	a	more	formal	means	that	goes	beyond	pointing,	taking,	
reaching	for,	eye	gazing	etc.		

6. Some	learners	working	consistently	and	over	time	at	P4	ish	may	take	many	
years	to	establish	this,	and	it	is	essential	that	they	are	not	rushed	through	
what	might	be	considered	to	be	conventional	developmental	phases	in	order	
to	show	‘progress’.	Progress	should	come	with	time	and	patience.	But	it	may	
well	be	very	slow.	

7. The	key	issue	here	is	for	the	imperative	(the	want)	to	be	continually	
motivating	and	staff	will	need	to	regularly	ensure	that	what	was	motivating	
for	the	learner	last	year	is	still	motivating	for	the	learner	this	year.	

8. If	possible	work	within	the	learner’s	preferred	method	of	communication	
though	it	is	important	to	note	that	(i)	this	may	not	be	known	and	(ii)	it	may	
not	be	the	best	method	of	communication	for	the	learner.	This	is	especially	
the	case	if	the	learner	prefers	to	use	language	but	remains	incomprehensible.	

	

	
	

Iconic	symbols	are	usually	
nouns	that	can	be	easily	
represented	by	a	line	
drawing,	such	as	bike,	bread,	
football,	book,	toilet	etc.	
Abstract	symbols	refer	
mainly	to	relational	words	
that	shift	in	their	meaning	
such	as	in,	on,	over,	behind,	
small,	big	etc.		
The	establishing	of	the	
portable	key	ring	is	about	
learner	choice	and	learner	
control.	We	are	trying	to	
encourage	them	to	use	a	
formal	communication	
system	(in	this	case	symbols)	
to	control	their	environment.	

Staff	MUST	resist	the	
temptation	to	put	controlling	
symbols	(such	as	sit,	stop,	
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Much	work	might	well	need	to	be	done	with	Speech	and	Language	Therapists	
(SaLTs)	to	improve	pronunciation	of	the	limited	number	of	highly	motivating	
words.		

9. All	learners	should	be	encouraged	to	support	speech	with	both	sign	and	
symbol,	but	remember	the	purpose	of	communication	is	not	necessarily	to	be	
perfect,	but	to	be	understood.		

work	etc.)	on	the	learner’s	
key	ring.		
	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	establish	a	
symbol	and/or	
signed	bank	of	each	
learner’s	favourite	
imperative	words	
at	school,	home	and	
for	regular	out	of	
school	placements.	

School	MUST	take	responsibility	for	ensuring	as	far	as	they	are	able,	that	the	
necessary	resources	and	training	for	use	of	both	signs	and	symbols	are	relayed	
to	home	and	out	of	school	placements	such	as	after	school	clubs	and	respite	
centres.	

It	is	possible	that	the	learner’s	favourites	will	be	different	within	the	different	
environments	of	home,	school,	out-of-school	clubs	etc.	
1. It	is	‘imperative’	that	continuity	of,	and	opportunity	for	practice	are	provided	

for	each	individual	learner.		
2. Build	‘Leisure	Time’	(LT)	into	each	day	on	a	regular	basis,	at	least	six	or	so	

short	sessions	every	day.	The	amount	of	time	given	over	to	this	depends	on	
your	learners	but	this	will	probably	relate	strongly	to	the	My	Sensory	Play	
and	Leisure	SoW	and	is	most	definitely	NOT	wasted	or	throwaway	time.	Ten	
minutes	is	by	no	means	an	unreasonable	amount	of	time	for	each	LT	session	
and	this	is	especially	so	if	SMs	are	then	involved	in	parallel	and	shared	play	
with	individuals	or	small	groups	of	learners.	

3. Each	learner	is	asked	what	they	want	to	do	in	LT.		
4. Staff	member	(SM)	models	signing	using	the	key	signs	at	the	same	time	as	

presenting	a	choice	of	established	favourite	symbols.	Key	signs	are	nothing	
to	do	with	a	key	ring,	but	are	the	most	important	words	in	a	sentence.	For	
example,		if	the	communication	from	the	SM	is	‘Leisure	Time.	What	do	you	
want	to	do?’	the	signs	will	be	‘Leisure	Time	(sign	play).	What	do	you	want	to	
do?’	

There	is	an	assumption	here	
that	the	learner	understands	
symbolic	representation.	
That	is,	that	a	symbol	and/or	
a	sign	represents	something	
concrete,	in	this	case	the	
learner’s	favourite………	

If	the	learner	does	not	(and	
we	can	reasonably	expect	
this	to	be	within	the	
capability	of	a	learner	
working	at	P4	and	above)	
work	will	need	to	be	done	to	
establish	this.	This	is	usually	
best	and	most	easily	done	
with	small	pieces	of	
motivating	food	such	as	toast,	
raisins	etc.	but	in	any	event	
seek	SaLT	advice.	
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5. IT	IS	NOT	expected	that	the	learner	will	sign	and	learners	should	not	be	
manipulated	(as	in	hand	over	hand	for	example)	to	sign.	This	is	a	process,	
and	the	process	may	take	some	time.	

6. Learners	will	be	encouraged	to	choose	a	symbol	and	show	it	to	the	SM	from	
their	key	ring	or	choice	board	if	the	learner	will	not	wear	a	key	ring.	

7. SM	will	model	the	sign	for	the	chosen	favourite	and	use	a	suitable	brief	text	
such	as	‘OK.	Sand	tray’	or	whatever	the	favourite	is.	

8. It	is	reasonable	to	build	in	an	understanding	that	LT	is	limited	and	this	needs	
to	be	stated	very	clearly	at	the	beginning.	Timers	are	useful	if	learners	have	
staggered	LT	or	general	classroom	(verbal	and	signed)	communications	with	
countdown	cues	on	say	one	minute	and	5	seconds	to	go	before	the	finish.		

	

	
	

Equals	strongly	advises	
limiting	the	choice	of	
electronic	equipment	such	
as	i-pads,	tablets,	phones	
etc	to	the	end	of	the	day	
only.		

There	is	a	short	note	at	the	
beginning	of	this	section	to	
explain	this,	but	essentially	it	
is	because	the	purpose	of	
Equals	Informal	My	
Communication	SoW	is	to	
extend	every	learner’s	ability	
and	willingness	to	socially	
engage.	It	is	unfortunately	
the	case	that	most	use	of	
computers,	lap-tops,	tablets,	
phones	is	solitary	and	
remains	solitary,	and	whilst	
they	can	be	extremely	useful	
pieces	of	technology,	tyhey	
are	unlikely	of	themselves,	to	
improve	social	
communication	with	those	
with	CLD..	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	
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To	establish	that	
favourite	
imperatives	might	
not	be	possible	all	
the	time.	

There	is	a	fine	line	between	wanting	to	promote	motivational	activities	in	order	
to	encourage	positive	communications	and	restricting	breadth	and	balance	by	
just	promoting	motivational	activities.	After	all,	nobody	knows	what	they	don’t	
know,	and	if	we	limit	opportunities	to	experience	new	learning	activities,	pupils	
and	students	may	never	come	to	learn	about	extending	their	enjoyments.			
This	then	becomes	a	contradiction	and	a	dilemma.	We	want	to	encourage	
learners	to	communicate	with	us	in	order	to	engage	with	something	
motivational,	but	we	also	want	them	to	realise	and	accept	that	there	are	other	
things	to	learn.	

Like	all	dilemmas,	there	is	no	easy	or	definitive	answer.	It	may	be	that	for	some	
learners	–	especially	those	who	struggle	with	positive	social	interactions	and	
exhibit	extremes	of	challenging	behaviour,	working	within	even	a	very	limited	
range	of	motivational	activities	over	quite	a	long	time	(perhaps	years?)	is	the	
very	best	thing	to	do.	This	is	after	all,	one	of	the	bases	of	tried	and	tested	
communicative	models	of	learning	such	as	Intensive	Interaction.	
As	always	when	making	these	decisions,	class	teams	are	advised	to	consult	
widely	with	leadership,	therapy	teams	and	families	especially.				

Additionally,	there	is	always	
the	possibility	that	by	always	
concentrating	on	known	
likes,	we	sometimes	cause	
them	to	become	dislikes!	

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	extend	
imperative	
communications	
into	shared	
declarative,	
dynamic	and/or	
narrative	
communications	

All	imperatives	carry	many	opportunities	for	extension	into	shared	
communications	as	long	as	we	work	within	the	principles	of	the	3	Ms	
(motivation,	means,	mate).	
The	essence	of	a	want	may	be	singular	and	personal	but	that	doesn’t	mean	that	it	
can’t	be	shared.	‘I	want	an	apple/string	flapper/toy	car/dolly/watch	
Teletubbies’	does	not	have	to	be	a	singular	activity	if	we	also,	and	at	the	same	
time,	eat	an	apple,	flap	a	length	of	string,	play	with	a	toy	car,	cuddle	a	dolly,	
watch	Teletubbies.	
Such	shared	activities	will	have	no	specific	targets	or	outcomes;	they	are	entirely	
process	based	and	will	go	where	the	learner	decides	to	take	them.	SMs	can	

	

	
	
See	Equals	Informal	My	
Sensory	Play	SoW	for	an	
extended	discussion	on	
parallel	play.	
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ladder	and	scaffold,	but	the	‘climbing’	will	be	in	control	of	the	learner	who	takes	
it	where	they	want	to.	
SMs	may	initially	play	alongside	(as	in	parallel	play)	in	order	to	try	to	encourage	
a	shared	understanding.	Intensive	Interaction	and	Floor	Time	techniques	are	
likely	to	be	the	most	successful.		

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	establish	that	
choices	may	carry	
significant	
consequences.	

The	act	of	choosing	doesn’t	have	to	be	significant	if	the	choice	carries	no	
consequences.	Choosing	between	two	mild,	sweet	flavours	of	squash,	
blackcurrent	and	orange	for	example,	may	not	matter	sufficiently	to	the	learner.		
In	order	to	ensure	that	the	learner	understands	about	choices,	we	might	need	to	
bring	in	the	idea	of	consequences	quite	early	on	in	the	learning	cycle.	

There	must	be	opportunity	for	learners	to	experience	the	real	consequence	of	
their	choices	by	allowing	them	to	make	mistakes	within	a	safe	learning	
environment.	

See	the	Equals	Thinking	and	
Problem	Solving	SoW	
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SECTION	TWO	
	

Declarative	communications	
	

Declarative	communications	are	communications	for	the	sake	of	themselves,	as	in	for	example	‘Isn’t	it	a	lovely	day’	and	at	the	most	basic	
level	‘Hello’.	They	are	not	meant	to	gain	anything	from	the	recipient	other	than	joint	attention	and	acting	as	a	point	of	contact,	but	are	
essentially	social	communications,	expressed	for	the	sake	of	communicating.		The	ability	to	instigate	communicatively	through	
declarative	communications	is	a	key	part	of	working	at	P4	and	above	and	is	one	of	the	markers	(along	with	for	example,	the	ability	to	
follow	simple	instructions)	which	indicate	severe	rather	than	profound	learning	difficulties.	Declarative	communications	indicate	that	
the	act	of	social	communication	is	sufficient	motivation	for	the	learner	and	is	an	essential	part	of	social	communication	for	the	vast	
majority	of	all	human	beings,	including	those	with	CLD.	The	exception	to	this	rule	often	arises	when	working	with	learners	who	have	an	
additional	autistic	spectrum	disorder;	not	all	learners	with	CLD	dislike	social	interactions,	but	a	significant	number	might.	This	does	not	
mean	that	we	shouldn’t	teach	social	communication	or	social	interaction	or	declarative	communications,	just	that	we	will	have	to	
differentiate	the	teaching.		

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	
Declarative	Communications	

Notes	

To	be	part	of	a	
‘Good	morning	
………’	greeting	
when	meeting	
others	for	the	first	
time	in	the	day	

This	means	that	we	have	to	encourage	all	learners	to	offer	this	greeting	to	as	
many	people	as	possible,	and	by	the	same	token,	encourage	as	many	people	as	
possible	to	offer	the	greeting	to	each	learner	individually.	

DO	NOT	OFFER	this	greeting	as	a	throw-away	but	
o get	as	close	as	you	can	to	the	individual	
o ensure	that	you’re	in	their	line	of	vision	
o say	and	sign	the	greeting	
o if	possible,	touch	the	learner	on	a	neutral	spot	(the	arm	or	shoulder)	after	

you’ve	signed.	

	

In	Equals	Semi-Formal	My	
Communication	SoW,	much	is	
made	of	the	time	confusions	
that	can	arise	when	greeting	
with	‘Good	morning	……’	and	
‘Good	afternoon	…….’	A	
solution	to	this	may	be	to	
greet	with	‘Good	day	…….’	or	
simply	‘Hello	………’		

However,	‘Good	morning	
……..’	is	such	an	excellent	sign	
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		 to	use	the	very	first	time	you	
meet	the	learner,	that	we	
urge	to	use	this,	as	long	as	
you	only	do	it	once,	and	don’t	
use	‘Good	afternoon’	at	all.		

To	gain	the	
attention	of	
another	person	

This	is	a	repeat	of	the	teaching	and	learning	activities	noted	in	Imperative	
Communication,	but	it	is	worth	repeating.	

• In	order	to	be	confident	in	communicating,	the	learner	needs	to	know	that	
they	have	the	ability	to	gain	the	attention	of	another	person	(means)	AND	
that	they	will	be	listened	to	(mate).		

• This	is	a	theme	that	will	run	through	a	number	of	the	learning	activities	in	
this	SoW.	

• IT	IS	REALLY	IMPORTANT	that	all	staff	maximise	their	learners’	belief	that	
they	will	be	listened	to	whenever	they	have	something	to	say.	Politeness	and	
observing	the	social	conventions	are	also	important,	but	can	be	learned	
later.	

• This	means	that,	especially	in	the	earliest	stages	of	communicative	
development	‘work’	may	have	to	be	put	to	one	side	in	order	to	concentrate	
on	communication.	

• This	also	brings	out	the	importance	of	Play	as	a	central	part	of	(at	least)	the	
curriculum	since	so	many	opportunities	for	social	engagement	practice	can	
be	manufactured	through	Play.		

• Play	(with	a	capital	P)	is	something	that	is	very	likely	to	be	relevant	to	all	
those	with	CLD,	irrespective	of	age,	since	Play	is	not	something	that	anyone	
grows	out	of.	The	way	we	play	may	change	over	time,	but	such	changes	are	
likely	to	be	considerably	less	marked	for	those	with	CLD.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

See	Equals	Informal	
Curriculum	My	Sensory	Play	
SoW.	

.		

To	engage	in	a	
declarative	

Engaging	in	a	conversation	does	not	necessarily	mean	that	the	learner	has	to	
converse	in	equal	measure,	since	learners	with	CLD	will	certainly	not	have	the	

Declarative	communications	
permeate	all	areas	of	the	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	
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‘conversation’	with	
another	

communicative	skills	required	to	keep	up	their	end.	In	this	case,	staff	members	
(SMs)	may	model	how	a	conversation	may	go.		
Include	a	range	of	topics/contexts	which	are	related	to	the	learner’s	likes	and	
interests	

Using	declaratives	takes	the	pressure	off	the	learner	to	perform,	that	is,	to	
provide	the	right	answer	as	they	would	if	they	were	having	to	answer	questions.	
Declaratives	are	invitations	to	socially	interact	while	questions	are	typically	cues	
to	provide	a	right	answer.	

• Engage	learners	in	communication	opportunities	based	on	sharing	memories	
such	as	something	that	had	happened	earlier	that	day	or	the	day	before.	Use	
a	short	(two	minute	at	most)	video	on	the	whiteboard	as	an	aide	memoire	for	
the	learner.		

• Photographs	pinned	up	around	the	room	and	regularly	changed	(every	
couple	of	weeks	or	maybe	sooner	if	they	evoke	no	interest	from	any	of	your	
learners)	are	great	ways	of	sharing	previous	experiences	of	past	events.		

• Keep	photographs	that	have	been	popular	in	a	book	that’s	placed	somewhere	
central	in	the	room.	Place	one	of	the	photos	on	the	cover	of	the	book	(as	the	
title)	and	be	alive	to	anyone	opening	it.	You	can	immediately	share	the	
looking	and	recreate	the	declarative	moment.	

• Model	BIG	faces	and	looks	of	horror,	surprise,	laughter,	terror	when	
something	unusual	happens.	These	are	not	random	looks,	but	must	relate	to	
the	context,	such	as	a	bowl	of	flour	gets	dropped	on	the	flour	–	BIG	FACE!	

• Remembering	motivation,	means	and	mate,	the	motivation	is	communicative	
engagement	with	the	learner’s	interests.	Class	teams	need	to	find	any	and	all	
opportunities	to	engage	in	‘conversations’	about	anything	that	will	engage	
the	learner.	This	is	not	talking	about	BORING	things!!		

• Attention	Autism	has	been	developed	by	Gina	Davis	and	can	be	viewed	at	
www.ginadavis.co.uk	It	is	built	around	the	principle	that	(social)	engagement	
will	develop	once	the	attention	of	the	child	has	been	secured,	but	we	might	

curriculum	and	day	to	day	
interactions	and	activities.	
It	is	important	to	get	the	
learner’s	attention	before	you	
speak	to	them	rather	than	
repeating	yourself	several	
times.		Give	them	processing	
time,	talk	less	rather	than	
more	and	be	consistent	
with	what	you	say.	
Where	appropriate,	begin	
with	Intensive	Interaction	as	
the	foundation	for	all	other	
communication	and	
interaction.	
Remember	you	are	modelling	
declarative	conversation	for	
someone	with	complex	
communication	difficulties.	

Use	short	phrases	and	
emphasise	the	key	words.	
Always	sign	when	you	
speak	and	this	will	help	
you	to	speak	less	(but	say	
more!).	

We	want	to	capture	the	
learners’	imagination	so	try	
and	make	your	declaratives	
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need	to	work	much	harder	at	securing	attention	than	merely	calling	
someone’s	name.	The	key	is	to	make	the	engagement	irresistible!		

• Jokes,	especially	slapstick	(rather	than	linguistic)	humour,	though	it	is	
probably	best	not	to	make	the	learner	the	butt	of	the	humour!	

• Magic.	Simple	sleight	of	hand	tricks	can	be	learned	with	a	little	time	and	
trouble.	This	doesn’t	have	to	be	Magic	Circle	standard,	a	junior	magician	kit	
will	suffice.	

• Doing	something	out	of	the	ordinary	to	gain	the	attention	and	awareness	of	
the	learner	-	dress	up,	change	your	appearance,	put	on	a	pair	of	Elton	John	
glasses	or	a	false	beard	or	a	bright	red	wig.	Make	it	VERY	obvious	because	
you	want	your	learners	to	notice!	

• Creative	art	activities	which	are	personalised	to	include	personal	preferences	
(textures,	objects,	etc)	e.g.	dropping	paint	covered	balls	onto	a	sheet	on	the	
floor	or	whoosh	splat	with	shaving	foam.	Build	up	anticipation,	waiting	for	a	
glance	or	some	demonstration	of	interaction	before	dropping,	exaggerated	
glee	at	the	‘splat’,	encouraging	learners	to	ask	for	more.	

• Intensive	Interaction	is	full	of	potential	declarative	moments	because	it	has	
play	at	its	centre.	

• Physical	interactive	games	such	as	peek-a-boo,	round	and	round	the	garden,	
tickle	monster.	These	might	loosely	termed	as	‘people	games’.	

• Mobile	tactile	activities	such	as	aprons/belts	worn	m=by	the	SMs	covered	in	
a	learner’s	motivators	–	encourage	learners	to	approach	and	interact	with	
the	SM.	

• Parallel	play	–	the	adult	plays	with	the	same	‘toys’	as	the	learner,	but	is	
directly	engaging	or	playing	‘with’.	Engagement	will	happen	if	and	when	the	
learner	is	sufficiently	interested.	More	ideas	can	be	gleaned	from	watching	
‘Floor	Time’	on	you-tube.	

• Hidden	objects.	Put	a	noisy	toy	in	your	bag.	Put	a	phone	in	a	cupboard	and	
get	a	colleague	to	keep	ringing	it.	Make	a	BIG	THING	of	being	REALLY	
annoyed	about	the	interruption	to	the	lesson.	Get	everyone	to	search	for	it,	

big	and	bold	with	LOTS	OF	
EXCLAMATIONS!!!	
It	has	been	estimated	that	
declarative	
communications	might	
make	up	as	much	as	80%	of	
our	daily	communications!	
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looking	in	all	the	wrong	places	first.	Keep	playing	the	same	trick	at	fairly	
regular	intervals	so	that	it	becomes	a	running	joke.	

• Play	your	running	jokes	at	the	most	inappropriate	of	times.	For	example	
when	a	‘very	important	person’	comes	into	the	room.	Make	an	especially	big	
thing	of	being	really	embarrassed!	

• Make	purposeful	mistakes	–	use	lots	of	humour	and	over-the-top	reactions.		
• Modelling	verbally,	by	for	example,	verbalising	a	learner’s	unspoken	request	

or	object	of	attention.	Make	sure	to	use	single	words,	particularly	
emphasising	the	particular	motivator.	

• Continue	to	value	and	acknowledge	any	attempts	to	initiate	communications	
–	even	those	that	might	be	considered	inappropriate.	These	can	be	turned	
around	with	a	more	appropriate	method	modelled	by	the	SM,	as	for	example,	
turning	a	pinch	into	a	five,	or	a	scream	into	a	‘Hey’.		The	key	is	to	encourage	
and	build	confidence	that	appropriate	requests	for	communication	are	
ALWAYS	listened	to!	

• Model	methods	of	indicating	(and	therefore	communicating)	a	desire	to	
finish	(walking	away,	signing	or	saying	“stop”).	We	MUST	get	into	the	habit	
of	recognising	negation	as	a	key	communication	which	MUST	be	
listened	to	AND	acted	upon.	

• SMs	to	acknowledge	and	respond	to	a	request.	
• SMs	to	carefully	observe	reactions	(behaviours,	etc)	which	are	indicating	a	

desire	to	end	an	interaction.	

To	engage	in	
communicative	
learning	
	
	

In	all	of	these	learning	moments,	there	will	be	very	little	(that	is,	probably	
no)	actual	teaching	going	on,	but	there	could	be	a	great	deal	of	learning.	

Staff	instead	are	responding	to	what’s	happening	in	the	moment	and	noting	
changes	in	the	communicative	behaviour	of	the	learners.	
The	actual	lesson	can	be	anything	at	anytime	–	let’s	assume	a	Sensory	Play	
session.	Staff	have	set	up	work	tables	with	various	resources	such	as	sand	trays,	

These	are	signs	of	
engagement	and	can	be	used	
to	indicate	that	progress	is	
being	made.		
THEY	ARE	NOT	
DEVELOPMENTAL	OR	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	
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water	trays,	rice	trays,	feather	trays	etc	etc,	and	invited	learners	to	get	involved.	
Perhaps	more	than	one	learner	has	gone	to	the	water	tray.	
You	are	looking	for	learners	
• being	aware	of	another	person	as	a	communication	partner;	this	might	be	as	

little	as	a	fleeting	glance;	
• extending	the	duration	and/or	frequency	of	looking	at	another	person;	
• tolerating	a	communication	partner	-	from	brief	periods	to	extended	periods;	
• developing	curiosity	in	a	communication	partner.	Look	for		

-					eye	contact	-	even	fleeting.	It	is	not	necessary	for	eye	contact	to	be	
sustained	for	effective	communication.	Indeed	in	the	case	of	students	
with	CVI	(cortical	visual	impairment)	it	can	obscure	the	message	if	for	
example	their	primary	input	is	auditory	
- approaching/	sharing	space	with	you	
- noticing	your	mimicking	,	being	interested	in	it,	taking	pleasure	

from	it	
- being	aware	of	you	joining	in	with	play;	

• developing	appropriate	responses	to	a	communication	partner;	
• showing	an	interest	in	other	people	and	a	desire	to	communicate;	
• demonstrating	enjoyment	in	interacting	with	a	communication	partner	

through	
- tolerating	
- engaging	with		
- responding	to		
- enjoying		
- initiating		
- requesting	a	wider	variety	of	social	interactions;	

• extending	and	expanding	upon	interests,	reducing	dependence	on	a	
particular	and	repetitive	topic;	

• requesting	extension	of	interaction;	
• sharing	attention	with	an	adult	–	social	interaction	games,	sharing	

equipment,	joint	attention,	floor	time;	

LINEAR	and	there	is	NO	
requirement	that	the	
learner	will	achieve	all.	

Progress	will	vary	from	one	
learner	to	another	and	will	be	
very	different	from	one	
learner	to	another.	
THERE	IS	NO	ONE	
PARTICULAR	PATHWAY	TO	
COMMUNICATIVE	SUCCESS.	
THERE	IS	NO	BEST	
METHOD.	
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• engaging	in	social	interactions;	
• demonstrating	enjoyment;		
• understanding	that	others	can	be	communication	partners;	
• initiating	unintentional	interactions	through:	

- looking	
- touch	or	gesture	(such	as	pulling	an	adult’s	arm)	

				-					vocalising	
				-					facial	expressions		
				-					behaviours	
				-					verbalising	
				-					bringing	a	wanted	item	or	an	object	or	an	AAC	aid	
				-					crying		
				-					laughing;	

• initiating	intentional	interactions	through:	
- looking	
- touch	or	gesture	(such	as	pulling	an	adult’s	arm)	

				-					vocalising	
				-					facial	expressions		
				-					behaviours	
				-					verbalising	
				-					bringing	a	wanted	item	or	an	object	or	AAC	aid	
				-					crying		
				-					laughing.	

• developing	appropriate	methods	of	responding	to	interactions;	
• developing	appropriate	methods	of	initiating	interactions;	
• requesting	interactions	to	end;	

- developing	receptive	understanding	of	social	interactions	–	from	
recognising	to	understanding	how	to	respond	to	facial	expressions,	
tone	of	voice,	non-verbal	cues	(body	language);	

• interacting	positively	with	peers;	
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• tolerating	peers	in	their	environment,	which	might	take	the	form	of	giving	
joint	attention,	playing	alongside	a	peer,	engaging	in	a	simple	game	with	
another	pupil,	perhaps	with	support	(you	can	reduce	support	and	prompting	
over	time	as	appropriate),		engaging	in	more	complex	games	with	peers	as	
appropriate	to	each	pupil;	

• demonstrating	the	ability	to	listen	(as	opposed	to	being	able	to	hear);	
• developing	conventions	of	conversation	such	as	turn	taking	(my	turn	your	

turn)	and	remembering	learned	responses.	

To	extend	
communicative	
engagements	that	
might	be	focussed	
on	a	narrow	field	of	
interest.	

There	may	well	be	some	learners,	especially	those	on	the	autistic	spectrum,	who	
only	want	to	communicate	about	the	very	narrow	area	of	air	conditioners	or	
road	traffic	signs	or	pink	make-up	or	whatever	their	area	of	special	interest	
might	be.	It	is	easy	to	get	exceptionally	irritated	by	this,	especially	when	it	is	the	
433rd	time	you’ve	heard	it,	but	our	reaction	does	perhaps	need	to	be	a	bit	more	
considered.	

Can	we	use	this	special	interest	to	engage	with	the	learner?	
Can	we	expand	our	own	knowledge	of	the	learner’s	special	interest	and	
engage	with	the	learner?	At	a	basic	level	this	might	mean	engaging	in	parallel	
play,	such	as	with	Lego	of	even	flapping	another	piece	of	string	in	eye	view	of	the	
learner.	The	important	feature	is	the	engagement	with	rather	than	the	
isolatory,	repetitive,	stereo-typical	engagements	which	would	otherwise	occur.	
Can	we	turn	these	isolatory	behaviours	into	declarative	communications?	
This	direct	engagement	has	a	lot	in	common	with	approaches	taken	by	Options	-	
formerly	Son-Rise	(Kaufmann,	2003)	and	Floortime	(Greenspan	and	Weider,	
2003)	both	of	which	developed	independently	of	Intensive	Interaction	but	use	
similar	techniques.		
	

It	is	possible	that	such	direct	
engagement	with	individual	
learners’	areas	of	special	
interest	leads	to	
(uncontrollable)	over	
excitement.	This	is	only	to	be	
expected	and	if	so,	might	
need	to	handled	slowly	and	
with	caution.	That	is,	lots	of	
regularly	spaced	short	
engagements,	followed	by	an	
opportunity	for	calm,	might	
be	better	than	long	
engagements	followed	by	
crisis.	Staff	may	then	build	up	
the	length	of	the	
engagements	over	time.		

	
	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	
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SECTION	THREE	
	

Formal	social	interactions	with	familiar	people	
	

These	require	a	particular	way	of	behaving	that	take	in	a	society’s	understandings	of	what	constitutes	appropriate	language,	familiarity,	
attention,	time,	proximity	and	touch.	They	are	generally	rule	bound	and	will	be	societal	bound.	The	model	in	this	SoW	relates	specifically	
to	England	and	Wales	and	may	well	be	very	different	in	different	parts	of	the	world.		

Learning	Intentions	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	respond	to	a	
greeting	from	a	
familiar	adult	(1)	
	

	

	
	

	
	

To	respond	to	a	
greeting	from	a	
familiar	adult	(2)	

	
	

It	is	probably	best	to	set	up	a	standardised	method	which	can	then	be	modelled	
and	practised	many,	many	times.	Typically,	this	model	will	involve;	

1. A	set	greeting	such	as	‘Hello	Kelley’	or	‘Good	morning,	Kelley’	as	the	first	
greeting	of	the	day	spoken	by	staff	member	(SM)	as	they	greet	Kelley	off	the	
school	bus	or	on	entry	into	the	classroom.	

2. Supporting	adults	may	help	the	learner	to	acknowledge	the	greeting	by	
holding	out	their	right	hand	palm	upwards	for	a	‘low	five’	though	initially	
without	having	an	expectation	that	the	SMs	hand	will	be	touched	by	the	
learner.	

3. It	may	well	be	that	1	to	1	supporting	SMs	can	lift	up	the	learner’s	hand	to	
acknowledge	the	next	SM’s	greeting.		
	

1. A	set	greeting	such	as	‘Hello	Kelley’	or	‘Good	morning,	Kelley’	as	the	first	
greeting	of	the	day	spoken	by	members	of	staff	as	they	greet	Kelley	off	the	
school	bus	or	on	entry	into	the	classroom.	

2. Supporting	adults	may	help	the	learner	to	pause	for	sufficient	time	in	order	
to	sign	‘Good’	in	acknowledgement	of	the	greeting.	

3. Supporting	adults	may	also	point	out	to	the	learner	that	they	have	just	been	
greeted	and	encourage	the	learner	to	give	positive	feedback	with	a	glance	or	
other	acknowledgement	to	support	the	signed	‘Good’.	

	

	
	
	
	

It	may	be	that	there	are	some	
learners	who	may	be	so	
sensitive	to	touch	of	any	
description	that	they	are	
neither	able	nor	willing	to	
enjoy	a	hand	touch	greeting.		
If	this	is	so,	we	must	accept	it	
as	it	is,	because	this	is	the	
learner’s	choice.	
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Learning	about	proximity	is	aided	by	the	use	of	formal	touch	as	early	as	possible.	
We	tend	to	use	touch	very	differently	according	to	age	so	that	adults’	physical	
interactions	with	children	become	very	different	over	time.	It	may	however	be	
best	to	teach	formal	touch	as	early	as	possible	with	a	low	five	or	a	gentle	fist	with	
learners	as	young	as	two	or	three.		If	we	are	consistent	in	this,	it	is	very	easy	to	
turn	either	into	a	formal	handshakes	later	on,	but	the	adoption	of	formal	
handshakes	are	not	really	necessary	until	late	teenage	years.	
	

It	might	be	reasonably	
expected	that	such	
greetings	will	happen	
many	times	in	the	day	and	
it	is	important	that	the	
same	procedure	is	gone	
through	every	time	and	
that	SMs	give	sufficient	
time	for	each	learner	to	
respond	appropriately.	

Learning	Intentions	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	initiate	a	
greeting	and/or	a	
conversation	with	a	
familiar	person	

There	may	well	be	a	number	of	pupils	and	students	with	CLD	who	very	much	
enjoy	the	company	of	people	and	will	make	a	bee-line	for	certain	favoured	
people	(with	whom	they	have	already	built	a	relationship)	or	who	may	not	be	
quite	so	forthcoming	but	are	clearly	willing	to	spend	‘social’	time	with	people.	

Such	learners	should	be	identified	and	volunteers	(from	staff	who	are	not	
regularly	in	the	class	but	who	are	adept	at	Intensive	Interaction)	organised	to	
come	into	the	class	to	‘meet	and	greet’.	
1. As	the	‘visitor’	comes	into	the	class,	a	class	SM	might	approach	the	learner	

(L)	and	say	‘Patricia’s	here.	Do	you	want	to	say	hello?’	The	exact	wording	
doesn’t	matter,	but	it	needs	to	be	short	and	to	the	point.		

2. L	approaches	the	visitor	or	is	supported	to	approach	the	visitor,	who	extends	
their	right	hand	to	be	touched	in	a	low	five.	

3. L	is	supported	to	do	the	same.		

At	this	point,	the	visitor	should	make	themselves	available	for	a	short	(perhaps	a	
couple	of	minutes,	but	it	depends	on	how	much	time	they	have)	Intensive	

Very	importantly,	this	
learning	intention	will	only	
apply	to	those	who	
demonstrate	an	interest	in	
being	with	people.		
This	is	not	something	that	
should	be	forced	on	those	
who	do	not	demonstrate	an	
interest	in	being	with	
people.	What	would	be	the	
point?	



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 78 

Interaction	conversation.	The	learner	may	however,	choose	not	to	engage,	and	if	
so,	that	must	be	accepted.	

4. When	the	visitor	feels	that	enough	time	has	elapsed,	they	should	say	
something	like	‘I	have	to	go	now	……….	Goodbye	………’	using	the	L’s	name.		
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SECTION	FOUR	
	

Non-verbal,	behavioural	communications	
	

These	can	form	a	considerable	part	of	a	learner’s	communicative	repertoire,	especially	if	that	learner	has	what	are	considered	to	be	
severe	challenging	behaviours.	If	it	is	a	cliché	that	all	behaviours	are	communications,	it	is	a	cliché	that	is	true,	and	we	ignore	such	
communications	at	our	peril.	There	is	sometimes	however,	a	tendency	to	stop	these	communications	because	they	are	associated	with	
challenging	behaviour,	rather	than	turning	them	into	contextualised	and	appropriate	communications.		

Whilst	both	the	reasons	for	severe	challenging	behaviours	occurring	in	the	first	place,	and	the	actual	behaviours	which	challenge,	are	
undoubtedly	many	and	varied,	this	doesn’t	mean	that	the	resolutions	have	to	be	complicated.	This	is	because	there	are	common	
themes	running	through	very	many	challenging	behaviours	which	directly	relate	to	communication.	If	we	can	get	the	communication	
right,	we	can	go	a	long	way	towards	resolving	the	challenging	behaviour.	

These	common	themes	are	

1. Task	or	situation	or	person	avoidance	and/or	
2. Attention	seeking	

1.	Task	or	situation	or	person	avoidance	behaviours	usually	derive	from	the	learner	not	wanting	to	do	something	but	not	being	
listened	to	when	they	say	‘no’.	This	then	comes	back	to	our	Motivation,	Means	and	Mate	where	the	learner	has	the	motivation	to	say	
‘no’	but	neither	the	means	nor	the	mate	because	we	(staff,	parents,	carers)	are	not	listening	or	are	not	allowing	the	learner	the	control.	
For	most	children	(especially	neuro-typical	conventionally	developing	learners)	this	is	a	learning	curve	often	described	within	the	
‘terrible	two’s’	and	the	vast	majority	of	children	do	learn	that	there	are	some	things	that	they	have	to	do	even	if	they	REALLY	don’t	
want	to.	It	is	often	painful,	there	will	be	lots	of	tears	and	tantrums,	but	they	do	eventually	learn.		

For	some	children	(and	especially	for	some	children	with	severe	learning	difficulties	because	learning	is	so	much	more	difficult)	losing	
control	in	certain	things	is	SO	frightening	and	SO	intolerable	and	SO	incomprehensible	they	are	prepared	to	do	anything	to	avoid	it.		

If	the	learner	has	been	displaying	severe	challenging	behaviours	in	order	to	avoid	a	task	or	situation	or	person	for	some	considerable	
time,	and	often	these	types	of	behaviours	can	continue	for	very	many	years,	the	only	GUARANTEED	way	to	resolve	the	issue	is	to	take	
the	task	or	situation	or	person	away.	That	is,	we	need	to	listen	to	the	communication!!	In	this	sense,	the	learner	is	not	just	saying	
‘no’	they	are	screaming	‘NO’	at	us	VERY	LOUDLY.		
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It	maybe	that	it	is	impossible	to	avoid	the	task,	perhaps	because	it	is	an	essential	and	necessary	act	such	as	for	example,	going	to	the	
toilet,	or	going	on	the	school	bus	at	the	end	of	the	day,	or	drinking	sufficient	liquid.	If	the	learner	REALLY,	REALLY	does	have	
complete	the	task,	you	will	have	to	offer	FANTASTIC	and	immediate	rewards	for	the	learner	who	has	to	buy	into	what	you	want	
him/her	to	do.	The	learner	has	to	want	to	change	their	behaviour	and	they	won’t	do	this	unless	we	make	it	irresistible!	

Attention	seeking	behaviours	usually	derive	from	the	learner’s	inability	to	gain	ENOUGH	attention	by	conventional	means.	Relating	
this	to	Motivation,	Means	and	Mate,	they	have	the	motivation	and	probably	the	means	(otherwise	you	wouldn’t	notice	that	they’re	
demanding	attention!)	but	they	don’t	have	the	mate,	because	we	don’t	have	the	time	or	the	resources	to	give	the	level	of	attention	
demanded.		

Once	again,	we	often	use	conventional	wisdom	here.	Firstly,	the	argument	that	a	learner	is	getting	attention	but	still	continues	with	
extreme	attention	seeking	behaviours,	merely	indicates	that	the	learner	is	not	getting	enough	attention.	This	may	seem	unreasonable	
to	you,	but	then	your	refusal	to	give	enough	attention,	obviously	seems	unreasonable	to	the	learner.	That	is,	the	learner	is	really	the	
only	person	who	can	determine	what	enough	actually	means.	Secondly,	conventional	wisdom	often	dictates	ignoring	as	being	the	
answer:	after	all,	if	we	give	attention	to	someone	who	is	displaying	challenging	behaviours	in	order	to	gain	attention,	we	will	be	
rewarding	a	negative	behaviour,	and	the	challenging	behaviour	will	continue	because	it	has	been	successful.	This	is	of	course	correct,	
but	unfortunately	(especially	for	those	with	complex	learning	difficulties)	because	learning	is	so	much	more	difficult,	the	learner	is	
likely	to	ratchet	up	the	behaviour	until	we	HAVE	to	pay	attention,	even	if	that	attention	is	negative.	For	someone	who	exhibits	
habitual	attention	seeking	challenging	behaviours,	negative	attention	(which	is	better	than	no	attention	at	all)	becomes	the	norm.		
The	solution	lies	in	giving	attention	BEFORE	the	negative	behaviours	occur,	so	that	we	are	rewarding	positive	attention	seeking	
behaviours	rather	than	negative	attention	seeking	behaviours.	This	means	investing	time	and	resources,	and	the	more	extreme	
the	attention	seeking	behaviours,	the	more	time	and	resources	we	have	to	invest.	The	point	about	this,	as	with	all	extreme	
attention	seeking	behaviours,	is	that	the	time	and	resources	will	be	stolen	anyway	because	class	teams	have	to	give	the	attention	to	
protect	both	staff,	peers	and	the	learner	him	or	herself.		

Now	we	are	on	a	new	learning	cycle	where	the	learner’s	‘mate’	guarantees	attention	for	even	the	slightest	indication	from	the	learner	
and	for	as	long	as	the	learner	needs	it.	We	are	teaching	the	learner	that	they	don’t	have	to	exhibit	extremes	of	behaviour	in	order	to	
gain	the	attention	they	need.	We	are	teaching	the	learner	that	they	have	at	least	one	‘mate’	who	is	there	for	them	and	them	alone.	Over	
time,	because	positive	interaction	and	attention	is	always	guaranteed,	the	learner	learns	to	communicate	more	conventionally	
because	this	is	successful,	and	will	continue	to	get	better	at	conventional	communications	because	they	are	successful.		Over	time,	
we	can	decrease	the	amount	of	one	to	one	time	allocated	to	the	learner	because	they	learn	to	trust	conventional	communications	
more	and	become	more	secure	in	their	own	communicative	ability;	that	is,	the	learner	learns	to	trust	that	they	will	be	listened	to.	



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 81 

For	those	wishing	to	explore	these	issues	further	we	would	recommend	Harris,	Hewett	and	Hogg	(2001)	and/or	Imray	(2018)	and/or	
Imray	and	Hewett	(2015).	

	
	
	
Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Task	or	situation	or	person	avoidance	

Notes	

To	communicate	
‘no’	appropriately	

It	may	well	be	that	learning	to	say	‘no’	appropriately	is	MUCH	more	
important	than	learning	to	say	‘yes’	and	should	come	at	the	very	beginning	
of	the	communication	cycle.		

1. Using	a	schema	like	Individualised	Sensory	Environment	(ISE)	noted	in	
Equals	Informal	Curriculum	My	Sensory	Play	SoW	Basic	Principles,	compile	a	
list	of	things	which	the	learner	does	not	like.	Please	note:	it	is	not	sufficient	
to	be	neutral	about	the	thing;	there	has	to	be	positive	dislike.	This	could	be	
an	object	or	a	sensory	experience	or	a	foodstuff	or	a	drink,	or	anything	
which	the	learner	will	consistently	reject.	

2. At	fairly	regular	intervals,	perhaps	once	or	twice	a	day,	offer	the	positively	
disliked	thing	to	the	learner	and	look	for	a	sign	of	rejection.	Please	note:	we	
do	not	want	to	offer	the	learner	a	choice	between	something	they	like	and	
something	they	don’t	like.		This	is	not	about	making	choices	but	about	
learning	how	to	say	‘no’.	

3. Agree	with	colleagues	what	the	learner’s	rejection	looks	like.	It	is	often	best	
to	film	it	so	that	school	can	agree	on	the	rejection	response	with	home,	
respite	etc.	

4. As	soon	as	the	rejection	response	has	been	delivered	by	the	learner,	take	the	
disliked	thing	away.	This	must	be	instant	so	that	the	learner	can	easily	
associate	the	behaviour	(rejection	response)	with	the	action	(the	disliked	
thing	gets	taken	away).		

Although	this	is	saying	‘no’	
appropriately,	we	must	not	
be	too	particular	about	the	
level	of	appropriateness	in	
the	establishment	of	the	
rejection	response.	This	can	
be	refined	later.	The	
important	part	is	that	the	
learner	does	not	feel	the	need	
to	exhibit	challenging	
behaviour	in	order	to	be	
listened	to	when	they	say	‘no’.	
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5. When	the	rejection	response	is	established,	repeat	the	offer	of	the	known	
disliked	item	at	irregular	intervals	perhaps	once	a	day	for	a	term.	

6. With	the	learner,	and	after	discussions	with	all	interested	parties,	refine	the	
rejection	response	over	time	so	that	it	becomes	as	socially	appropriately	
acceptable	as	it	can	be.		

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	recognise	the	
difference	between	
‘I	don’t	want’	and	‘I	
don’t	need’	

As	noted	in	the	introduction	to	Imperative	Communications	in	this	SoW,	needs	
and	wants	are	subtly	but	importantly	different.		

‘I	don’t	want’	is	clear	and	unambiguous	but	‘I	don’t	need’	has	two	perceptions,	
that	of	the	learner	and	that	of	the	teacher,	and	it	may	be	that	we	have	to	strike	a	
balance	that	relates	directly	to	the	importance	of	the	negative	to	the	learner.	
‘I	don’t	want	to	put	shoes	on’	can	be	agreed	by	all	parties	but	there	will	clearly	
be	disagreement	about	‘I	don’t	need	to	put	shoes	on’.	

The	general	principles	for	proceeding	will	be	

1. Don’t	fight	battles	that	are	not	worth	fighting.	So	in	this	example,	don’t	
expect	shoes	to	be	worn	all	the	time,	but	do	expect	shoes	to	be	worn	when	
outside.	

2. Proceed	slowly	and	at	the	learner’s	pace.	
3. A	small	success	is	much	better	than	a	big	failure.	
4. Offer	irresistible	rewards	for	a	very	small	compliance.	The	agreement	from	

the	learner	really	does	have	to	be	a	‘no-brainer’.	This	might	mean	offering	
(say)	20	minutes	of	whatever	it	is	that	the	leaner	really	LOVES	to	do	for	a	
mere	few	seconds	of	putting	shoes	on.	Over	time,	and	with	success,	and	
VERY	SLOWLY	we	can	gradually	increase	the	amount	of	time	the	learner	is	
expected	to	wear	shoes.		The	key	here	is	to	recognise	that	the	learner	has	to	
believe	that	they	are	in	control	and	buy	into	the	agreement	of	‘I	will	wear	
shoes	for	x	amount	of	time	if	you	give	me	this	reward	for	y	amount	of	time’.		

5. It	is	really	important	to	stay	withing	the	time	frame	agreed.	If	you’ve	agreed	
for	20	seconds	of	shoes	on,	stay	at	20	seconds	even	though	the	learner	
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appears	unconcerned.	If	you	feel	after	a	number	of	successful	20	seconds	
that	you	want	to	up	the	stakes,	go	for	30	or	40	seconds,	but	whatever	you	do,	
don’t	rush.	

6. That	is,	don’t	push	an	increase	in	expectation	beyond	that	which	the	learner	
can	cope.		

7. Do	continue	to	slowly	increase	demands,	but	always	be	aware	that	the	
learner	may	be	having	a	bad	day	or	a	bad	week	and	cannot	cope	at	present.	
Be	prepared	to	go	backwards	in	the	short	term	in	order	to	go	forwards	in	the	
longer	term.		

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	recognise	the	
difference	between	
‘I	want’	and	‘I	need’	

In	a	very	similar	way,	but	again,	subtly	different,	‘agreements’	will	have	to	be	
arrived	at	regarding	the	relationship	between	what	‘I	want’	and	what	‘I	need’.	

‘I	want	to	hold	this	Thomas	the	Tank	toy	in	my	right	hand	while	I’m	eating	my	
lunch’	is	not	the	same	as	‘I	need	to	hold	this	Thomas	the	Tank	toy	in	my	right	
hand	while	I’m	eating	my	lunch’.		

The	principles	for	proceeding	will	be	the	same	as	for	‘I	don’t	want’.		

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Attention	Seeking	Behaviours	

Notes	

To	positively	share	
attention	with	a	
staff	member.	

Strictly	speaking,	this	learning	intention	can	be	seen	to	be	more	relevant	for	the	
staff	member	(SM)	than	the	learner.	That	is,	the	SM	has	to	convince	the	learner	
that	the	SM	is	paying	attention	to	the	learner	all	of	the	time.	This	means	giving	
sole	and	undivided	attention	to	the	learner	all	of	the	time.	Once	the	learner	is	
secure	in	this,	he/she	will	have	no	need	to	display	extremes	of	behaviour	in	
order	to	gain	the	attention	he/she	seeks.	The	more	secure	the	learner	is	in	this,	
the	less	he/she	will	think	about	extremes	of	behaviour	and	the	less	she/he	
thinks	about	it,	the	less	she/he	will	do	it.	In	behaviourist	terms,	this	is	described	
as	moving	towards	extinction	of	the	behaviour.	

The	degree	to	which	the	SM	
has	to	give	sole	and	
undivided	attention	to	the	
learner,	does	of	course	
depend	on	how	severe	the	
learner’s	need	for	attention	
is.	The	more	severe	the	
need	the	greater	the	degree	
of	attention.	
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Generally	speaking,	it	is	probably	best	that	the	person	allocated	to	this	task	is	a	
TA	rather	than	the	teacher,	otherwise	who	is	going	to	teach	the	rest	of	the	class?	
Generally	speaking,	because	this	can	be	an	extremely	demanding	role,	it	is	better	
to	allocate	two	TAs	to	share	the	role,	with	the	two	persons	taking	half	a	day	each.	
This	also	means	that	absences	can	be	covered	more	easily.	
The	duration	for	this	arrangement	will	naturally	vary	according	the	severity	of	
the	learner’s	need,	but	can	take	a	number	of	years	to	resolve	in	the	most	severe	
of	cases.	This	clearly	demands	a	commitment	from	the	school	and	its	resources.		
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Imray	P	(2008)	Turning	the	Tables	on	Challenging	Behaviour.	London.	Routledge.		

Imray	P	and	Hewett	D	(2015)	Challenging	Behaviour	and	the	curriculum	in	P	Lacey,	R	Ashdown,	P	Jones,	H	Lawson	and	M	Pipe	(eds)	
The	Routledge	Companion	to	Severe,	Profound	and	Multiple	Learning	Difficulties.	London.	Routledge.		
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SECTION	FIVE	
Peer	to	peer	communications	

	
Peer	to	peer	communications	are	fraught	with	challenges	for	all	with	CLD.	If	communicating	with	and	to	someone	without	learning	
difficulties	is	hugely	problematic	for	all	those	with	CLD,	communicating	with	and	to	someone	with	learning	difficulties	is	bound	to	be	
exponentially	more	challenging.		

Having	said	that	however,	there	are	opportunities	for	peer	to	peer	interaction	using	the	learning	intentions	already	described	in	
Imperative	Communications,	Declarative	Communications	and	Formal	Social	Interactions.	This	is	especially	so	if	staff	members	(SMs)	
encourage	communicative	triads,	consisting	of	one	SM	and	two	(or	possibly	three)	learners.	This	is	particularly	the	case	when	playing	
(or	rather	Playing	with	a	capital	P,	because	it	is	so	important	for	communicative	development).	All	play	and	games	are	potentially	full	
of	peer	to	peer	communicative	opportunities.		
	
Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	communicate	
needs	and	wants	
with	peers	

• Play	alongside	others,	as	in	for	example,	playing	in	the	sand	pit	at	the	same	
time	as	others,	leading	on	to	sharing	equipment.	

• Any	communication	opportunities	arising	from	free	play.	
• Tea	parties	and	pretend	play	often	give	cooperative	opportunities	for	

communication.		
• Where	possible	this	can	extend	into	real	situations,	such	as	a	class	or	

school	coffee	morning,	snack	time,	school	café,	local	cafes	etc.	
• Requesting	a	peer	pass	items	that	are	motivating	at	lunch	time	(especially	

if	a	peer	can	act	as	the	lunch	monitor)	or	for	example,	art	materials	in	a	
lesson.	Staff	can	greatly	assist	in	this	by	pointing	out	that	another	learner	
has…………	so	why	don’t	you	ask	him	for	it?	

• Using	a	preferred	object,	passing	it	back	and	forth	such	as	rolling	a	ball	or	
car.	

• Taking	turns	at	the	whiteboard/computer	etc.	where	staff	are	prompting	
the	interactions	of	the	pupils.	

Setting	up	sharing	and	
cooperative	activities	can	
happen	across	the	
curriculum.	
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Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	turn	take	with	
another	person	

• Take	part	in	reciprocal	interactions	with	another	person,	such	as	Musical	
Interaction.		

• Take	turns	in	exchanges	of	communicative	behaviour,	such	as	call	and	
response	etc.	

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	use	appropriate	
physical	contact	
with	a	peer		

• Encourage	peer	to	peer	‘high	fives’	in	appropriate	context	as	praise	or	
reward	when	someone	in	the	class	has	done	well.	“Hey,	great	work	Daniel.	
High	fives	all	round!!”	

• Learn	appropriate	physical	contact	through	the	encouragement	of	a	high	
five	or	hand	shake	with	people	we	know	well	and	know	by	name.	The	
proximity	allowed	will	depend	on	the	learner	and	we	ought	to	get	into	the	
habit	of	finding	out	the	level	of	proximity	each	person	is	willing	to	tolerate.	

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	tolerate	others	
in	their	space	or	to	
request	time	away	
from	the	group.	

• Create	a	way	for	the	learner	to	‘ask’	to	be	alone	such	as	the	use	of	a	symbol	
on	the	iPad	to	ask	people	for	‘quiet	time’	or	to	tell	others	to	‘go	away’.	
While	this	may	seem	contradictory	to	encouraging	peer	to	peer	social	
interactions,	we	may	need	to	recognise	that	some	learners	will	only	be	able	
to	tolerate	their	peers	for	periods	of	time	if	they	are	certain	that	they	can	
also	have	the	degree	of	quiet	time	to	themselves.		

Creation	of	a	quiet	space	
such	as	in	a	pop	up	tent,	or	
screened-off	area	can	allow	
quiet	time…with	listening	
possible	whilst	not	physically	
close.		Equally,	the	judicious	
use	of	ear	defenders	often	
allows	learners	to	participate	
more	closely	in	paired	and	
group	activities.	
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SECTION	SIX	
Alternative	and	Augmentative	Communications	(AAC)	

	
AAC	runs	through	the	whole	of	the	Communication	SoW	and	will	be	used	by	some	as	their	preferred	or	only	access	route	to	the	activities	
in	the	SoW.		AAC	can	provide	a	support,	or	access,	to	communication	in	particular	for	those	who	would	not	have	a	‘voice’	without	their	
use.	

In	all	aspects	and	areas	of	the	curriculum,	AAC	aids	are	tools	or	access	methods	for	pupils	to	use	in	order	to	access,	engage	with	and	
participate	in	all	aspects	of	a	communicative	and	social	life.		We	must	therefore	be	very	careful	to	not	limit	the	use	of	AAC	to	certain	
areas	or	certain	times	or	certain	subjects	only.		In	this	sense	AAC	aids	are	very	much	like	a	voice,	and	as	we	take	our	voices	with	us,	so	
should	pupils	using	AAC	aids	take	their	‘voices’	with	them.	This	means	that	the	aid	has	to	be	chosen	very	carefully	with	consideration	
given	to	the	use	of	the	aid	in	every	circumstance	even	for	low	tech,	for	example	printed	symbol	board/keyring	options.	

In	a	communication-rich	inclusive	environment,	AAC	will	not	just	be	designated	and	specified	for	the	learner	who	requires	it	as	an	
access	method.		It	should	be	available	for	exploration	and	use	by	all	learners	with	communication	barriers.			
As	with	all	other	areas	of	communication,	Motivation,	Means	and	Mate	are	key.	AAC	is	a	way	of	trying	to	ensure	the	Means,	but	we	
have	to	be	certain	that	the	learner	is	Motivated	to	use	it	and	the	learner	has	the	Means	whenever	they	have	the	Mate.			

It	is	of	the	utmost	importance	that	the	statement,	‘Presume	Competence,’	is	held	at	the	heart	of	all	work	involving	AAC.	Presume	
competence,	referring	to	the	learner	rather	than	the	member	of	staff,	is	a	key	phrase	in	AAC.	One	should	always	presume	competence	in	
whatever	AAC	the	learner	is	using	and	work	towards	giving	a	voice,	even	if	the	‘voice’	says	things	you	might	not	want	to	hear!	
Restricting	access	to	AAC	because	you	don't	feel	the	person	is	able	to	use	it	effectively,	is	taking	the	voice	away.		

AAC	Strategies	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	promote:		
Body	Language		
Eye	pointing	
Gesture	
Facial	expression	
Vocalisations	

• Intensive	Interaction	
• Sensory	stories	
• Drama	games	
• Interactive	games	e.g.;	Peek-a-boo,	I	Can	See	You,	Changing	Faces,	Blowing	

Faces	
• Rocking	rhymes	
• Movement	Games	
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• Interactive	songs	
• Parachute	Games	
• Messy	play	
• Massage	
• Sensory	play	
• Tactile	play	

AAC	Strategies	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

Signing			 Please	read	the	section	under	Signing	in	the	Communication	Basic	Principles	and	
perhaps	also	ensure	you	are	constantly	asking	certain	questions,	namely	

• Are	you	checking	that	your	signing	is	accurate?	
• Is	there	a	signing	environment?	Not	just	in	the	classroom	but	in	the	school	

office,	the	dining	area,	the	taxi,	the	home,	the	respite	centre.	A	signing	
environment	must	be	universal	if	it	is	to	universally	successful.		

• Are	there	multiple	mates	(signing	communication	partners)	for	the	learners.	

	

AAC	Strategies	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

Objects	Cues	
sometimes	also	
known	as	Objects	
of	Reference	(OoR)	

Object	Cues	or	Objects	of	Reference	(hereinafter	jointly	referred	to	as	OoR)	are	
objects	which	are	used	to	denote	words	or	phrases	of	actions	or	things.	So	for	
example,	a	small	plastic	cup	may	be	used	to	denote	drink	or	drink	time	or	
possibly	snack	time.		

OoR	are	often	used	with	pre-intentional	communicators	(such	as	many	who	
have	PMLD)	to	give	an	understanding	of	time	passing	and	different	events	
happening,	much	in	the	same	way	as	we	might	use	symbols	and	sign	with	
intentional	communicators	and	those	who	have	an	understanding	of	symbolic	
communication.	Generally	speaking,	those	who	are	working	consistently	and	
over	time	at	P4	and	above	will	have	at	least	some	understanding	of	symbolic	
communication	whilst	those	working	consistently	and	over	time	at	P3	and	
below	may	not.			

OoR	must	be	meaningful	
for	the	learner,	that	is,	
rather	like	signing	and	
symbol	use,	use	key	words	
only.	
	
The	less	abstract	the	OoR	are	
the	better,	but	some	
abstraction	is	probably	
inevitable.	How	does	one	
indicate	the	word	‘toilet’	for	
example	or	even	more	
difficult	‘Intensive	
Interaction’?	The	key	thing	is	
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This	doesn’t	however	mean	that	you	should	not	use	OoR	with	those	with	
CLD.	Communication	is	about	what	is	effective	AND	MUST	NOT	be	confined	
to	that	which	is	seen	to	be	developmentally	appropriate.	

There	are	key	stages	in	the	progression	of	the	use	of	OoR,	namely:	

1. The	OoR	is	handed	to	the	learner	just	before	the	event.		
2. The	word	or	phrase	denoted	by	the	OoR	is	also	spoken	at	the	same	time.	SMs	

can	use	the	word	more	than	once	in	order	to	reinforce	the	connection,	but	it	
is	best	not	to	use	excessive	and	unnecessary	language.	So	for	example,	hand	
over	a	small	cup	with	the	words	‘Drinks	time	Bethany,	drinks	time’.		

3. The	learner	is	encouraged	to	hold	the	OoR	for	as	long	as	they	can	and	
possibly	pass	it	back	to	the	SM	or	possibly	pass	it	on	to	another	learner.	This	
latter	option	is	excellent	for	developing	peer	to	peer	social	interactions.	

4. The	OoR	is	kept	accessible	to	the	learner	at	all	times	so	that	the	learner	can	
eventually	take	control	of	the	communicative	process	and	hand	the	OoR	to	
the	SM	when	he/she	wants	a	drink,	not	just	at	drinks	time.		

This	fourth	stage	is	quite	difficult	because	of	the	impracticality	of	portability	of	
OoR.	If	learners	do	get	to	this	stage,	it	is	probably	better	to	transfer	the	skills	
gained	to	symbols	and/or	signing.		

• Begin	by	including	OoR	at	the	beginning	of	key	and	repeated	activities.	
Routines	are	particularly	good	for	this,	as	in	having	the	object	that	
represents	‘dinner’	(for	example,	a	small	plastic	spoon)	at	the	dinner	table,	
and	using	the	arm	band	that	represents	‘swimming’	whilst	going	into	the	
pool.	

• OoR	are	excellent	tools	for	reminding	learners	of	what	is	happening	during	
transitions	from	one	activity	to	another,	because	unlike	a	word	or	a	sign,	the	
OoR	does	not	disappear	once	it	is	used	(unless	of	course,	the	learner	drops	it	
or	throws	it!).	Even	then,	it	can	be	picked	up	and	handed	back	to	the	learner.		

• You	may	also	set	up	OoR	trails	across	the	school.	So	for	example,	the	OoR	for	
toilet	might	be	a	small	toilet	roll	or	a	small	square	of	pad.	This	can	be	handed	
to	the	learner	in	class	with	the	words	‘Toilet	Mohammed,	toilet’	and	the	

to	ensure	that	every	agency	
uses	the	same	OoR	so	that	
even	if	there	is	abstraction,	it	
is	at	least	consistent.	

All	OoR,	whether	abstracted	
or	not,	should	be	
standardised	–	where	
possible	ensure	consistency	
with	respite,	linked	schools,	
transitions	(between	
primary,	secondary,	FE)	and	
home.	This	is	REALLY	
important!	
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learner	encouraged	to	go	to	wherever	the	toilet	is.	If	another	toilet	OoR	is	
attached	to	the	door	(in	much	the	same	way	as	we	are	used	to	seeing	the	
toilet	symbol	on	toilet	doors)	the	learner	can	be	encouraged	to	touch	the	
OoR	as	he	goes	in.	Similarly,	if	lunch	is	normally	consumed	in	the	school	hall,	
the	lunch	OoR	can	be	given	to	learners	before	the	leave	their	class	and	then	
be	found	on	the	walls	leading	to	the	school	hall	and	again	be	touched	as	they	
open	the	hall	door.		

• Start	with	activities	that	you	use	most	frequently	in	order	to	maximise	
learning	opportunities.	

• Initially	the	adult	might	carry	and	regularly	show	the	OoR	in	order	to	remind	
the	learner	in	transition,	while	moving	on	to	encouraging	learners	to	be	
more		active	in	carrying.	

• Start	with	preferred	activities	and	move	on	to	non-preferred	activities,	that	
is,	use	motivators	initially.	

• Can	be	used	for	choice	making.	
• Can	be	used	to	structure	the	day.	

AAC	Strategies	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

Other	cues,	such	as	
musical	cues,	smell	
cues,	touch	cues.	

Musical	cues	are	generally	pieces	of	pre-recorded	music	which	are	played	in	
short	(maximum)	20	second	bursts	to	signify	the	passing	of	time	and/or	a	
transition	and/or	both	the	start	and	end	of	a	particular	activity.	Their	use	MUST	
be	consistent	over	agency	and	time	if	they	are	to	be	effective.	IT	IS	REALLY	
IMPORTANT	that	such	musical	cues	are	not	used	as	background	while	the	
activity	is	going	on.	This	will	only	cause	sensory	confusion	and	act	as	a	barrier	to	
learning.	As	a	society,	we	have	grown	used	to	the	ubiquity	of	music	because	it	is	
absolutely	everywhere,	but	this	also	numbs	its	effectiveness	as	a	cue.		
Smell	cues	are	the	use	of	strong	smells	to	indicate	key	events	and	are	especially	
useful	as	day	indicators,	for	example,	lavender	for	Monday,	vinegar	for	Friday.	
Again,	consistency	over	agency	is	key.	They	should	be	used	sparingly,	because	
unlike	music,	smells	cannot	be	switched	off.	
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Touch	cues	are	variants	of	Cannan	Barrie	‘on	body’	signing	used	for	those	with	
a	dual	visual	and	hearing	impairment	but	generally	without	a	learning	difficulty.	
As	far	as	we	know,	there	are	no	standardised	touch	cues	specifically	for	those	
with	CLD	as	for	example	Makaton	and	Signalong	‘interpret’	sign	language,	but	
many	of	the	body	signs	can	be	used,	especially	for	those	with	an	additional	visual	
impairment.		

The	Cannan	Barrie	on	body	signs	are	freely	available	at	
http://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/canaanbarrie/	and	you	may	also	want	to	
refer	to	Lee	and	MacWilliam	(2008).		

We	have	also	quoted	the	‘three	key	principles’	as	being	exceedingly	good	
practice	for	all	to	follow.	

Watch	 Wait	 Follow	
Skilled,	on	going	
observation	is	
fundamental	to	this	
approach	as	it	allows	us	
to	look	in	detail	at	what	
and	how	someone	is	
communicating.	

It	takes	time	for	people	
with	complex	support	
needs	to	process	and	
respond	to	
communication	and	it	is	
important	to	give	them	
time	and	to	avoid	
intervening	too	quickly.	
	

This	approach	is	
interactive	not	directive	
because	the	aim	is	to	
respond	to	and	develop	
learners’	
communicative	
attempts.	

	

AAC	Strategies	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

Symbols	 Symbols	can	be	quite	tricky	for	those	with	CLD	and	there	are	a	number	of	
traps	that	await	the	unwary.	Please	read	the	section	under	Symbols	in	the	
Communication	Basic	Principles.	

	

AAC	Strategies	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

VOCAs	(Voice	
Output	

It	is	imperative	that	educators	are	conversant	with	best	practice	in	the	
implementation	of	AAC	in	their	teaching	and	learning,	as	in,	for	example,	the	
increased	time	required	for	formulation	of	responses	and	initiations.		Prompting	

The	Switch	Progression	
Roadmap,	although	written	a	
while	ago,	still	offers	a	clear	
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Communication	
Aids)	
	

General	principles	
on	the	use	of			
communication	
switches	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

therefore	becomes	a	key	issue,	see	the	reference	at	the	end	of	this	section	on	
Prompting	Techniques	to	Support	AAC	use.	
	

• Remember	Motivation,	Means	and	Mate.	
• Ensure	the	communication	is	two	way,	that	is	does	the	learner	have	a	mate	

to	communicate	to?	
• Ensure	the	learner	is	communicating	about	something	that	is	important	to	

them,	that	is,	does	the	learner	have	a	motivation	to	use	the	switch?	Too	often	
we	see	choices	such	as	juice	or	milk	at	drinks	time	with	the	learner	straining	
towards	the	staff	member’s	tea	as	their	preferred	choice!	

• Give	the	learner	time	to	respond.	
• Consider	the	ease	of	physical	access	–	identify	barriers	and	provide	solutions	

for	example,	in	the	type	of	equipment,	the	level	of	support	needed.		
• Remember	to	look	in	the	first	instance	for	the	preferred	movement	which	

the	learner	naturally	uses	since	this	is	logically	where	we	ought	to	think	of	
positioning	any	communication	device.	We	have	to	make	it	as	easy	as	
possible	for	the	learner	to	communicate.	

• Liaise	with	OTs	regarding	the	necessary	and	appropriate	seating,	position,	
clamps	for	switches	etc	to	ensure	the	easiest	access.		Joint	assessment	is	
always	optimal,	since	attention	must	be	given	to	transition	between	home	
and	school.	

• Use	motivators	to	encourage	engagement	and	use.	
• Personalise	learning	and	resources.	
• Remember	to	generalise	skills	and	the	use	of	equipment	across	more	than	a	

single	area	of	use.		
• Ensure	activities	and	communications	are	positive	and	enjoyable	for	both	

communication	partners.	
• Remember	to	encourage	choice	making	and	turn	taking	whilst	developing	

the	use	of	AAC	so	declarative	and	especially	dynamic	communications	are	
vital	in	the	early	stages.		

introduction	to	creating	
switch	access	for	learners.		
Reference	to	be	found	below.	
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Use	of	switches	
generally	

• Use	as	part	of	collaborative	play.	
• Ensure	consistency	and	continuity	where	possible	–	across	the	school,	across	

linked	schools,	home,	respite	etc.	
	

• Think	about	switch	accessible/activated	toys.		These	can	be	purpose	built	or	
adapted	easily	if	the	toy	is	battery	powered.	

• A	switch	may	be	used	to	have	some	control	over	electronic	equipment	such	
as	an	i-pad	or	a	CD	player.		

• Talking	stories	–	the	learner	activates	next	part	of	the	story,	including	
sensory	objects	related	to	next	sequence	of	the	story.	

• Creating	sensory	walls	with	switch	activated	sensory	objects	for	example,	
lights,	scent	activators,	fans,	toys,	sound	toys,	etc.	This	can	be	especially	
effective	when	the	switches	follow	a	current	sensory	story	or	narrative.	

• Model,	co-active	and	pro-active	use	of	switches	to	operate	a	favourite	toy	–	
following	development	of	understanding	of	cause	and	effect.	

• Use	switches	for	turn	taking,	for	example	in	musical	interaction	or	call	and	
response.	

• Use	switches	for	joint	attention	activities	such	as	narratives	or	playing	
games,	as	in	for	example,	The	Farmer’s	in	the	Den	or	Musical	Chairs	or	
Musical	Statues.	

• Use	switches	to	share	an	interest,	for	example	when	‘stretching’	a	narrative.	
A	series	of	BIGmacks	can	be	set	up	with	a	photograph	attached	which	will	
help	to	sequence	a	favourite	activity.	

• Engendering	a	shared	enjoyment	of	a	funny	event	or	activity,	as	in	for	
example	a	switched	animal	toy	that	makes	a	funny	noise.	

AAC	Strategies	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

Use	of	a	BIGmack	 A	BIGmack	is	probably	the	simplest	and	most	important	of	the	innumerable	
VOCAs;	they	are	(almost)	indestructible	and	are	extremely	flexible	
communication	tools.		

There	are	many	single	
message	communicators	
available,	and	at	a	huge	
variety	of	prices.		We	are	not	
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Every	class	of	learners	with	CLD	ought	to	have	at	least	three	or	four	
BIGmacks	which	are	given	over	to	the	class’s	sole	use.		
It	is	a	cost,	but	in	the	same	manner	as	Makaton	or	Signalong	signing	books,	these	
are	ESSENTIAL	resources.				

They	can	be	used	to:	

• aid	a	learner	to	initiate	an	interaction	–	as	in	activating	a	BIGmack	that	
shouts	“Come	over	here!’	so	that	SM	(the	mate)	immediately	gives	attention	
and	responds;	

• aid	the	learner	to	be	pro-active	in	imperative,	declarative	and	formal	social	
interactions;	

• aid	a	learner	to	participate	in	an	activity.	For	example,	a	learner	may	be	
motivated	by	a	noise	or	a	word	or	a	phrase	(a	dynamic	communication)	from	
a	story,	song,	poem,	game	or	drama.	The	learner	using	the	BIGmack	is	‘in	
charge’	of	coming	in	at	the	appropriate	time	and	the	other	players	have	to	
wait	until	the	AAC	user	presses	the	switch	to	communicate	that	the	game	or	
story	can	continue.	Even	if	the	learner	doesn’t	always	get	the	cue,	this	can	
really	ratchet	up	the	tension	if	all	SM’s	build	up	an	anticipatory	‘Here	it	
comes……….!’	

• aid	the	learner	to	indicate	that	they	want	a	turn	in	an	activity	or	
conversation;	

suggesting	that	one	is	
superior	to	the	others	and	it	
is	possible	to	use	all	of	them	
for	the	same	teaching	
activities	suggested	here.	
BIGmack	has	been	named	as	
it	has	been	a	stalwart	of	the	
SEN	AAC	field	for	many	
years.	

	
	

AAC	References	
Lee	M	and	MacWilliam	L	(2008)	Learning	Together:	A	Creative	Approach	to	Learning	for	Children	with	Multiple	Disabilities	and	a	
Visual	Impairment	(2nd	ed).	London.	RNIB.	

http://www.callscotland.org.uk/home/		
http://acecentre.org.uk/				
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http://www.rockybay.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/6.4-Prompting-Techniques-to-Support-AAC-Use.pdf									

http://www.helpkidzlearn.com/downloads/EyeGazeGuidebooks/Spectronics-EyeGaze-Leaflet-Web.pdf		
http://www.inclusive.co.uk/Lib/Doc/pubs/switch-progression-road-map.pdf		

	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 96 

Equals Informal Curriculum 

My Physical Well-Being  
Scheme of Work 

 
Topic	 Description	 Page	Number	

Basic	Principles	 	 96	
   
Section	One Physical	Activity 98 
	 Sensory	Integration	and	Sensory	Circuits	 98	
	 Rebound	Therapy	 101	
	 Other	Play	Based	Activities	 102	
	 Aquatics	 103	
	 	 	
Section	Two	 Mental	Health	and	Well	Being	 113	
	 	 	

 

Basic Principles 
Equals Informal Curriculum My Physical Well-Being scheme of work focuses on what it considers to be the two main areas of  

• Physical Activity 
• Mental Health and Well-Being 

This scheme of work recognises that the basic point of physical activity is to maximise opportunities for functional movement, whenever 
and wherever possible, continually throughout each day. It is however HUGELY important that we see this as a lifestyle choice and that 
the emphasis must be on learners CHOOSING to be, and remain, physically active throughout the whole of their lives.  
As such, the role of staff (and parents, relatives, friends, advocates, therapists) is not so much to instruct, as to lead learners into truly 
believing that the healthy options are the ones they want to adopt. There is only so much point to ensuring that learners are physically 
active in school if they are physically inactive when they leave school. All teaching must therefore have a key learning intention at its 
core – how can I ensure that the learner will want, and be able to, carry on with ……. outside of school? Staff therefore need to 
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concentrate on getting learners into good habits from an early age and keeping those good habits going so that there is a long-term acceptance, 
welcoming and enjoyment of the intrinsic benefits of physical activity. This will inevitably necessitate working closely with parents and carers. 

Success is imperative. Motivation is the fundamental. In order to achieve this we need to work on two key areas, that is: 
1. What do your learners REALLY enjoy doing? And how do they know what they really enjoy if we haven’t offered the opportunity to try 

EVERYTHING? The point here is that many learners won’t know what they enjoy until they have experienced it, so we may need to 
‘strongly encourage’ learners to try out activities otherwise they may simply so “no” to everything.  

2. Knowing how to communicate that they REALLY enjoy what they REALLY enjoy. Learners will need to have a means of expressing 
this in some way if the long-term process is to be meaningful. 

Activities must have a focus on success and progress which are personalised to meet the needs of each of the individual learners, thus fostering 
the right attitude so that physical exercise is enjoyed for its own sake. This means keeping an open mind about what might be described as 
physical activity remembering that physical activity simply means any movement of the body that uses energy.  Walking, riding a bike, 
climbing the stairs, playing on a swing, or bouncing on a trampoline are all good examples of being active. For health benefits, physical activity 
should be of moderate or vigorous intensity. 
The main emphasis for learners with complex learning difficulties (CLD) will probably be process based rather than skills based. That 
is, the benefit is in the doing rather than in the acquisition of specific skills like holding a bat or passing a ball, coupled with the importance of 
improving self-confidence and self-esteem – I can swim, I can run, I can jump, I can dance and I am not afraid of…….. 

The adoption of a process-based ideology for the curriculum heralds a significant change in emphasis for many schools. We are now 
concerned with the specific process of the physical activity; the by product may be the specific skill attained. Curriculum design can concentrate 
on what is important to the child and we can fit the curriculum into the child rather than the child into the curriculum.  
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Section One 
Physical Activity 

 
Taking (any) physical exercise is a central part of developing physical well-being; it really doesn’t have to be a formal PE session or a gym 
workout or an organised sporting event. A major part of this exercise will naturally involve zoning in on learners’ motivation to move, especially 
the use of Play equipment such as swings, climbing frames, bikes and trampolines of all sorts sizes, so if you have reasonably sized play areas, 
we urge you to fill them with swings, climbing frames, bikes and trampolines, whatever the age of your learners. Besides these, you should 
ensure that all of your learners walk outside of school several times a week into the local community, to the local shops, around your nearest 
outdoor learning space.  

There are four main elements to this section, namely (i) Sensory Circuits (ii) Rebound Therapy (iii) Other Play Based Activities and (iv) 
Aquatics  
 
(i) Sensory Integration and Sensory Circuits  
The benefits of Sensory Circuits derive from the high probability that many with complex learning difficulties will experience ongoing sensory 
difficulties related to the kinaesthetic areas of the vestibular sense (balance and where we are in relation to the things and people around us) and 
the proprioceptive sense (how our bodies connect together to form the whole – where my elbow is in relation to my shoulder, etc.).  
There has been some interesting work done on sensory integration (SI) by occupational therapists inspired by Jean Ayres – for example Ayres et 
al. (2004). Ayres argues that sensory experiences include touch, movement, body position, vision, smell, taste, sound and the pull of gravity, 
with the process of the brain organising and interpreting this information being called sensory integration. Sensory Integration provides a crucial 
foundation for later, more complex learning and behaviour. For most children sensory integration develops in the course of ordinary childhood 
activities, but for some children, sensory integration does not develop as efficiently as it should. Some signs of this might be:  

o physical clumsiness 
o difficulty learning new movements 
o rejection of any physical touch 
o unusually high or low activity level 
o poor body awareness 
o distress response to particular movements, sights or sounds 
o poor self-esteem 
o social and/or emotional difficulties.  
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Ayres argues that the experiences naturally gone through in childhood – especially related to physical movements – such as being held and 
cuddled, being carried, being swung as a baby both sideways and back and forth, sitting atop an adults shoulders etc. – are often denied to many 
children with learning difficulties and/or autism because of either their physical fragility and/or their aversion to close physical contact. These 
experiences are, however, necessary for both physical and emotional development and need to be experienced if the child is to grow. The 
answer, she states, is in her sensory integration programme and especially the concentration on both the vestibular and proprioceptive systems.  
The theory is interesting, seems to carry some considerable logic, and anyone who has seen SI done well will attest to its effectiveness. There 
has, however, still not been enough independent research and a number of writers (Smith et al., 2016, for example) are severely sceptical of its 
neurological claims regarding reorganising brain patterns and function. This shouldn’t stop you using it, but be cautious about claims that it is 
THE most important therapy. It is perhaps also the case that SI’s reliance on a physical remedy to sensory imbalance has arrived at a ‘solution’ 
and then attempted a scientific explanation. Rather than saying ‘this works, let’s try it’ there seems, especially in the USA, an obsession with 
scientific proof and laying claim to theories that are THE answer. The ‘solution’ stumbled upon by SI theorists may well be the importance of 
physical movement and exertion, in balancing both excitement and lethargy levels.  

We take it for granted that once a child can sit, stand and walk they have the appropriate level of sensory motor development to 
function in a school setting. We make an assumption that the neurological process of sensory integration is functioning well for each 
child, giving little consideration to this when planning daily timetables. (Horwood, 2008, p4). 

Generally speaking, most people without a complex learning difficulty and/or autism are able to automatically register when they need calming 
and when they need stimulation and are able to apply (more or less) the correct amount of whichever is needed. It may be that people with 
autism are not able to do that because the messages to the brain don’t go through the usual channels in the usual ways.  
The ‘solution’ may well be related to others (staff, parents, support workers) acting as the person’s sensory integration mechanism by 
recognising when and how much either stimulation or calming are needed, and applying these in the appropriate measure. In this scenario, 
perhaps we don’t need to get too precious about whether the SI theory is scientifically proven or not, or about applying the SI theory exactly, just 
as long as we encourage sufficient physical exercise and look to balance excitement levels.  

As such, it is important to note that this element of this scheme of work is one of the very few areas where we might be verbally and 
perhaps even physically guiding learners to engage, especially in the first instances, rather than relying purely on motivation to engage 
with the task. None of us knows what we don’t know and we may have to regard timetabled, routine, active involvement in Sensory Circuits as 
a necessity in order to establish enjoyment of the process over time.  

Essential equipment for Sensory Circuits with CLD learners.  
o Trampettes 
o PE benches 
o Gym mats 
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o Physio balls of various sizes 
o Tunnels 
o Wobble boards 
o Space hoppers 
o Sensory lycra body sacks 

We are indebted to Jane Horwood for her ideas on activities. Her book Sensory Circuits is published by LDA. 

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Sensory	Integration	(SI)	and	Sensory	Circuits	

Notes	

We	have	not	been	
specific	about	
learning	intentions	
here,	since	the	
primary	intention	
is	to	involve	the	
learner	in	physical	
activity.	Specific,	
individualised	
learning	intentions	
may	be	useful	for	
extensions	in	
attention	span	
and/or	extending	
the	learner’s	
abilities	in	the	
difficulty	of	
movement.	

The	space	needs	to	be	large	enough	to	lay	out	several	activities.	It	can	be	done	in	a	
largish	clear	(that	is,	free	of	obstacles	like	chairs	and	desks)	classroom	but	a	hall	is	
probably	better.	These	are	certainly	activities	that	can	be	performed	outdoors.	

Note	the	favourites	and	keep	them	as	regular	features.	A	strong	element	of	
familiarity	will	enable	you	to	bring	in	new	activities	occasionally.		

Staff	may	well	have	to	model	the	activity,	especially	in	the	early	weeks	of	use.		
Some	learners,	especially	those	who	seek	pressure,	might	benefit	from	wearing	a	
lycra	body	sack	whilst	they’re	exercising,	particularly	on	the	step-ups,	wobble	board	
and	tunnel	crawling.		
o Trampette	bounce.	Extension	-	have	another	trampette,	and	model	jumping	off	

onto	a	crash	mat.	
o Space	hopper.	This	doesn’t	necessarily	have	to	go	anywhere,	on	the	spot	is	fine.		
o Bouncing	on	a	physio	ball,	which	should	be	of	a	size	to	allow	the	learner’s	legs	to	

be	at	a	90	degree	angle.		
o Step-ups	from	a	bench.	
o Jumping	from	a	bench	onto	a	crash	mat.	
o Bench	balancing	and	walk.	Extension	–	for	those	adept	at	this,	turn	the	bench	

upside	down.		

SI	sessions	should	last	
around	20	minutes	or	
so	at	the	most,	though	
initially	they	may	only	be	
a	few	minutes	and	built	
up	over	time.	
There	is	nothing	wrong	
with	this	being	a	
permanent	daily	
timetabled	activity	and	
for	some	learners	who	
might	need	the	calming	
benefits	of	strong	
physical	activity,	twice	
daily.		

Although	you	may	
strongly	encourage	
learners	to	participate	by	
making	it	a	regular	
timetabled	and	therefore	
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o Ball	balance	–	on	a	large	physio	ball	with	a	staff	member	holding	onto	the	
learner’s	ankles	and	rolling	them	forwards	and	backwards.	Extension	–	use	a	
smaller	ball	with	the	learner	balancing	independently.	

o Wobble	board	balancing.	
o Tunnels	to	crawl	through	between	one	activity	and	another.	
 
End	of	session	calming	activities	
o Wall	bar	hanging	(assuming	you	have	wall	bars)	or	alternatively,	chin	bars	and	

suspension	training	straps	can	be	purchased	(relatively	cheaply)	for	hanging	on	
door	frames	or	affixing	to	walls	or	wrapped	around	sturdy	tree	branches	if	you’re	
working	outdoors.	

o Physio	ball	squeezing.	Lie	the	learner	on	a	mat	(face	down	is	probably	easier)	and	
squeeze	the	ball	against	the	learner’s	body,	rolling	it	up	and	down	as	you	squeeze.	
The	level	of	pressure	will	be	learner	preference,	but	you	can	experiment	to	find	
the	optimum.	Be	aware	that	this	process	may	engender	sexual	arousal	in	some	
learners	as	you	squeeze	over	the	mid-line,	in	which	case,	cease	the	activity.		

o Shoulder,	arm	and	hand	squeezing	whilst	sitting	on	a	physio	ball.	Work	your	way	
from	shoulders	to	arms	to	hands	for	2	or	3	minutes	imparting	firm	pressure	as	
you	go.	

	

routine	programme,	
there	can	be	no	forcing	
any	learner	to	join	in.	If	a	
particular	person	
repeatedly	refuses,	it’s	
the	wrong	programme,	
or	possibly	the	wrong	
activity	for	them.		

	

	
	

Sexual	arousal	is	
discussed	in	Equals	
Semi-Formal	(Explore)	
My	Relationships	and	Sex	
Education	SoW	
	

 

(ii) Rebound Therapy is a form of physiotherapy on a trampoline, using the vibrations and bounce created by the trampoline to access and 
promote physical movement in the user, with instructors giving physical and/or verbal support if needed. By carrying out simple, through to 
more technical physiotherapy techniques on the trampoline, the therapy can provide many therapeutic and physiological benefits. Rebound 
Therapy claims to aid: 

o Turn taking 
o Relaxation 
o Health and fitness 
o Motor skills development 
o Flexibility 
o Sensory integration 
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o Listening to and accepting direction 
o Communication 
o Strengthening muscles and even bone density 
o Movement and balance 
o Bringing high muscle tone down and low muscle tone up 
o Levels of engagement 
o Concentration and focus by lowering energy to a relaxed state (HEADS, 2020) 

Rather like Sensory Integration, it is extremely difficult (and ultimately, a bit of a pointless exercise) to try to assign specific progress to one 
particular area when working with children, young people and adults with complex learning difficulties; their difficulties are complex and the 
best resolutions are likely to involve multiple methodologies used in an holistic manner. There can however, be little doubt that working on a 
trampoline is enormously motivating for many learners with CLD, and Rebound Therapy is an excellent vehicle for channelling that motivation.  
A really useful booklet entitled Compendium to Rebound Therapy is available at www.equals.co.uk It is extremely detailed and explores all of 
the benefits and questions that might arise from the daily practice of Rebound Therapy in your school/college. 
Unlike SI, Rebound Therapy does require significant resources, and definitely specific staff training, with at least one lead tutor being 
fully trained by a recognised Rebound Therapy body. We suggest that schools/colleges contact www.reboundtherapy.org for more details. 
 

(iii) Other Play Based Activities may seem pretty obvious, but are specifically and deliberately noted here because it is essential that this 
is regarded as being a central part of the daily timetable. THIS IS NOT TIME SPENT IDLY, THIS IS WORK!  

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	develop	gross	
motor	skills	using	
large	play	
equipment.	

Such	activities	will	include	all	the	obvious	suspects	such	as	use	of	climbing	frames,	
slides,	swings	and	roundabouts.		It	is	ALWAYS	best	if	staff	can	concentrate	on	
teaching	learners	to	use	such	equipment	independently.	We	MUST	remember	
that	the	long-term	aim	of	any	physical	activity	taught	is	for	the	activity	to	be	
carried	on	into	adulthood	and	that	is	unlikely	to	happen	if	individuals	are	still	
reliant	on	being	pushed	on	a	swing	by	the	time	they	leave	school.	

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	
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To	select,	access	
and	use	a	wheeled	
toy	appropriately.	
	
	

There	are	a	number	of	companies	that	sell	suitable	all	age	trikes,	three	wheelers,	
tomcat	bikes,	2	wheel	bikes	with	stabilisers,	pedal	powered	go	carts	and	hand	
powered	bikes	and	trikes.	The	best	ones	do	tend	to	be	on	the	expensive	side	but	are	a	
really	good	fund-raising	programme	because	potential	doners	can	see	what	their	
putting	their	money	towards.	Be	aware	however,	that	fund-raising	will	probably	also	
need	to	take	after	sales	servicing	into	consideration	and	this	can	be	expensive.	
	
Scooters,	2	and	3	wheeled,	are	a	cheaper	and	more	sustainable	alternative,	or	take	
the	pedals	off	an	ordinary	bike	(an	easy	enough	option)	to	turn	it	into	a	‘push’	bike,	
as	these	are	normally	only	available	in	toddler	sizes.		
	
In	any	event	it	makes	sense	to	operate	on	the	principle	of	teaching	independence	to	
as	many	learners	as	possible,	and	for	those	who	learn	to	ride	having	a		
‘bike	certificate’	can	be	a	significant	achievement.	Learners	must		

• know	to	have	helmet	on	to	be	on	the	bike;	
• pedal	and	show	that	you	can	brake;	
• demonstrate	you	can	steer	around	the	track;	
• demonstrate	you	can	go	around	an	object	on	the	bike.	

	

Two	useful	websites	are	
	
www.getcycling.org.uk		
	
and		
	
www.skybadger.co.uk		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

 
(iv) Aquatics. Before embarking on planning/running any swimming/hydrotherapy session it is strongly recommended that you refer to and 
follow all guidelines laid out in the schools policy documents with regards to the Health and safety of swimming/hydrotherapy, the staffing and 
running of swimming/hydrotherapy sessions, individual risk assessments, contraindications for entering the pool and where applicable any 
physiotherapy documents relevant to individual learners (e.g. Hydrotherapy/Aquatic Physiotherapy plans).  All learners should have gone 
through a screening process to ensure there are no reasons on health grounds why they should not enter the pool. This must be done separately 
for a standard pool or a hydrotherapy pool as there are different contraindications for different types of pool.  

Rather like the other elements in this scheme of work (SoW), you will note that the Learning Intentions are particularly broad, perhaps even 
more so than in any of the other SoW in the Equals Informal Curriculum. This is quite deliberate, because it is absolutely essential that Physical 
Activity is seen as a process and not a product. Teachers (whether they be teachers, TAs, Learning Support Assistants, parents, carers etc) should 
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not plan to teach specific skills, although some (such as, for example, pedalling a bike or moving oneself on a swing) may be learned in the 
process of the teaching. For more information on Process Based Teaching and Learning, go to the From Theory to Practice section. 
 
Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

Learners	will	
know	how	to	
behave	in	a	pool	
environment. 

Although	it	is	possible	to	run	a	swimming	pool	preparation	session	in	class	for	neuro-
typical,	conventionally	developing	learners,	it	is	ALWAYS	best	for	children	with	CLD	
to	learn	in	real	time	and	in	context.	This	means	going	to	the	pool	and	experiencing	
the	echoey	environment	first	hand,	the	gender	based	changing	facilities,	the	fact	that	
the	poolside	floors	will	be	of	a	different	material,	the	floors	will	be	wet,	there	will	be	a	
lot	of	water	on	the	floor	and	other	surfaces	which	makes	it	very	slippery.	Slippery	is	a	
good	word	to	learn!!	

It	is	REALLY	important	that	we	keep	any	rules	to	a	minimum	for	too	many	rules	
will	merely	confuse	and	once	again,	re-enforce	the	view	that	learners	with	CLD	cannot	
be	independent	and	cannot	be	trusted.		
Spend	time	introducing	learners	to	the	life	guards,	so	that	they	know	what	they	look	
like,	how	they	dress,	where	they’re	likely	to	be	in	the	pool	and	therefore	how	to	spot	a	
life	guard.	This	needs	to	be	repeated	every	time	we	visit	the	pool	and	whenever	a	new	
pool	is	visited.		

The	only	rule	that	we	might	have	to	apply	is	that	we	do	not	run	on	poolside. 

 

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	prepare	for	
entering	the	
water. 

Swimming	is	obviously	a	fantastic	opportunity	for	practising	independent	dressing	and	
undressing.	

Make	sure	you	follow	any	existing	plans	for	how	learners	get	into	the	water.	Have	a	plan	
for	each	learner	with	regards	to	how	they	will	get	into	the	water	and	what	they	will	do	
in	the	pool.			

There	is	a	separate	
section	on	Dressing	and	
Undressing	in	Equals	
Informal	Curriculum	My	
Independence	scheme	of	
work.		

There	are	numerous	
websites	which	sell	
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Learners	may	need	incontinence	support	in	the	pool.	There	is	a	range	of	mainstream	
swimwear	available	to	support	this	and	there	are	also	specialist	websites	that	provide	
larger	examples	of	specialist	swimwear	for	learners	who	are	adult	sized. 

numerous	products	
including	re-usable	
incontinence	pads	of	all	
sizes.	Just	google	
incontinence	swimwear	
accessories. 

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	feel	safe,	happy	
and	confident	in	
the	water. 

It	is	not	absolutely	essential	for	learners	to	get	into	the	water	when	first	starting	
‘swimming’.	Initially	they	may	need	to	just	visit	the	pool	area,	see	others	swimming,	sit	
by	the	pool	to	introduce	the	idea	of	getting	into	the	pool.		
It	is	vital	that	learners	are	not	put	in	a	position	where	they	are	frightened	of	or	in	the	
water.	They	may	however,	have	already	had	a	negative	experience	by	the	time	they	get	
to	school,	since	even	simple	hair-washing	difficulties	can	be	transferred	over	to	a	
swimming	pool,	especially	when	there	is	now	SO	much	water.	Unfortunately,	once	an	
individual	becomes	afraid	of	the	water	it	is	very	difficult	to	rebuild	that	confidence,	so	
it	is	essential	that	we	treat	any	distress	or	anxiety	about	water	sensitively	and	
take	VERY	small	steps	over	a	VERY	long	time	when	building	water	confidence.		

For	those	who	do	show	anxiety,	you	will	probably	be	best	to	work	in	a	
hydrotherapy	pool	rather	than	an	ordinary	swimming	pool	because	the	water	is	
so	much	warmer.	It	will	be	bad	enough	being	frightened,	so	cold	and	frightened	will	
make	it	doubly	difficult	to	entice	the	learner	in.	
Begin	by	sitting	on	the	side,	dangling	legs	and	looking	at	the	water.	

Move	on	to	leaning	towards	the	water	and	encourage,	but	don’t	force,	putting	their	
hands	in	the	water,	splashing	knees	and	lifting	wet	hands	up	to	their	face	as	in	‘wash	
your	face’,	hair,	ears	etc.		

When	a	learner	moves	into	the	water	do	this	gradually,	sliding	in	to	a	person	in	the	
water	or	slowly	stepping	backwards	down	the	steps.		

There	is	clearly	no	set	
time	for	this	learning	
intention	to	be	achieved	
and	it	may	take	some,	
perhaps	several	terms,	
to	achieve	and	move	
onto	the	next	level.	
There	is	absolutely	no	
point	in	rushing!!	
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Once	in	the	water	encourage	the	learner	to	move	in	the	water,	reach	out	and	splash,	
lean	forward	and	put	their	face	in	the	water,	lowering	their	chin	into	the	water	to	blow	
bubbles	in	the	water,	blow	to	‘flip	over’	toys,	use	straws	and	similar	items	to	encourage	
blowing	bubbles	in	the	water	from	a	distance.		

Once	learners	have	developed	a	base	level	of	confidence	in	the	water	build	on	that	
confidence	with	a	variety	of	‘water	happiness’	games,	such	as	

• Walking	the	length	of	the	pool	whilst	carrying	balls	or	similar	objects	to	a	basket	
placed	on	poolside	

• Pouring	water	through	a	colander		
• Pouring	water	from	a	jug	over	learners’	hands	
• Creating	bubbles	under	water	by	forcing	your	hands	under	the	water	close	to	the	

learners.	
• Chasing	floating	toys	around	the	pool	
• Splashing	‘fights’	
• Using	water	squirters	
 
 

	

Speedo	and	Zoggs	sell	
flip-over	toys	
 

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	 Notes	

To	engage	
positively	with	
water	in	a	
swimming	pool 

The	Halliwick	Concept	focuses	on	biophysical	principles	of	motor	control	in	
water,	in	particular	developing	sense	of	balance	and	core	stability.		

Very	interestingly,	the	Halliwick	Concept	does	not	recommend	the	use	of	floats	or	
flotation	aids,	but	relies	on	one	to	one	support	in	the	water	until	the	learner	is	
sufficiently	confident	to	venture	in	the	water	on	their	own.		

We	have	taken	the	liberty	of	downloading	the	Halliwick	Ten	Point	Programme,	a	
structured	learning	process	through	which	a	person	with	no	experience	in	water	can	
progress	towards	independence	in	the	water.	There	is	of	course,	no	expectation	that	
any	learner	with	CLD	will	complete	all	10	points	on	the	programme,		

Rather	like	Rebound	
Therapy,	Equals	
strongly	recommends	
that	schools	look	to	
train	as	many	staff	in	
the	Halliwick	Concept	
as	possible.		

You	can	find	out	more	at	
www.halliwick.org		
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1.	Mental	Adjustment	

Being	in	water	is	different	than	being	on	land.	Once	in	the	water	a	‘swimmer’	has	to	
learn	to	respond	appropriately	to	this	new	environment,	situations	or	tasks.	
	

Mental	adjustment	is	an	ongoing	process	throughout	the	learning	process.	For	
example,	the	learning	of	breath	control	(one	aspect	of	Mental	Adjustment)	can	start	as	
a	separate	skill,	just	blowing	onto	the	water,	but	then	will	be	combined	with	other	
skills	e.g.	sitting	on	the	bottom	of	the	pool.	

	

2.	Disengagement	
Disengagement	is	an	ongoing	process	throughout	the	learning	by	which	the	‘swimmer’	
becomes	physically	and	mentally	independent.	For	example,	a	‘swimmer’	who	is	afraid	
to	move	around	in	the	water	will	need	a	lot	of	support	but	as	they	become	more	
confidant	and	gain	better	balance	they	will	need	less	support	and	are	more	disengaged.	
	

	

One	example	of	disengagement	is	the	swimmer	turning	away	from	the	instructor.	

	

3.	Transversal	Rotation	Control	
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Transversal	Rotation	Control	is	the	ability	to	control	movement	around	an	axis	going	
from	side	to	side	(fronto-transversal	axis).	For	example	(i)	in	an	upright	position,	
leaning	forwards	to	blow	bubbles	(ii)	moving	from	an	upright	position	to	floating	on	
the	back	in	the	water	(iii)	moving	from	floating	on	the	back	to	an	upright	position	(with	
or	without	support)	(iv)	being	able	to	stay	in	a	upright	position	without	falling	
forwards	or	backwards.	
	

Rotations	around	a	transversal	axis	

	

	
	

One	example	of	transversal	rotation	control	is	the	swimmer	moving	from	a	back	float	

to	the	vertical	

	

		 		
4.	Sagittal	Rotation	Control	
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Sagittal	Rotation	Control	is	the	ability	to	control	movement	sideways	around	an	axis	
going	from	front	to	back	(sagitto-transversal	axis).	For	example	(i)	in	an	upright	
position	putting	the	ear	in	the	water	(ii)	in	an	upright	position	moving	sideways.	

Rotations	around	a	sagittal	axis.	
	
	

	
One	example	of	sagittal	rotation	control	is	limiting	lateral	movement	of	the	body	when	
reaching	for	an	object	to	the	side.	

5.	Longitudinal	Rotation	Control	

Longitudinal	Rotation	Control	is	the	ability	to	control	movement	around	a	long	axis	of	
the	body	like	the	axis	passing	from	the	head	to	the	toes	(sagitto-frontal	axis).	This	
might	be	in	an	upright	position	or	in	a	horizontal	floating	position.	For	example	(i)	in	
an	upright	position	turning	round	on	the	spot	(ii)	from	a	position	face	down	in	the	
water	rolling	to	a	horizontal	floating	position	(iii)	while	swimming	on	your	front	
rolling	to	take	a	breath.	
Rotations	around	a	longitudinal	axis	
	

	
One	example	of	longitudinal	rotation	control	is	stopping	rotation	of	the	trunk	caused	by	
the	head	turn.	
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6.	Combined	Rotation	Control	

Combined	Rotation	Control	is	the	ability	to	control	movement	using	any	combination	
of	rotations.	It	gives	the	‘swimmer’	control	in	all	three	dimensions	of	movement	in	the	
water.	
Combining	several	rotations	at	once	
	

	
	
One	example	of	a	combined	rotation	is	when	falling	forwards	from	a	vertical	position,	
reaching	a	back	float	position.	
	

	

7.	Upthrust	

Upthrust	is	a	physical	property	of	water	that	enables	the	majority	of	‘swimmers’	to	
float	in	the	water.	‘Swimmers’	need	to	trust	that	the	water	will	support	them.	This	
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process	is	often	called	mental	inversion,	because	the	‘swimmer’	must	invert	their	
thinking	and	realise	they	will	float	and	not	sink.	At	this	point	in	the	Ten	Point	
Programme	submerging	is	taught,	as	when	submerging	you	experience	upthrust,	and	it	
is	difficult	to	stay	under	the	water.	

One	example	of	feeling	the	effect	of	upthrust	is	when,	trying	to	pick	up	something	from	
the	pool	floor,	the	swimmer	will	find	that	he/she	will	come	back	to	the	surface	with	very	
little	or	no	effort.	

	

	

8.	Balance	in	Stillness	

Balance	in	stillness	is	the	ability	to	maintain	a	still,	relaxed	position	in	the	water.	This	
can	be	in	many	different	positions	and	is	dependent	on	both	mental	and	physical	
balance	control.	Floating	is	an	example	of	balance	in	stillness	eg	(i)	horizontal	floating	
position	(ii)	vertical	float	(iii)	mushroom	float.	When	balanced,	other	activities	can	be	
performed	more	easily.	

One	example	of	balance	in	stillness	is	a	swimmer	maintaining	a	back	float	position	in	
rough	water.	
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9.	Turbulent	Gliding	

In	Turbulent	Gliding	a	‘swimmer’	in	a	horizontal	float	position	is	moved	through	the	
water	by	an	instructor	without	any	physical	contact	between	them.	This	is	achieved	by	
the	instructor	making	turbulence	under	the	shoulders	of	the	‘swimmer’	and	moving	
backwards.	The	‘swimmer’	has	to	control	unwanted	rotations	but	makes	no	propulsive	
movements.	

Turbulent	gliding:	a	swimmer	glides	through	the	water	as	a	result	of	the	turbulence	
created	by	the	instructor’s	hands	and/or	by	the	instructor’s	movement	(i.e.	taking	steps	
backwards).	
	

	

10.	Simple	Progression	and	Basic	Swimming	Movement	

Having	mastered	the	ability	to	control	all	the	points	of	the	Halliwick	10-Point	
Programme,	the	swimmer	is	able	to	engage	in	a	wide	variety	of	activities	in	the	water.	
He	can	play,	submerge,	compete	and	learn	swimming	strokes.	The	swimmer	has	now	
achieved	independence	in	water.	
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Section Two 
Mental Health and Well-Being 

 
All of the ideas within the whole of Equals Informal Curriculum are expressly designed to enable each individual learner to develop a 
strong, positive and robust self-image, which we regard as being central to the establishment of good mental health and well-being.  

The ideas are about Learning to Be (that is, learning to be me) about being comfortable with myself and in control of my own life. They 
are about owning voice, agency, choice and freedom. A voice that will be both heard and listened to, the agency to control how I want to 
live my life and how it is led, the choice and freedom to do the things and be the person that I value and not to be forced to do the things 
and be a person that I don’t value. 

These are the aims and we must always hold these in our minds. We must maintain a high ambition that they will be achieved for all leaarners. 
The curriculum is holistic. We take this to mean that the whole of the curriculum is more than the sum of the individual schemes of work (SoW), 
and that every element of every SoW works together to form the strength of the whole curriculum. In education especially, there is a 
considerable amount of compartmentalisation, both via the subjects and within each separate subject, so that for example, Mathematics is taught 
discretely by a specialist as a separate subject and is sub-divided into the various sections which in themselves are taught separately. The key 
teaching skill lies in the ability to impart knowledge and established fact which can then be applied to a set of established norms. The Equals 
Informal Curriculum seeks to break away from establishing norms of behaviour, of learning, of what should be valued, of how we should all live 
our lives, of teacher/pupil understandings of power and control. 

What must be done. Establish a philosophy around the Learning To Be Approach, where each person is taken as an individual, where we 
concentrate on the opportunities available to each person for choice and freedom, which the individual learner may or may not exercise in action, 
the choice is theirs. This then commits the curriculum to respect for learner’s powers of self-definition.  
Each individual learner must be enabled to maximise their potential (to be the best they can be and to do the best they can do, irrespective of 
ability or disability) in order to achieve: 
1. Voice. By each individual learner getting to know what they like and being able to positively communicate a desire for more (or the 
start) of it; by getting to know what they don’t like and being able to positively communicate a desire for less (or none) of it.  
2. Agency. By each individual learner expecting that such communications will be enacted by those who have control over the 
resources/time/space.  
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3. Freedom. By each individual learner understanding that there is no compunction to engage with any activities or any people, or stay 
in a particular space (with due regard to health and safety) should they choose not to do so.  

4. Self-regulation. By each individual learner understanding that whilst life inevitably deals everyone times of stress and anxiety, there 
are routine solutions that are always available should the learner choose to take them.  

5. Capability. By each individual learner understanding their potential to make the most of all of the actions and approaches to living 
that they individually value.  

o Because each individual learner is in control of their daily timetable in the sense that they are free to engage or not engage as they wish, 
mental health and well-being is part and parcel of the curriculum itself. 

o Those who choose to engage may do so for as long as they choose or for as long as the activity lasts. Continued engagement with the activity 
or the person is taken as an indication that the activity should be repeated at fairly frequent intervals.  

o It is likely that learners with CLD will have poorly developed strategies for sensory balancing. Finding an equilibrium might therefore 
become a teaching issue for some individuals with CLD. Whilst continued high levels of engagement are taken as positive, they may in some 
instances, result in sensory overload and calming activities may be required as a balance. This requires staff to know (i) what excites learners 
and (ii) what calms them. A regular and consistent guiding of such individuals to exciting activities followed by calming activities can 
introduce very important self-regulation teaching. In the same manner, some learners may experience protracted bouts of lethargy and may 
need guiding towards activity (or activities) of their choice. 

o Those who choose not to engage with a particular activity, or to only engage for short periods of time, may be (i) unable to concentrate (ii) 
uncertain or (iii) insufficiently interested. STAFF MUST REMEMBER not to prompt or force engagement (through for example, 
instruction or hand over hand manipulation). Engagement mut be entirely voluntary and totally within the control of the individual learner. If 
staff are uncertain about what engagement looks like, they might need to spend time with either Carpenter et al’s (2011) Engagement Profile 
and Scales or England’s Department for Education (DfE) Engagement Model – they are effectively the same thing. The original Scales 
probably gives a more detailed picture, but the later Model is free (just type Engagement Model into www.gov.uk).  
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Section One: My Dressing and Undressing 
Basic Principles 

 

Age related. It may be assumed that dressing and undressing is an early years, or at least a key stage 1 teaching area, and generally this might 
well be true. There may however, be a significant number of learners with CLD who arrive at these skills later on, and a number who might still 
need to refine skills well into key stage three and beyond. As such, the continued opportunity to physically practice dressing and undressing is 
key, and regular opportunities for repetition should continue to be looked for if needed. 

Process and product. Dressing and undressing is a combination of skills and process. The act of putting on a shoe or a vest or a pair of trousers 
is a skill but there is an element of process in remembering the order, underwear first etc. Also, the refining of dressing and undressing, which 
enters into choosing what to wear for particular occasions (hot/cold weather, indoors/outdoors for example) is probably much more of a process 
than a skill. That is, learners are likely to understand the sequencing process by doing it many, many times.  

Physical difficulties. The level of independence achieved within dressing and undressing will almost entirely depend on the physical ability and 
dexterity of the learner, and there may be a number for whom dressing and undressing is just too physically demanding. Alternatively, it may be 
the case that specific physical disabilities make all or most of the process impossible without the full support of another person. We may 
therefore need to concentrate on reducing the level of dependence as far as possible whilst increasing the opportunities for decision making. In 
this way we are involving the learner in the process, so that it is something done with the learner rather than just to them.  
Approximate accuracy. It may be that with certain items of clothing the learner is able to put them on, but not entirely accurately. Tops or pants 
may be put on back to front or inside out for example. On the whole and especially in the early stages, it is really important that we accept these 
approximations as success and praise accordingly. It is rather like a young child attempting to say a word but not getting it right. Instilling 
confidence in the learner, especially for making the attempt, is vitally important for future success.  
Contextualised learning. IT IS VERY IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER that dressing and undressing needs to be contextualised as early as 
possible if we are to aid understanding of appropriate contextual based clothing. Every single time we are preparing to leave the confines of the 
building we must talk about the weather so that choices of appropriate clothing can be made. That is, talking about the weather becomes a 
contextualized conversation rather than just a social conversation. Talking about the weather has meaning! There is a very good case for arguing 
that there should be no such thing as ‘wet play’ (a school euphemism for dry play indoors!) which now becomes the perfect opportunity to 
practice, maintain, consolidate dressing and undressing skills and making appropriate clothing choices, rather than simply remaining indoors.  
Thinking and Problem Solving. There are huge opportunities in dressing and undressing for teaching thinking and problem solving skills, 
especially when it comes to exercising choices. Schools will need to think very carefully about the desirability of providing opportunities for 
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helping learners assess and manage risks. Learners will probably not understand that they need to put on waterproof clothing in the rain or warm 
clothing in the snow if we never allow them out in such conditions for fear of them getting wet or cold. Such risks will need to be discussed with 
parents, but we need to consider the consequences of a learner never being allowed out in the rain because they refuse to wear a waterproof hat. 
In this situation modeling and a very early introduction as soon as they start school is imperative.  

Aversion to wearing certain clothing. This is likely to be quite common, especially if the learner is on the autistic spectrum, and as with all 
aversions, needs to be taken slowly, and sometimes very, very slowly. As a general guide you might adopt the following strategies, and we’ll 
take the wearing of a hat as being the aversion in question, and regard the learner as a male, just for ease of writing, though this could just as 
easily be female with shoes, socks, glasses, headphones, trousers etc. 

• Always remember that this is probably a sensory issue which the wearer probably finds VERY challenging. Be sensitive to his 
sensitivities. 

• Introduce the hat to the learner by placing it on his head for half a second. This is literally half a second! Do not let go of the hat, and try 
not to let the learner throw it off. There shouldn’t be time because you’re doing it so quickly.  

• Offer immediate praise and a big reward in the form of moving onto an activity that you know the learner really likes. The reward has to 
be something the learner really likes (otherwise it’s not a reward!). You are trying to associate wearing the hat with a positive experience. 

• Go through exactly the same procedure at least every hour. DO NOT extend the time, even if the learner shows no sign of aversion to the 
hat.  

• Firmly establish that he can tolerate the hat for half a second, and this might take at least a week of once every hour, before moving to 
keeping the hat on for a second. That is, a literal second, not a metaphorical one. Again, you must keep control of the hat and not give the 
learner the opportunity to throw it off. It is the learner who is in control of how long he can tolerate the hat – you have control of the hat 
but he has control of how long he can tolerate it for and you MUST be sensitive to his indications of intolerance. Firmly establish one 
second of wear before moving on to two seconds. You can see that this may be a very slow process. Firmly establish two seconds of wear 
before moving on to 4 seconds.  

• If the learner has already established that he REALLY doesn’t like it, you may need to start before the beginning, by just producing the 
item for 1 second and taking it away again at regular intervals, and building up to 5 or 10 seconds of looking BEFORE you expect him to 
wear it for half a second. In this case, the looker needs to get his reward too. 

• It is of course, not just those on the autistic spectrum who might have an aversion to wearing certain clothes, and since this may be a 
learned behaviour, the causes might have been lost in the mists of time. Irrespective of this, the principles will always be (i) does he 
really need to wear it? and (ii) if so, follow the guide above. 

The language of dressing. It is important when teaching a new skill that the language of instruction is clear and consistent. It may help if 
schools attach selected key vocabulary to any scheme of work to ensure that all staff are consistent in their use of language relating to the 
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teaching of skills and concepts involved. Different people often use different words to describe the same item or action and this can of course be 
confusing for the learner. Is it a jumper or sweater, coat or jacket, hat or cap? It would help if the key vocabulary could be agreed by staff before 
teaching commences along with any agreed signs and symbols, and if there are then any exceptions to the vocabulary used, for example, to meet 
the specific cultural needs of an individual learner. Vocabulary should include: agreed names of body parts, agreed names of clothing items, 
instructional and directional words such as put on, take off, push, pull, on, in, up, under, through, left, right, etc. 
Learners who have additional needs. Being able to dress and undress effectively is not just dependent on physical control of the body, but also 
on the learner’s visual, perceptual and cognitive abilities. For example, learners need to develop their sense of touch and hand awareness in order 
to detect/gauge pressure, texture, temperature, shape and size of items involved in dressing and undressing.  

The whole sequence and process of dressing and undressing is incredibly complex and it is worth teachers and TAs going through the 
process of putting on and taking off items of clothing to remind themselves of the range and type of skills involved. 

The processes and skills involved in dressing and undressing activities include: 

• Motor ability, both gross and fine motor skills, including balance and manual dexterity 
• Sensory ability including visual and tactile skills; hand-eye coordination 
• Body and spatial awareness 
• Ability to cross midline 
• Hand dominance 
• Coordination – being able to coordinate movements, balance and use the two halves of the body together in a coordinated way 
• Spatial awareness (of both personal and general space) such as being able to pull a jumper over their head; pushing their arm through a 

sleeve without knocking into something or someone 
• Organisational skills, that is, understanding the sequence of dressing – putting clothes on in the right order; getting clothes the right way 

round and putting them on the right body part. 
All aspects will need to be considered in light of the individual learner, their abilities in each area and the support they will need to be able to 
dress and undress themselves as independently as possible.  
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Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To identify and 
utilise appropriate 
clothing and 
accessories with 
regards to; weather, 
occasion etc. 

Weather. Use opportunities on a day to day basis to experience different weather conditions 
and encourage learners to wear the appropriate clothing e.g. sunhat, coat, scarf, wellington 
boots.  

There may be cultural 
differences- e.g. Saris, 
Hijab etc  

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To put on and take 
off various items of 
clothing 

 

• Use backward chaining to assist with dressing and leave the last shoe off. The learner 
can be assisted to put all of his clothes but has to put on the last shoe on his own. Big 
reward for dressing himself! Repeat several times until he can be reasonably successful 
and then leave 1 shoe and 1 sock off etc.  

• Every class should have a big dressing up box. It may be that many with CLD will not 
show particular interest in this activity, but we won’t know if we don’t try. Putting on 
strange clothes may need to be modelled by staff. 

• There are always numerous activities throughout the day which may actually require a 
change of clothing such as swimming, lunchtime, parties, outside playtime, trip to shops 
(changing rooms) which require decisions on changes of clothes. 

• If there are particular individual learners who require more practice you can extend this 
list to include all sorts of activities such as messy play, sensory play, Art, Music, 
Rebound Therapy, Outdoor School etc.  

Note the desensitisation 
techniques described 
above. 
 
 
 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

Development of the 
fine and gross motor 
control needed 

 

There is a whole range of motor control and coordination required for dressing, including 
core strength; balance and stability; hand dominance; ability to cross midline; hand-eye 
coordination, etc. Consideration must be given to those pupils who have additional needs in 
these areas and the impact these may have on the learner’s ability to develop and manage 
dressing and undressing, including: 
• Learners who have developmental coordination difficulties (dyspraxia) may find the 

actions, organisation and process of dressing and undressing very problematic. Advice 
can be sought from an occupational therapist (OT) or physiotherapist. 

Although there are a 
wealth of fine motor and 
gross motor skill activities 
on the internet, Pinterest 
etc. please remember 
that real practice in real 
context in real time is 
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• Learners who have low muscle tone (often an aspect of Downs Syndrome) or lax joints 
may also find certain aspects of dressing difficult 

• Learners who have cerebral palsy affecting one or multiple limbs to any degree.  
In such cases, advice should also be sought from OT / physio to devise programmes to 
support and strengthen. 

• Walking up and down stairs, e.g. delivering items around school, taking messages, 
visiting places with stairs, fitness class/step class 

• Use big equipment/apparatus/visit play parks. 
• Dough Disco - YouTube. 
• Button snakes - Pinterest. 
• Fidget boards - zips, buttons, toggles, laces etc. 
• Staff will also need to remember that boys and girls buttons are different ways round. 
• Different fastenings are also used on many containers and packaging eg. zips, poppers 

and Velcro on lunch boxes; buckles, zips, buttons, press studs, toggles on bags and 
rucksacks. Place exciting and rewarding items inside for the learner to find when they 
have undone the fastenings. 

• Prioritise those fastenings which the learner is actually going to use. 
• If anyone has great difficulty with a certain type of fastening, is there an alternative 

eg. Velcro instead of laces on shoes? 

more likely to make for 
real learning.  
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Section Two: My Travel Training 
Basic Principles 

 
Travel Training (TT) goes as far as it can go for each individual learner and there is no expectation that any learner with Complex 
Learning Difficulties (CLD) will become independent in all of the schemas attached. This does not however mean that we should 
automatically assume that dependence is inevitable, since small areas of independence can be invaluable instruments of self-confidence 
and self-esteem. 

The type of TT skills required by any individual learner will depend on (i) their cognitive abilities (ii) their physical and sensory abilities and (iii) 
their environment. Environmental factors will include the area being travelled within, so that TT for a learner living in central London will be 
very different from TT for a learner living in rural Somerset. 
Starting age. Even semi-independent TT for those with CLD is very complicated to master and schools will therefore need to maximise the 
number of learning opportunities available. There is no logical reason why the processes outlined here cannot be started at KS1 and possibly 
earlier. It is certainly not unreasonable to assume that TT will be an activity which all learners will need to practice several times during every 
single week of their whole school career. 
Motivation. TT should as much as possible be self-motivational, that is, it will work best when the learner has a reason for wanting to go 
from one place to another in the sense that something which is important to the individual learner is gained or achieved by the process of 
travelling. This may however be going for a walk with the class, going to a park, going to the local library etc. For some learners, it may be that 
the journey itself is sufficient motivation especially when using bus, tube or train, but it is always best to have a reason for travelling as well. For 
some learners it might simply be that it is part of the curriculum and on the timetable therefore it takes place. We may find that many students 
won’t (understandably!) want to go out in the cold, damp, snow, drizzle, but they still need to be practising skills in all conditions as these 
conditions can affect the environment they are accessing and in ‘real life’ they will need to venture out in all weathers. 

Risk. As travelling independently or even semi-independently is a relatively high risk activity, detailed risk assessments will need to be carried 
out with the individual needs of learners borne in mind.   
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Learning Intention Teaching Activities 

Walking and Road Crossing (Travelling as a Pedestrian) 

Points to Note 

To walk as 
independently as 
possible in school  

1. Learners will need a reason to travel around the school and journeys must have a 
purpose. Standard times will be travelling from bus to class; from class to class; from 
class to playground; from playground to class; from class to lunch; from lunch to class; 
from class to bus. 
2. A timed baseline will need to be recorded for every learner which will involve 
establishing whether the learner can: 

a. Walk independently for a set distance without pulling away whilst holding an 
adult’s hand (the adult is holding the learner) 

b. Walk independently for a set distance without pulling away whilst touching an 
adult’s arm or hand (the learner is holding the adult) 

c. Walk independently for a set distance without running away. 

3. It may not be necessary to go through the process of moving from a to b to c, since 
some learners will already be at the c stage and other learners will move from a to c 
without needing b.  
4. Young learners may need to re-start a journey several times in order to get it right if 
there is LOTS of pulling away. This must always be done in a very low key, non-punitive 
manner with lots of praise for getting it right and of course, the reward of getting to the 
motivating object/place/person. 
5. Learners will need to practice in school as much as possible and teachers will probably 
need to manufacture reasons for walking around the school. These might include 
collecting favourite toys/books/objects/foodstuffs or visiting favourite people to say 
hello/pass on a message, etc.  
6. Learners who drop to the floor or refuse to co-operate may not be making the 
connection between the act of walking and the reward gained; that is, their understanding 
of cause and effect is too fragile as might well be the case if for example, they had 
profound learning difficulties. Alternatively, they may be being offered insufficient 
reward (that is, the object/person is not sufficiently motivating to the individual learner) 

ALWAYS inform the 
learner where they’re 
going and why. 

This will be done verbally 
and may be supported with 
an object of reference 
(OoR) or symbol and/or 
sign as necessary. 
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OR we may be expecting them to walk too far. It is very important that we don’t make the 
initial stages too demanding, since success is vital. A very easy learning intention 
achieved is much better than a more challenging learning intention failed. We can always 
gradually increase the distance once success has been established. 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To walk as 
independently as 
possible outside of 
school  

1. It is not necessary to wait until walking independently in school for a set distance 
without running away is established BEFORE walking outside of school. Indeed it is 
envisaged that both can be practiced at the same time.  
2. It is assumed that learners will not move onto 3b and 3c below if they cannot walk 
independently without running away in school.  
3. A timed baseline will need to be recorded for every learner which will involve 
establishing that the learner can: 

a. Walk independently for a set distance without pulling away whilst holding an 
adult’s hand (the adult is holding the learner) 

b. Walk independently for a set distance whilst touching an adult’s arm or hand (the 
learner is holding the adult) 

c. Walk independently for a set distance. 

4. It may not be necessary to go through the process of moving from a to b to c, since 
some learners will already be at the c stage and other learners will move from a to c 
without needing b.  
5. The same principles as walking in school need to be set. That is: 

a. establish routines when walking outside of school is required, such as shopping for 
snacks; shopping for treats; visiting local attractions such as the library, the park, 
the local playground, the fire station, the police station etc.  

b. it is very strongly suggested that in every stage of road crossing, the most 
direct route is not necessarily the best if that does not involve crossing many 
roads. In the early stages of road crossing especially, learners will need LOTS of 
crossing practise before they arrive at their destination, which may mean going on 

ALWAYS inform the 
learner where they are 
going and why. 
This will be done verbally 
and may be supported with 
an OoR or symbol and/or 
sign as necessary. 
 

Backpacks are useful for 
carrying shopping back to 
school AND as a handy 
thing to grab hold of, 
should learners who are in 
the middle stages of 
independent walking, 
suddenly decide to go off 
in a different direction. 
Backpacks are also useful 
as more age appropriate 
means of supporting an 
older learner than hand-
holding. 
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quite a circular route, or crossing and re-crossing the same road a number of times.  
The early stages are all about practice, practice and more practice in each session. 

c. don’t push too hard too fast – a small success is much better than a big failure 
d. have high expectations and be prepared to start again (several times) if the learner 

is over-excited or not concentrating, but do this in a low key, non-punitive manner. 
6. Staff need to practice walking in different weather conditions (especially snow and ice) 
and recognise that the wearing of rain hoods, using umbrellas, walking on slippery paths 
etc will inhibit vision and mobility (the ability to walk) and so hinder decision making. 

This is also a good opportunity to practice wearing reflective clothing and/or backpacks to 
improve their visibility to traffic. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To cross a minor 
road with support 

Staff need to have the same expectations for crossing the road as they would if they were 
walking on the pavement. That is, either holding the learner’s hand (or arm for older 
learners); or the learner holding the adult’s hand/arm; or the learner walking 
independently will apply. Staff should not revert back to holding the learner’s hand just 
because they are crossing a road unless danger occurs, but should continue to walk across 
with the learner. 
Once it is it safe to cross, cross and prompt the learner to keep looking both ways as he 
crosses the road. 
If staff believe that individual learners have the potential to recognise traffic, 
recognise how far away the traffic is and are potentially able to make a decision 
about crossing, they should look to ‘promoting’ the individual learner to work on the 
Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum Travel Training SoW which is held in My Independence. 

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 
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To be aware of 
landmarking 

1. Identifying landmarks (landmarking) is something that should be encouraged from the 
very earliest stages of TT, even in school when walking from one room to another. A 
simple commentary of passing key landmarks as the learner passes them can aid the 
process - ‘We’re passing the sensory room; we’re passing the office; and here’s the 
dinner hall’. 

2. This should be continued whenever walking a regular route and staff will need to think 
carefully about how they describe these landmarks using simple key words.  

3. All staff involved with TT must use the same descriptors to ensure consistency of 
language and approach.  

4. Videos and photographs showing these landmarks can be produced to aid consolidation 
of routes when back in school. 

Landmarking is also a key 
skill in Bus and Train 
Travel. 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities 
Travelling by bus or train 

Points to Note 

To flag a bus to stop 1. Some planning will need to take place here as learners will need to know where the bus 
stop is as well as the number of the bus. It is not necessary to be numerate however, 
merely to know the number and to read it like a word/symbol. You don’t have to know 
that 191 precedes 192 to know that 192 is the number of your bus.   

2. Since it cannot be assumed that learners will be able to tell the difference between a 
fare stage and a request stop, it is probably best to always assume that learners will need 
to flag the bus, and this is a good habit to get into early. 
3. Some learners may need to board a bus at a bus station, where they will be faced with a 
number of bus stops and buses some of which may look very similar so they will need to 
be able to recognise and, if necessary, check that they are on the correct bus. 

There may well be a Local 
Travel Plan for your 
school’s area. 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To purchase a ticket  It is generally the case that children, young people and adults with SLD will have free 
travel through a travel card, but if a ticket needs to be purchased this should be the same 
process as any purchase in any shop.  
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Learners will need to practice purchasing their ticket for regular journeys in the same way 
that they would practice buying any good from any shop.  

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To use a travel card Using a travel card will be much the same process as using money, and learners will need 
to practice individually and personally 

1. Ensuring that they have their travel card before leaving school 
2. Putting their own travel card in a safe place. It is strongly recommended that all 

learners have a purse or wallet and that the travel card is always put in the same 
compartment of the purse or wallet by the learner. 

3. Putting their own purse or wallet in their own individual shoulder bag or backpack. 
4. Taking their own wallet or purse out of their own bag or backpack and extricating the 

travel card out as soon as arriving at the bus stop.  
5. Putting the card in a pocket. 
6. Putting their wallet or purse back in their bag or backpack. 
7. Taking the card out of their pocket and holding it in their hand until the bus comes 
8. Touching the card on the electronic register or showing the card to the driver, 

whichever is appropriate. 
9. Holding the card in one hand while still negotiating the way to a seat. 
10. Putting the card back in their purse or wallet and the purse or wallet back in their 

back as soon as they have sat down. 
It may be that the travel card can be worn in a lanyard around the neck. Staff 
MUST ENSURE that the lanyard is long enough to reach the electronic register 
without getting into contortions.  

There is no doubt that at 
some stage one (or more) 
learners will lose their 
travel card or their fare 
money.  
In this Informal 
Curriculum, learners are 
not expected to be able to 
problem solve – if they 
could they wouldn’t be 
working on this Informal 
Curriculum! They should 
however, recognise that 
there is a problem and ask 
for help.  
In this Informal 
Curriculum ONLY, it is 
permissible for staff to 
resolve the problem.  

Learning Intentions Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To board the bus. 

To find a seat on the 
bus. 

1. Most bus drivers will wait until the learner is seated before moving off, but this cannot 
be assumed. Learners will therefore need to be shown how to hold onto rails as they walk 
to their seat. 

Asking bus drivers to 
wait until people with 
learning difficulties are 
safely seated does not 
seem an unreasonable 
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2. Learners will need to practice going upstairs in a moving bus if that is necessary and of 
course coming back down again. It should be noted that the landmarks will have a 
different perspective from the top deck. 

3. Because of the possibility of buses starting off before the learner has had the 
opportunity of finding a seat, it is probably good practice to take the first seat available.  

4. Many inner city buses have multi entrance points and all of these need to be practiced.  
5. Many inner city buses are of different designs, so that some only have boarding at the 
front and some only at the back. Again, it is vital that learners have lots of opportunities to 
practice recognising the difference.  

6. We are assuming in this Informal Curriculum SoW that travel training on buses will be 
a one to one task for those with CLD. We will also therefore assume that some direction 
from staff will be needed to enable learners to find 2 seats free together and that logically, 
the learner sits on the inside. 

request. Staff may 
therefore want to make 
sure that drivers do this! 

 
 

 
 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To exit the bus 1. All journeys need to be regularly used routes from a given starting point to a given 
destination. In this way landmarking can be used to good effect as long as these are 
established with the learner. As with walking, landmarking words need to be agreed 
between all staff and used with all learners in a simple clear and consistent manner. ‘Look, 
we’ve passed the gasworks, next it’s MacDonald’s. Look we’ve passed MacDonald’s, 
next it’s the big glass building.’ 
2. The last landmark needs to be the one before your exiting stop so that learners are 
prompted to stand up, ring the bell or press the buzzer and move towards the exit.  
3. Each learner should be encouraged to press the button to ring the bell or buzzer 
individually and you might want to warn the bus driver that this will happen.  
4. A number of buses now have automated voices to indicate the next stop. This can act as 
a support, especially if the learner’s destination is named, but should only be a support and 
not replace landmarking.  

Staff should avoid 
counting stops as a means 
of knowing when to exit. 
Unless the learner is 
VERY secure in number, 
it’s just too difficult and 
too easy for the learner to 
be distracted and forget the 
number they’re on.  
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Learning Intention Teaching Activities 

Travelling by tube/metro/underground 
(All references are to the London Underground/Tube.  

Other metro systems may vary) 

Points to Note 

To engage in a short 
tube journey 

Because tube journeys can be very different, especially from a sensory perspective, it is 
essential that much practice is afforded during quiet times of the day by going on a single 
journey between two fixed destinations and back again. Generalising the skills learned 
can only be expected after many tens and possibly many hundreds of opportunities to be 
familiar with this single journey.  

Whilst those working on the Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum might be able to do a 
considerable amount of role-play work within the My Drama SoW, learners with CLD 
will need constant practice on real trains in real time and cannot be expected to be 
able to generalise from classroom teaching. 

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To use an escalator  Unfortunately, there is no easy way to teach this. Practice, practice and more practice are 
probably the only answers! 
 

It will really help if you 
can start this as early as 
possible, as small children 
are much easier to lift on 
and off! This is obviously 
not a long term solution, 
but might be necessary in 
the early stages of 
learning.  

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To find a seat It is more important to find a seat as close to the tube entrance point so that learners are 
seated before the tube moves off, than it is for the group to sit together.  

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 
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To not find a seat 
and remain standing.  

Although it would be hoped that most tube journeys undertaken would be in school time 
and therefore relatively uncrowded, it may be important to practice experiencing rush hour 
conditions. This is especially for those learners who might be using the tube regularly 
once they leave school. 
Practicing remaining standing is also useful in case two seats cannot be found together for 
the supporting member of staff. 

Practicing in crowded 
conditions should only be 
done once the learner is 
VERY comfortable with 
the whole tube journey 
process. 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities 

Travelling by train 

Points to Note 

To travel on a train Generally, travelling by an overground train is a much simpler version of train travel than 
tube/metro because the exit is usually clearer and there will be landmarks on the way. 
There will therefore be variations to be experienced for overground train journeys, but the 
same principles will apply.  
There are however, many problem solving opportunities which still will need to 
experience if they are going to be comfortable and relaxed on trains. For example, the 
learner will need to experience the fact that: 

• The platform used to board and exit the train may differ from day to day.  
• How to purchase a ticket and what to do if the station ticket office is closed.  
• How to keep tickets, railcards and travel passes safe and readily accessible; how to 

show their ticket and/or railcard when requested. 
• What to do if their train is delayed or cancelled. 
• How to operate ticket barriers. 
• Landmarks (during daytime and in low light conditions) 
• Safety: How to step safely on to and off a train – the gap between train and 

platform edge is often quite large. 
• Safety: Waiting for the train – standing well back from the edge of the platform 
• Safety: Using a lift, escalator or managing stairs to get to/from their platform 
• Safety: not running on the platform or trying to board a train when it is about to 

leave 
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• Finding a seat and what to do if the train is full and they have to stand. 
• Waiting for people to move if they need to get off. 
• Remembering to take all their belongings with them when they leave the train – 

checking to make sure they haven’t left anything 
• Knowing how to open the train door if it does not do so automatically – pressing 

the button when it illuminates. 
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Section Three: My Shopping 
Basic Principles 

 

This scheme of work (SoW) recognises that those with CLD will probably never go shopping entirely independently, that is without any staff 
support. If they can do this, they do not by definition, have complex learning difficulties within the defining learning characteristics of these 
curriculum documents. This does not however mean that we should not encourage all those with CLD to be as independent as they possibly can 
be. It is the intention of this curriculum that all learners are enabled to be the best that they can be and do the best that they can do, whatever that 
might be. 
For those with complex learning difficulties (CLD) shopping is almost entirely process based; that is, learners will learn the process of 
shopping by doing the act of shopping itself, in real shops using real money and in real time.  The more opportunities they have of doing the 
more secure their learning will be. Learners should be introduced to shopping by KS1 at the very latest; leaving the teaching of shopping until 
the secondary phase runs the real risk of diminishing real learning opportunities and thereby reducing the likelihood of maximising 
independence potential.   

Clearly, shopping is very closely related to money, though the learner’s understanding will be entirely personal and in the present. Once 
means of exchange has been understood (a P4 skill which demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of cause and effect, or contingency 
awareness) extending the learner’s understanding of money need only occur if they show a sound and oft repeated understanding of the present 
task (see money below). It is however very important to remember that in this Informal Curriculum, independence in shopping is not 
dependent on the learner having a sophisticated understanding of money, by for example, being to calculate change or even to recognise 
the value of individual coins or notes. 

The type of shopping skills required by any individual learner will depend on (i) their cognitive abilities (ii) their physical and sensory 
abilities and (iii) their environment.  This may mean concentrating on collecting a basket, finding items, making choices, manoeuvring around 
the shop, queuing, putting items into a bag, handing over a sufficient coin or note to pay for the item(s), carrying the bag back to school/home, 
putting the shopping away, but not specifically working on the exact cost aspect of the shopping. That is, because a learner cannot independently 
complete one element of the shopping experience because either physical, sensory or intellectual disabilities are insurmountable barriers, does 
not mean that they should not learn to shop. Environmental factors will include the area being shopped within, so that shopping for a learner 
living in central Manchester may be different from shopping for a learner living in rural Yorkshire, especially with regard to the variation of 
shopping experiences likely to be at hand. 
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Like cooking, shopping can be an expensive business, and schools will need to ensure that there are sufficient funds to cover learning 
activities within this aspect of the curriculum, though pocket money may be sufficient for personal choice snack/drink items. If and when 
additional funds are needed, schools may decide to fund-raise. In any event, parents/carers will need to be involved as much as possible.  

The basic principle should always be that shopping should, wherever possible, be self-motivational. That is, the learner should have a 
reason for wanting to go to a shop in the sense that something which is important to the individual learner is purchased in the process of 
shopping. This may present problems for learners who are (a) not interested in food or (b) cannot eat food, since food shopping will inevitably, 
often be the main focus. In these instances, teachers will need to work on motivating in some other way than personal gain, for example, 
shopping as a class team or learning to shop to help at, and be a central part of, home, or simply because it’s on the timetable!  

The principles of understanding money will be taught in a very different way from a neuro-typical, conventionally developing model. In 
a mainstream class, working with neuro-typical conventionally developing children, it would be logical to start with 1p, 2p and perhaps 5p and 
even 10p coins, so that children get lots of practise counting and adding to ten and are introduced to counting in 2s and perhaps 5s. In a 
mainstream class you may use pretend money, and/or shopping for pretend goods at pretend prices, because the point is to teach about means of 
exchange/addition/subtraction through play, tabletop activities and the inevitable worksheets. Shopping using real money at real value for real 
goods (and for that matter, at real shops) will be learned outside of school at the learner’s own pace as part of the natural (untaught) process of 
growing up. For those with CLD, very different principles apply.   
Teaching shopping to children, young people and adults with complex learning difficulties (CLD) effectively involves teaching a set 
routine. It is therefore REALLY important that the routine is established as early in the learning cycle as possible, and is rigidly 
adhered to every single time the learner goes shopping. 

Shopping must not be restricted simply to those who can walk, or those who can walk for long distances, but you will need to consider the 
shopping experience for those who are not ambulant and are not able to use a motorised wheelchair. For those in a pushed wheelchair, it is very 
important that shopping does not become a purely passive activity where they are wheeled to various aisles and then wheeled to the 
checkout whilst the supporting adult does all of the decision making.  

Shopping must be grounded within the context of the actual shop being shopped in. Learners will possibly need several hundreds of 
opportunities to learn about the same shop at the same time of the day using exactly the same shopping list for it to become established and 
before we can bring in the variations necessary for the generalising of the skill. This is especially so in large and complex supermarkets.  
Learners with CLD should NEVER use supermarket self-checkouts or self-scanners since for those with CLD they are rather like the use of 
calculators. That is, one has to be able to recognise that error is likely to have occurred and where it has occurred for them to be effective. 
Regular tills also have they distinct advantage that are manned by a person, thus giving additional social interaction practice. 
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Use of debit cards. We recognise that those with CLD will probably never go shopping entirely independently (that is, with some element of 
staff support) and therefore the deep reservations expressed in Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum My Independence SoW about those with SLD 
using debit cards, need not apply. That is, shopping becomes a different, much simpler process which revolves around the principles of the 
means of exchange. The learner has to understand that the act of handing over a coin, note or debit card, is necessary to receive the item(s) in 
exchange and indicate that the learner now owns the item(s).  
The language of shopping – key vocabulary needs to be identified and agreed to ensure consistency. This list could include: money, buy, 
change, shop, list, bag, purse, wallet, basket, trolley, cost, price, receipt, checkout, queue, pay, aisle, entrance, way in, exit, way out, help. This 
list is not exhaustive and will depend on personal preferences and the things learners like to or need to buy. Selected vocabulary should reflect 
the needs and abilities of the learners involved and be agreed by staff and parents. Key vocabulary should also reflect the shopping experience 
available in the local community. Signs and symbols to accompany key vocabulary will also be needed as appropriate.  

Maximising independence. For all children, young people and adults with CLD, shopping will remain an activity they take part in with the 
support of another person, be that a parent, sibling, buddy or member of staff, to a greater or lesser degree. Some CLD learners may eventually 
be able to shop semi-independently within familiar surroundings in their local community. This is where the ‘social’ experience of shopping and 
the ‘rules of engagement’ will be of enormous importance. These are the skills which will enable them to enjoy a positive shopping experience 
in which they can play an active part and exercise choice regardless of whether they understand the complexities of money. These skills will 
enable young people with CLD to:  

• organise themselves and what they need to go shopping; 
• go shopping with family members, a friend or a buddy;  
• make choices and express preferences;  
• engage and interact with others;  
• identify favourite shops and/or items from a range; 
• cope with changes that may naturally occur over time in the shopping environment;   
• keep themselves safe; 
• recognise and locate familiar places, shops and landmarks;  
• identify items they want to buy;  
• remember items and where they are located; 
• know how to ask for help if they cannot find a particular item; 
• remember places they want to go and how to get there; 
• know where to pay for an item and wait for change;  
• pack items into a bag carefully and carry them safely; 
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• use their communication skills to express preferences, comment on or request something;  
• practice mobility skills such as managing steps, stairs, escalators, lifts and revolving and automatic doors, operate different types of 

door mechanisms; 
• recognise familiar and often seen words, symbols, signs and logos; 
• develop a wider expressive and receptive language relating to the shopping experience; 
• create and follow lists; 
• understand the rules of shopping such as being polite, wait your turn, stand in a queue etc; 
• understand laws regarding shopping, for example, that you cannot take an item from a shop without paying for it, you cannot eat food 

from a shop until you have paid for it; 
• take responsibility for themselves and their possessions;  
• locate parents’ car or school minibus in the car park; 
• locate their bus stop; 
• enjoy a shared, purposeful, social activity. 

 
The goal is always to achieve as complete a level of independence that the individual is able to achieve in shopping, in each individual 

shop. 
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Learning Intentions Teaching Activities 

Money  

Points to Note 

To understand that a 
£1 coin is a means of 
exchange. 

To recognise that 
one £1 coin will buy 
one snack item. 

The Equals Informal Curriculum does not recommend using PECS as an appropriate 
symbols system for pupils and students with complex learning difficulties (CLD) because 
the discrimination skills required to differentiate between one symbol and another is too 
great for the level of learning difficulty experienced. However, the very first stage of PECS, 
recognising that a symbol can be exchanged for a desired object/item, is exactly the same 
principle as money.   
The first stage of using money is therefore to recognise that one £1 coin can be 
exchanged for one desired item in a shop. 
It is not necessary that individual learners with complex needs are able to distinguish 
between a £1 coin and every other coin, merely that they know that a £1 coin is needed 
for shopping. 

Whilst this can be done in class (and will have to be done in class if there are no shops 
within walking distance of the school) it is strongly recommended that real shops in real 
time are used whenever possible, irrespective of the age of the learner(s). Certainly this is 
a practice which we can encourage in Early Years education. 

The key learning goal here is to enable the learner to understand that a £1 coin is required 
to buy one item of choice in a shop.  

Please note that the learner does not need to be able to name the coin in order to 
understand its use and use it effectively – insisting on learners naming things puts them 
under unnecessary pressure when what we want to know is their grasp of the purpose of the 
coin. 

Staff MUST ENSURE that there is a constant and adequate supply of £1 coins to 
furnish all the learners in the class with one £1 coin whenever they go shopping. STAFF 
MUST NOT GIVE LEARNERS LOOSE CHANGE, even if this amounts to exactly £1 
because that breaks the principle of handing over one coin for one item and even more 

Link to Equals 
Informal Curriculum 
My Communication 
SoW with symbol 
communication – 
exchanging a symbol 
for an object. 

PLEASE NOTE that 
whichever country the 
learner is doing the 
shopping in, the coin 
(or note) must be 
sufficient to purchase a 
snack of one bag of 
crisps, one bar of 
chocolate of one drink. 
At the time of writing 
(January 2021) a £1 
coin is sufficient in the 
UK, though this will 
obviously, not always 
be the case. 
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importantly involves the learner in having to decide which coin or coins to hand over. If 
there is only one coin in the purse, there is no dilemma about which coin should be chosen. 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To recognise that 
two £1 coins will buy 
two snack items. 

The second stage of using money is to recognise that two £1 coin can be exchanged for 
two desired items in a shop. 

Exactly the same principles apply except that staff will have talked to the learner before the 
shopping trip starts to explain that the learner can buy x AND y. You might want to 
example this with snack wrappers and empty drinks containers which equate to the items 
that can be purchased in the shop. 

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To recognise that 
one note will buy 
three or more items. 

The third stage of using money is to recognise that a note can be exchanged for a 
number of items in a shop. 
Exactly the same principles apply, but such shopping will relate to shopping for cooking 
and will likely consist of a number of items. The note is likely (at this time) to be a £5 note, 
but it may in the future be a £10 or possibly even a £20 note. Again, it is not necessary that 
learners with CLD are able to recognise the difference between (and/or name) the notes. 

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To understand that 
use of a debit card is 
a means of exchange 

As noted in the Basic Principles section above, because those with CLD are extraordinarily 
unlikely to (will not) achieve independence to the degree that they will be able to live on 
their own, manage budgets, make independent financial decisions etc., the risks involved 
with debit card use do not apply in the same way as they might with those with severe or 
moderate learning difficulties. 
As such, FOR LEARNERS WITH CLD ONLY, it may be that the second and/or third 
stage becomes 
to recognise that a debit card can be used to purchase a number of items in a shop. 

See Equals Semi-
Formal Curriculum My 
Independence SoW for 
a detailed explanation 
of the risks of 
encouraging debit card 
use rather than purely 
cash. 
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Clearly, learners will need support to become adept at this particular skill, but the principles 
are the same as money, except for the fact that the learner will receive their own debit card 
which they have to put in their purse etc., rather than their own coin or note.  

PLEASE NOTE. There really is no point in the member of staff paying with their own 
or the school’s debit card. This will not improve independence! 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities 
Shopping  

Points to Note 

To recognise the 
sequence of events 
that have to be 
completed in order 
to go shopping for 
one item. 

The sequence needs to be established as early as possible. For those with CLD, the 
sequence stays (more or less) the same throughout every single shopping trip so the sooner 
establishment starts in the learner’s life, the more likely it is to learned. 
It is recognised that staff will probably need to support learners with both verbal and 
physical prompts for all of the actions noted below. IT IS REALLY IMPORTANT that 
staff make every effort to reduce the amount of prompting over time. IT IS REALLY 
IMPORTANT that the level of prompting required for each individual learner is noted 
over time.  

1. Start with a communicative indication that the learner (L) is going shopping. This may 
be on their own (that is, with staff support but no other learners) or with a group. Be sure 
that each individual learner going shopping understands the communication, 
especially if someone has announced a general command such as ‘OK Green Class, we’re 
going shopping now’. The communication will be verbal but should be supported by signed 
reference to the day’s timetabled schedule. We strongly recommend that staff also use an 
Object of Reference (OoR) to support the verbal communication and that this OoR is a 
lightweight plastic carrier bag (not a reusable bag as these are too bulky).  

2. L collects their outdoor clothing. It is best to always have outdoor clothing, though this 
will vary from a very light jacket in summer to the full coat, hat, scarf etc of winter. Having 
to put on (at least one item of) additional clothing the whole year round irrespective of the 
weather, helps to establish the routine.  

3. L should then  

 
 

 
The use of MAPP as 
the main assessment 
tool will highlight the 
level of prompting 
being used. 

 
 

Objects of Reference 
(OoR) are discussed in 
the AAC section in 
Equals Informal 
Curriculum My 
Communication SoW. 
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a. collect their backpack from its allocated hook 
b. locate their purse and shopping bag inside 
c. take out the purse 
d. open the purse 
e. put the single coin (or note, or debit card) that is given to them in the purse 
f. close the purse 
g. put the purse back in the backpack 
h. put the backpack on.  

L is now ready to leave the school to go shopping. 

4. Once L reaches the shop there is a whole other sequence to learn in order to complete the 
shopping. L should 

a. take a basket from the stack and locate the item to be purchased and make the 
choice to buy it. This item may vary, but the principle of just buying one item must 
be firmly established 

b. put the chosen item in the basket. It is really important to use a basket even if there 
is only one item being bought, because this establishes the principle early on 

c. take the basket to the till/cashier 
d. place the item on the till/conveyor belt and stack the basket 
e. take off the backpack, locate the purse and the carrier bag, placing both on the 

till/other end of the conveyor belt 
f. open the purse, take out the coin and hold it ready to pass it to the cashier 
g. hand over the coin when spoken to by the cashier 
h. receive the change and the receipt put both back in the purse 
i. close the purse and put it back in the backpack 
j. put the backpack on 
k. take the item and put it into the carrier bag 
l. leave the shop holding the carrier bag 
m. go back to school and classroom 
n. take the backpack off 
o. take the purse out of the backpack, open the purse and hand the money and the 

receipt back to the member of staff 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

This obviously 
assumes that the shop 
operates a basket 
system. It is recognised 
that some small shops 
might not. 

 

 

Handing over the coin 
at the appropriate time 
is tricky part of the 
exercise because it is a 
verbal and social signal 
which the learner may 
not understand. The 
cashier is for example, 
likely to saying 
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p. close the purse and put the purse back in the backpack 
q. take the item out of the carrier bag and put the carrier bag back in the backpack 
r. zip up the backpack and hang it on the appropriate hook 
s. take off outer wear and hang them on the appropriate hook. 

L is now ready to consume the item. 

Again. when working with learners with CLD, it is recognised that they may well need a 
considerable amount of support to work through all of the sequence above independently. 
IT IS REALLY IMPORTANT THAT STAFF WORK ON REDUCING THESE 
LEVELS OF SUPPORT OVER TIME.  

 

something like ‘That 
will be 69p please’ or 
maybe just ‘69p’.  
Some prompting may 
be required, but staff 
should try to pause 
before doing so, so that 
the learner has a 
chance to equate that 
being spoken to by the 
cashier is itself a 
prompt to hand over 
the money.  

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To remember the 
sequence of events 
that have to be 
completed in order 
to go shopping for 
one item. 

The sequence will only be remembered by practice, practice and more practice. IT IS 
REALLY IMPORTANT to be consistent with purchasing one item in the same shop. 
Although teaching generalisation of shopping is important, specific learning, restricted to 
one item to be purchased with one £1 coin in one shop MUST BE ESTABLISHED first. 
There is no reason to believe that learners with CLD cannot remember the sequence, 
provided we give them enough opportunities to learn it. 
For some learners, this could take several years of visiting one shop. Be prepared to be 
patient! 

 

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To generalise the 
shopping for one 
item sequence of 
events to different 
shops.  

This is a judgment call, because it is not necessary to achieve all of the sequences noted 
above before moving on to different shops. The learner should however, be adept at most of 
them. 
In any event, the sequence will be the same, so learning about this new shop should be 
easier. 

Again, the use of 
MAPP as an 
assessment tool will 
help to make the 
judgement about how 
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far the learner is able 
to get over time.  

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To shop using a 
shopping list 

When using a shop outside the school, it might be best to introduce a shopping list to the 
learner as soon as possible. This should initially be a simple symbol or photograph or single 
written word list of the items to be bought and can be discussed in class using empty drinks 
cans/cartons, crisp packets, chocolate bars etc. 

Key shopping list principles will need to be established now: 
a. the shopping list should be carried in the same place as the money; 
b. the items to eat/drink must be carried back to school to be consumed later; 
c. each learner must carry their own shopping back to school; 
d. the shopping brought back must be checked against the shopping list; 
e. the shopping list must be thrown away at the same time as the change and the 

receipt is handed back to the member of staff: 
f. the shopping bag is put back in the backpack and hung on the appropriate hanger. 

You will need to 
consider that 
purchasing a simple 
one and two item 
shopping list (such as a 
can of coke and/or a 
packet of crisps) in the 
same shop may well 
require the learner to 
have several tens and 
probably several 
hundreds of 
opportunities to 
practice, before the 
learning is secure. 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities 

Shopping for Cooking 

Points to Note 

To prepare for a 
shopping for cooking 
trip 
 
 

It is REALLY important that learners begin from the principle that shopping is 
ALWAYS an individual operation with each individual playing an active a part as 
possible in their own shopping. There is no point (and probably, no learning taking place) 
in going to the shop to watch somebody else do the shopping.  Shopping as a class group 
will not promote learning, so learners should be working individually or in pairs with an 
adult. That is, they may go to the shop as a group, but the actual shopping must be an 
individual exercise. 

Shopping for Cooking Careful thought must be given to division of labour when shopping 
for cooking and it may be that actual shopping for cooking trips only take place once every 

See the My Cooking 
section below for a 
progressive discussion 
on menus 
It will also be the case 
that cooking one 
particular recipe may 
well be repeated many 
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two weeks or so. That is, if six learners are all buying the ingredients needed for making 
say, a cheese sandwich, one shopping trip might well provide enough ingredients for 
several cooking sessions. This is OK because there are limited variation and generalising 
opportunities for shopping, but infinite generalising opportunities for cooking. 
The sequence when shopping for cooking is exactly the same as when buying snack items, 
except that you will now have to add 

o L puts items in the relevant cupboards 
o L makes sure that items that need to be stored cold are put away in the fridge or 

freezer. 

times over a term or 
half-term. 
It should be noted that 
the shopping  sequence 
will need to be 
practiced using the 
same shop, many tens 
and probably many 
hundreds of times 
before we can expect 
to move onto 
generalising the 
experience. In any 
event, the sequence 
should be more or less 
consistent for all 
supermarket/local store 
shopping trips.  

Learning Intention Teaching Activities 

Other shopping 

Points to Note 

To shop at the local 
street or covered 
market  

 
 

 
 

 

Some schools may have local street markets or small shopping arcades that are regularly 
used by the local community. Shopping in these will have to be practiced repeatedly over a 
long period of time if the learning is to become secure. 

Particular additional/complementary skills needed on top of those required for supermarket 
or local food store shopping will be: 

a. Learning the layout of the whole market and recognising that stalls may not be in 
the same place every week. 

b. Having a shopping bag to hand (rather than in their backpack) for the whole 
shopping trip. 
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c. Learning not to touch perishable goods, but rather point at the foodstuffs required.  
d. Working on an appropriate communication system if the learner’s verbal skills are 

fragile. This will probably be a symbol or photograph on a shopping list. Learners 
could also use a BIGmack (or LITTLEmack or Step-by-Step) especially if 
individual learners are purchasing the same item or items every week. 

 

 
 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To use a café or 
restaurant  

Learning to use a local café or restaurant such as McDonald’s is a vital experience if the 
learner is to be part of the local community and especially useful for the practising of social 
skills.  

Particular additional/complementary skills needed above those required for supermarket or 
local food store shopping will be: 

a. Deciding what to purchase. It is advisable that learners are encouraged to select 
their choices and stay with them for many trips to the same café/restaurant so that 
they have the maximum chance to practise the key skills without becoming overly 
stressed by making and communicating different choices every visit.  

b. Cafes/restaurants such as McDonald’s for example, are a good opportunity to 
practise using £5 notes. 

c. Learning to put the discarded cartons, cups etc in the bin or 
d. Learning to stack the tray in the large trolley provided in supermarket cafes. 

 

 
 

 
It is recognised that 
these skills will take a 
considerable while to 
establish and will 
probably have to be 
both verbally and 
physically prompted 
for some considerable 
time.  
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Section Four: My Cooking 
Basic Principles 

 
Like all of the other schemes of work in the Equals Informal Curriculum, My Cooking/Food Technology (hereinafter referred to as My Cooking) 
is something that the individual learner has got to want to do. If any individual learner doesn’t want to do it, there should be no compunction. 
However, rather like Travel Training, staff may be able to convince learners to be active since there’s food at the end of it!   
Unlike many of the other schemes of work in the My Independence series, My Cooking doesn’t necessarily start at the beginning. That is, with 
dressing and undressing for example, we can see that the beginning is likely to be putting on pants and vest and carrying on to the end, since 
there is only so much to learn. With My Cooking however, there is not an obvious single starting point and there is certainly no end point. 
Learners will therefore probably start at several ‘starting points’ at once and may well go off in very different directions because what they cook 
may well depend on what they like to eat, as well of course, on the individual learners’ possible physical and cognitive barriers, their individual 
skill level (for instance what they are able to cook independently and then able to cook with support and guidance) and home circumstances.  
It is nonetheless, very important that learners are taught and experience as wide a range of different skills/cooking activities as possible whatever 
their cognitive level or physical disability. It is however likely that most learners will achieve and become competent in the basics at least and 
we need to remember that we are aiming for the highest levels of independence that the learner can achieve by the time they leave school 
or college.  
My Cooking is going to be a mixture of skill based learning and process based learning, though the process based learning (that is, learning 
by ‘doing’ without any fixed or rigid target) will be more in evidence once the learner has established a sound base of core skills. Further, such 
skills, for example, spreading, cutting, chopping, pouring, wiping down, washing up, drying, putting away etc., will probably largely be learned 
by rote, that is, going through a set sequence of activities that never varies and never changes and repeating such a sequence many hundreds of 
times. Whilst it is recognised that the art of cooking is in the variation, the art can only be achieved if the core skills are established, though it is 
of course, perfectly possible to cook many and varied meals by mastering the core skills.  
Physical disabilities and CLD. Physical disabilities and/or communication difficulties DO NOT RULE OUT learners from cooking as 
independently as they can, but adaptations and differentiation will probably be needed.  
Starting age. Experience of cooking should really begin as young as possible. Most nursery classes will involve their learners in cooking to 
some degree, so basic awareness of safety and elementary skills can be taught even at this young age, though some in the class might be gaining 
the experience of these activities in an exploratory sense. We would however, strongly recommend that the skills outlined here are practiced at 
the latest from the beginning of KS 2 (8 years of age) if the learner’s full potential is to be reached.  



EQUALS Informal Curriculum        ã EQUALS 2021 
 

 144 

Allocating a dedicated ‘kitchen’ area. In much the same way as schools often set aside a science room, schools should think seriously about 
designing and allocating a set kitchen, or indeed more than one in a large school. The layout of such a kitchen(s) needs to be given as much 
consideration as the layout of a kitchen in your own home, and perhaps more, since there are numerous specialist design considerations such as 
the accessibility of cupboards for wheelchair users, the use of non-slip surfaces and multiple work stations. Designers of such kitchens should 
look at a range of kettles, toasters, graters, liquidizers, blenders etc. used by the learners as this will broaden their skill base, aid problem solving 
and aid the use of kitchen equipment used in their own homes. Specialist individual advice on SLD Kitchen Design can be obtained from Equals 
at www.equals.co.uk 
Labeling cupboards. Equals is generally, not in favour of labeling cupboards for learners with SLD and MLD who are working on the Semi-
Formal Curriculum. This is because cupboards are not labeled at home – people have to remember where things are and will be able to do so if 
given lots of initial assistance and support and then lots of opportunities to practice looking. If something is not where it should be, people look 
for it in places it shouldn’t be. It is called thinking and problem solving. However, it is accepted that those with complex learning difficulties 
(CLD) will learn to get their own (kitchen) equipment more readily and more quickly if we give them some cues (the labels) which can 
then be removed at a later stage when the learner has learned where everything is. Teachers will need to make a decision which may 
depend on the mix of the class. That is, if the class group is fairly homogenous on ability and cognitive levels, for example, it is a group of 
learners with complex (rather than severe) learning difficulties, labeling might be a good option. If the class is quite mixed, some learners will be 
able to live without labels more quickly than others and it might therefore be better not to have them in the first place, but to give more help and 
support to those who need more help and support.  
If schools have a dedicated kitchen for the use of learners of all ages and all abilities, Equals STRONGLY RECOMMENDS that 
cupboards are NOT labeled.  
Collecting the equipment needed. The general principle of using a symbolled or photographed and/or written list for the individual learner 
needs to be established from the very start, even though this may well take time out of practicing the actual skill to be learned. That is, teachers 
need to build in time for individual learners to collect the necessary equipment as this is an essential part of independence and emphasises the 
holistic nature of the learning.  
By the same token, learners must be given time to wash up and clear away after the food has been cooked, AND THERE SHOULD BE AN 
EXPECTATION THAT THEY WILL DO SO, even if only very basic skills such as spreading and soft fruit cutting are being taught, as these 
skills are equally important to all learners’ long term independence.  

Hygiene. It is imperative that we start off with the basic rules that are always obeyed before any cooking session can start. Unlike the Semi-
Formal Curriculum, it is not absolutely necessary for learners working within the Informal Curriculum to be taught about germs and the 
intricacies of hygiene. Learners must however know that they have to   

1. Always wash and dry hands. 
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2. Always wear an apron.  
3. Always tie up long hair. 
4. Never touch another learner’s food. 
5. Try not to put your hands in your mouth or up your nose (or in even worse places) because if you do, you’ll have to wash your hands 

again. 
6. Never lick the cutlery, wooden spoons and especially knives.  
7. Always wash dishes and wipe down surfaces after cooking. Staff should not expect a perfect wash or wipe and will probably need to 

wash and wipe again themselves, but the standards of hygiene expected can gradually be increased over time so that by KS4 (aged 14) 
and certainly by KS5 (aged 16), learners would be expected to be reasonably adept and independent. 

Parents and carers roles. Parents and carers will need to be involved in discussions about the curriculum and we strongly recommend that they 
are given copies of this scheme of work. Indeed, this SoW recognises that a considerable amount of supportive teaching can take place at home, 
and therefore strongly advises that parents and carers are also encouraged to follow the SoW.  

Safety and Risk. Whilst Food Technology carries with it a great many hazards and risks this should not, and must not, stop us from aiming 
at maximising all learners’ ability to cook as independently as they can. Everyone involved, including parents and carers, must acknowledge 
that there are always risks involved when working in a kitchen, but that these risks can be minimised if they are recognised in advance - with 
relevant risk assessments in place and due care always taken.  

A general principle needs to be agreed by the school that learners with CLD will have one to one support when working in high-risk situations. 
Special diets, allergies and intolerances must be known to all staff and strictly adhered to. Any learner engaged in cooking activities who is nil-
by-mouth must also be closely supervised at all times., though you may take the stance that it is too unfair for learners to cook who cannot even 
have a tiny taste of any of the food they are preparing. In which case, why not do a fun something else instead! 

Cultural considerations. Any foods which are not permitted by certain cultures must also be taken into account and it may be helpful to discuss 
with a learner’s parents/carers where this is the case. Opportunities for learners to cook and experience food from the cultures of other learners 
should obviously be provided, as long as these are culturally permitted. 
Cost. Cooking is going to require a considerable budget if it is to be done properly and if every learner is to achieve their maximum potential. 
This is not just in resources and equipment, though these will be considerable, but also in staffing, especially when working at higher level 
and/or higher risk skills where increased staffing levels may well be required.  Budgets and staffing will therefore need to be agreed with 
leadership teams.  
Healthy Eating. When cooking any recipe, however basic, healthy eating concerns must be borne in mind – particularly the sugar and fat that 
will be consumed. If cooking in the morning with learners working on making snacks (say, beans on toast) which will be consumed mid-
morning, then a useful guideline would be that the calories consumed should be no more than 300-400 (and hopefully much less).  
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Teaching sequential skills. Cooking, whether it be with those with SLD or CLD, will probably be the only area of learning in the either 
Curriculum where staff need to be mindful of teaching sequential skills, that is, that a comes before b and both come before c. It is not however 
necessary that everyone starts from the beginning, since some learners may already have these early skills, and it is certainly not necessary that 
everyone proceeds at the same pace.  

Task	analysis.	Many	of	the	Teaching	Activities,	especially	with	CLD	classes	or	groups	where	core	skills	are	being	established,	are	laid	
out	using	task	analysis	to	break	down	each	Learning	Intention	into	a	number	of	sequential	operations.	So	the	apparently	simple	
Learning	Intention	of	‘Use	a	spreading	knife	to	spread	and	cut	toast,	with	support	as	and	where	necessary’	has	22	separate,	but	of	course	
entirely	interconnected,	‘tasks’.	The	Learning	Intentions	are	deliberately	laid	out	in	this	way	to:		

(i) emphasise	the	complexity	of	a	task	which	we	might	consider	to	be	fairly	simple		

(ii) ensure	consistency	of	approach	between	all	staff	members		
(iii) improve	sequential	memory	and	rote	learning		

(iv) impress	upon	staff	members	(whether	teachers	or	teaching	assistants)	that	all	learners	must	do	as	much	of	the	whole	task	
themselves	as	they	possibly	can.		

There	are	also	two	further	considerations,	that	is	firstly,	we	must	teach	(or	at	least	provide	the	experience)	of	the	whole	task	and	
not	just	parts	of	it,	so	that	learners	get	a	holistic	understanding	of	the	task	and	secondly	it	is	really	important	that	we	‘never	
knowingly	do	something	for	a	child	if	he/she	has	a	chance	of	doing	it	for	him/herself’	(Pear	Tree	School,	Lancashire).	

All	Learning	Intentions	are	designed	to	be	worked	on	and	achieved	individually	and	are	not	generally	open	to	a	group	target	or	
learning	intention	setting.		

	

WARNING.	Teachers	and	TAs	(and	parents/carers	for	that	matter)	may	well	feel	that	it	is	not	necessary	to	read	and	follow	this	
scheme	of	work	merely	to	teach	using	a	spreading	knife	or	making	a	slice	of	toast	or	a	glass	of	squash	etc.,	because	these	are	
such	simple	tasks.	The	BEST	TEACHERS	however,	will	recognise	that	four	things	are	key	to	successful	teaching	AND	learning.			

1.	Getting	the	details	and	sequencing	of	those	details	right.	
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2.	Allowing	as	many	repetitions	as	are	necessary	for	the	individual	–	and	this	could	be	an	awful	lot	taking	many	years	of	
repetitions.	

3.	Encouraging	learners	to	do	it	for	themselves.	

4.	Believing	that	they	can	(eventually)	do	it	for	themselves.	

	

WHEN	BEGINNING	ANY	ACTIVITY,	THE	FIRST	THOUGHTS	OF	STAFF	SHOULD	BE	

HOW	LITTLE	CAN	I	DO	AND	HOW	MUCH	CAN	THIS	LEARNER	DO	FOR	HIMSELF?	
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Learning Intentions Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To use a spreading 
knife to spread and 
cut toast, with 
support as and 
where appropriate 
and/or necessary.  

To open containers 
and replace lids. 

To take 
responsibility for 
getting the necessary 
equipment from 
their usual places 
and putting them 
back again when 
finished. 

To wash, dry and 
put away utensils. 

To wash and dry 
hands before 
cooking. 
 

 

The following is the first of a series of task analysis exercises that lay out the process of 
‘making’ a slice of toast. When working with learners with complex difficulties, it is likely 
that, initially at least, much of the actual making will be done by the staff member (SM). 
Over the course of many, many opportunities to repeat the lesson, the learner will 
gradually be able to extend his/her learning by taking more responsibility for all parts of 
the task. It is vital that staff members always allow learners the opportunity to learn, 
and do not assume that the learner cannot do it for him/herself or that it is too dangerous 
for the learner to do it for him/herself. Making mistakes in a positive environment is an 
excellent way of practicing and learning new skills and such mistakes should always 
be used as a way to further learning. 

As it is likely that the class will all have toast at the same time, each learner will need 
their own apron, a spreading knife, a plate and a chopping board. It is good to have a 
couple of packs of butter and different spreads, so that there’s not too much waiting 
required, but a little bit of waiting is OK and also gives the opportunity of practicing very 
simple problem solving, as in I want the butter, but somebody else has it, What do I do?  
Use a cloth apron rather than a disposable (they’re much easier to put on) and add 
Velcro to the apron strings so that the learner doesn’t have to tie it up with a bow. 
The task of spreading a slice of toast involves: 

1. Learner (L) washes and dries hands effectively. 
2. L collects apron from its regular spot and puts on.  
3. L collects a plate, spreading knife and chopping board from the places they are kept in 

the classroom or kitchen. 
4. L takes them to a desk or even better, a place where they can stand to spread. No-one 

cooks sitting down unless they have to, so it is good to get into the habit of cooking 
standing up as early in the process as possible.  

5. At this stage the important lesson here is to learn how to spread toast, not how to make 
the toast, since that will come later, when making toast and spreading becomes a 
combined activity. 

6. Staff member (SM) supports learner to take 1 piece of toast from several on a plate. 

The point of this 
section is for learners 
to concentrate on the 
spreading. In order to 
do this, the toast 
needs to be prepared 
beforehand – learners 
should not be waiting 
for the bread to be 
toasted. 

It may well be 
however, that there are 
learners in the class 
who are at the stage of 
making toast, in which 
case they, rather than 
the staff members 
(SMs) can make the 
toast for others to 
spread. 

The sequence of 
spreading should 
progress from easier to 
harder, so it will 
probably be necessary 
to initially use harder 
foodstuffs such as toast 
to spread on and the 
flat surface afforded by 
a chopping board, 
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7. L takes lid off butter container and spreads the toast, holding the toast with the non-
spreading hand. Initially it will be much easier for the L to spread with the piece of 
toast on a chopping board not a plate – chopping boards are flat whereas plates have 
raised edges which in the early stages of learning to spread can make it much more 
difficult to do so effectively. 

8. SM advises on quantity of butter used. Taking approximately the correct amount of 
spread should be tried several times in order to reinforce the amount needed and 
provide extra practice for the learner. 

9. L may also need initial assistance in spreading evenly over the whole toast. 
10. L opens jam/marmite/peanut butter jar and uses a teaspoon to take out the jam, 

replacing the lid when finished.  
11. L takes the spread off the spoon with the spreading knife and onto the toast, and 

spreads the jam, holding the toast with the non-spreading hand. 
12. L may need assistance in spreading evenly over the whole slice of toast. 
13. L holds the toast with his/her non cutting hand and cuts toast in half and possibly again 

into quarters, however uneven the size of the pieces are. 
14. L places the final piece of spread toast onto a plate, takes the plate to a table, takes 

apron off, hangs it in its regular spot and sits at the table to eat.  
15. Once L has finished eating, L takes the plate, knife, spoon and chopping board to the 

sink and washes and dries them. Some surreptitious additional washing and drying may 
need to take place until the skills are learned fully. L puts plate, knife, spoon and 
chopping board away.  

16. SM puts the loaf of bread, butter, jams away, with help from at least one learner.  
17. At least one learner wipes down all surfaces used with a damp cloth, rinses the cloth 

out under warm water, squeezes the cloth of excess water and puts the cloth in a safe 
place to dry.  

It may be that mastering spreading skills will take the learner with CLD a significant 
amount of time, and staff need to be confident that the learner has reached the limit of their 
abilities with this particular skill/activity before moving them on to the next stage – 
although it may be appropriate to also work on other suggested basic skills at the same time 
such as making a cold drink. 

rather than a plate 
which has curves that 
complicate the process 
of spreading. 
 

 

 

We are not meaning to 
be prescriptive. What 
is put (or not put) on 
the toast is the choice 
of the individual 
learner who is eating it. 

Cutting the toast into 
quarters is not 
necessary, but gives 
extra practice!! 
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Different learners with different skills and abilities will take different amounts of time to 
master the same skills.  
Once the learner is confident at spreading, even if not perfectly, then s/he should move on 
to spreading bread, initially in the same way as when spreading toast but then moving on to 
making a basic sandwich (see below). 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To use a spreading 
knife to slice and 
chop soft fruit into a 
fruit salad. 
 

1. Learner (L) washes hands and dries them. 
2. L collects apron from its regular spot and puts on.  
3. With support or independently each learner gathers the equipment needed, that is, a 

spreading knife and a chopping board. Again, at this stage it is acceptable for all the 
learners to be working around a table rather than at a worktop, since if cooking in a 
classroom it is likely that worktops will not be available. However, Ls should stand if 
there are opportunities and space to do so, as people do generally, stand to cook and 
this is a good habit to get into. 

4. Staff members (SMs) will have already prepared the soft fruit to be chopped, for 
example, a selection from ripe pears already cored, bananas (not peeled), melon that 
has been pre-scooped from the skin, de-stoned peaches, nectarines and plums, peeled 
kiwis, peeled and decored pineapple. There are other soft fruits such as strawberries, 
blueberries etc, but these of course, do not need cutting! 

5. L peels the banana. 
6. L holds the fruit selected with his/her non-cutting hand and slices or chops into 

appropriate sized pieces. Staff may have thoughts about what constitutes ‘appropriate’, 
though this may well be refined over time so that L is encouraged to chop into smaller 
pieces. Initially, the size of the pieces doesn’t matter as it is the ability to chop that is 
being developed – cutting to the right size should be encouraged but only focussed on 
once the ability to cut the fruit is broadly established. 

7. L places all the chopped pieces into the large bowl (which others might also be filling 
up) before the next fruit is selected. 

8. Once all the fruit is in the bowl, one of the learners should mix the fruit together. 
9. L takes knife and chopping board to the sink to wash and dry and put away.  

 

 
 

 
 

Although the fact that 
pears have cores and 
some fruits have stones 
is useful knowledge, 
the main purpose here 
is to chop and slice so 
you must decide how 
much of a distraction 
cores and stones might 
be. 

As this is likely to be 
a group activity, 
sufficient fruit needs 
to be purchased to 
allow chopping 
practice for everyone. 
This might therefore 
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10. Each individual learner gets a dessert bowl and dessert spoon from the appropriate 
cupboards, with assistance if necessary.  

11. L uses the serving spoon to spoon a portion into their bowl. 
12. Once L has finished eating, s/he washes, dries and puts away their bowl and spoon. 

same. L puts plate, knife, spoon and chopping board away.  
13. One or two learners then wipe down all surfaces used with a damp cloth, rinses the 

cloth out under warm water, squeezes the cloth of excess water and puts the cloth in a 
safe place to dry. This can be an activity that is shared over time.  

be a weekly activity, 
with the resulting 
fruit salad kept in the 
fridge and eaten daily 
if wanted.  

Learning Intentions Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To use a spreading 
knife to make a 
sandwich, with 
support as and 
where necessary. 
To follow and use a 
recipe if appropriate 
to the individual 
learner. 
 

Once you’re sure that the learner is able to spread soft butter onto a slice of toast reasonably 
successfully, the learner can move onto spreading on to bread. It is appreciated that 
spreading on bread can be more problematic than spreading on toast and requires a 
significantly greater degree of concentration, coordination and fine motor skills. 

Only soft spread/butter should be used not hard butter. 
By the time the learner has progressed to sandwich making, it is also reasonable to expect 
that many learners should be able to be responsible for assembling all the equipment and 
ingredients together, with staff members ensuring that they are constantly decreasing the 
amount of physical and verbal prompts. It is, of course, also reasonable to expect that other 
learners who may be able to develop this and further skills will still need appropriate 
prompting and support. 
If your learner(s) can distinguish between symbols, you can introduce the concept of a 
recipe. The ‘recipe’ is more of an equipment and ingredient list than a recipe as we might 
know it, but is a good preparation for using a proper recipe later on, if the individual learner 
has the potential. 
1. Learner (L) washes hands and dries them. 
2. L collects apron from its regular spot and puts on.  
3. L gets the jam/marmite/smooth peanut butter sandwich ‘recipe’ from its regular spot 

and places on the work surface. 

As tasks get more 
complicated (opening 
and closing jam jars 
and packets of bread 
for example) learners 
will be faced with an 
increasing number of 
challenges. IT IS 
VITAL that we don’t 
automatically register 
that they have a 
difficulty and should 
insist that the learner 
AT LEAST asks for 
help, using the spoken 
word and/or the ‘Help 
me’ sign.  
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4. L gathers the spreading knife, chopping board and plate from their regular 
drawers/cupboards. 

5. L gathers loaf of sliced bread, soft butter and the learner’s choice of filling from the 
fridge/cupboard. L opens the packet of bread (with support if necessary). 

6. L takes one slice of bread from the packet.  
7. L opens the packet/tub of soft butter/spread, if not already opened. 
8. L spreads the soft butter over the bread, using his/her non-spreading hand to hold the 

bread. 
9. L puts the lid back on the butter and opens the jam jar or other spread of choice. 
10. L uses the teaspoon to extract an amount of jam and scoops the jam onto the bread with 

the knife.  
11. L closes the jam jar. 
12. L cuts the slice of bread in half holding the bread with his/her non-cutting hand. L may 

need support to cut more or less at the half-way mark.  
13. L folds the two pieces together to make the sandwich. 
14. L cuts this in half again (optional). The evenness of the size of these pieces are not 

important; the cutting is merely to get extra cutting practice. 
15. L places the sandwich onto a plate, takes the plate to a table, takes apron off, hangs it in 

its regular spot and sits at the table to eat. 
16. Once L has finished eating, s/he reseals the bread bag (with help if necessary) and puts 

the bread, butter and sandwich filling away.  
17. L takes the plate, knife, spoon and chopping board to the sink and washes and dries 

same. Some surreptitious additional washing and drying may need to take place until 
the skills are learned fully. 

18. L puts plate, knife, spoon and chopping board away. 
19. L wipes down all surfaces used with a damp cloth, rinses the cloth out under warm 

water, squeezes the cloth of excess water and puts the cloth in a safe place to dry. 

 

When shopping for 
cooking it is 
ALWAYS best to get 
small loaves, so that 
more than one learner 
can practice opening 
and closing them. 
These are REALLY 
tricky to do, and it may 
not be possible for 
some learners. This is 
OK, as we are 
recognising that 
independence is a 
relative concept. Just 
as long as staff give 
repeated opportunities 
to try.  

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To make a squash 
drink 

Filling a jug from the tap prepares the learner for filling a kettle from the tap.  
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Pouring from the jug into the beaker prepares the learner for pouring from a kettle into a 
mug. 
Again, this activity should be done in real context and in real time (that is, as and when the 
learner is having a drink) as a one to one piece of teaching and learning.   
In order to be able to make a drink of squash, learners will need to be able to: 

1. Undo the cap 
2. Hold the bottle (different sized bottles should be used to extend the learners ability) and 

pour the correct amount of squash into a beaker or glass. The beaker needs to be clear 
and for some learners preferably at eye level (at least in the early stages) so that the 
learner can very clearly see how far up the beaker the liquid has come. For some 
learners it may initially be helpful to make a mark where the undiluted squash needs to 
come up to.  

3. Fill a litre jug from the cold tap.  
4. Water should then be added from the jug with the appropriate amount of support and 

guidance from the SM – it may be useful to have the beaker standing in a tray so that 
any over spill is easily dealt with, and again several attempts may be necessary for the 
learner to have enough practice at any one time. 

As skills develop the learner should then be encouraged to fill the beaker from the tap – this 
then develops the ability to only turn the tap on a certain amount and then to turn a tap off 
at the right moment. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
The learner will also 
need to be taught 
which is the cold tap. 

 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To prepare a bowl of 
breakfast cereal 

Once the learner has demonstrated a reasonable level of skill when pouring s/he should then 
progress to preparing a bowl of breakfast cereal, being careful not to overload with (i) 
cereal and (ii) milk.   
This is best avoided by using standard measures of both cereal and milk, as for 
example a cup full of each, right from the start.  

Exploratory play 
activities are excellent  
opportunities for 
learners to estimate 
quantities of solids and 
liquids needed to fill 
and overfill different 
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Time should also be spent on deciding what size of bowl and spoon is suitable for eating 
cereal with and learners should also experience handling different sized cereal packets, as 
the larger ones can prove particularly problematic.  

To allow proper practice it may be advisable to place the bowl on a large tray, enabling a 
quick tidy up of overflowed milk. Discussion with the learner can point out the milk/cereal 
spillage and overflow so that the learner can try again. Learners will not learn if mistakes 
are physically prevented from happening. 

sized and shaped 
containers. 

Learning Intention Teaching Activities Points to Note 

To make Angel 
Delight 

This brings in the additional skills of  

1. opening the packets by pulling it apart (as you would a packet of crisps) or tearing the 
packet open 

2. or using scissors to open the packet, though the learner must be capable of using 
scissors properly otherwise this can be a frustrating exercise 

3. using a hand whisk 
4. holding the bowl on a non-slip mat while whisking 
5. allowing the mix to chill before eating (that is, waiting and deferring gratification!!) 
6. spooning the mix out of the mixing bowl. 

The learner will also need to spend time measuring out the amount of milk needed into a 
cup. Two cups per pack is the normal measure. 

Once again, for learners with CLD, this will be an individual activity. Even though a lot of 
the dessert may be produced it is very important that each learner makes their own and that 
the activity is not shared with another learner. Excess Delight can always be shared with 
other classes or taken home by the learner. 

Angel Delight and other milky puddings are excellent multi-repeatable activities.  

There are a number of 
concentration factors 
which may be 
problematic here, so 
motivation is the key. 
That is, you have to 
know that the 
individual learner 
really likes Angel 
Delight before you 
embark on the lesson. 

 
 
NOTE. IF INDIVIDUAL LEARNERS HAVE PROGRESSED THIS FAR REASONABLY SUCCESSFULLY AND DEMONSTRATE 
AN INTEREST IN DOING THESE THINGS FOR THEMSELVES, PROGRESSION WILL INVOLVE MOVING ON TO THE USE 
OF ELECTRICAL EQUIPMENT. In order to do this, individual learners will need to engage with Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum. Teachers 
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will need to discuss the risk factors with their senior leadership team, especially the amount of supervision required and the practical 
consequences of this, but there is no reason why this population should not use toasters, sandwich makers and kettles provided proper individual 
risk assessments have been completed. The use of electrical equipment for cooking is examined in the Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum My 
Independence Scheme of Work.  
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Basic	Principles	
	

There	are	very	many	reasons	for	adopting	My	Outdoor	School	as	a	regular	part	of	your	Informal	curriculum	and	as	a	weekly	
activity	in	every	group	timetable	–	promoting	independence,	self-esteem,	self-confidence,	resilience;	fostering	sensory	awareness;	
promoting	physical	well-being;	enabling	communication,	especially	peer-to-peer	communication;	promoting	team	building	and	co-
operative	learning;	promoting	thinking	and	problem	solving;	not	to	mention,	having	fun!	My	Outdoor	School,	rather	like	My	Creativity,	
is	also	an	excellent	vehicle	for	inclusive	teaching	and	cross-curricula	groupings,	in	that	(providing	you	have	the	staffing	to	
manage)	it	works	well	at	different	levels	of	ability.	That	is,	there	is	no	reason	why	Pre-Formal,	Informal,	Semi-Formal	and	Formal	
learners	should	not	enjoy	the	considerable	benefits	of	outdoor	schooling	together.	

Of	course,	some	schools	will	have	access	to	the	most	amazing	outdoor	resources	with	their	own	woods	just	a	stone’s	throw	from	the	
school,	but	others	will	not.	Equals	Formal	Outdoor	Schooling	is	however,	designed	to	work	in	any	outdoor	space,	including	a	
playing	field	or	a	garden	or	any	patch	of	green	(or	not	so	green	concrete!).	It	might	be	a	good	basic	principle	to	contact	
organisations	that	offer	outreach	services	to	advise	on	developing	school	grounds	to	create	more	diverse	habitats	(for	example,	the	
RSPB	who	offer	free	outreach).		‘Learning	through	Landscapes’	provide	outreach	advice	(potentially	free	with	an	up	to	£500	as	a	grant)	
on	improving	biodiversity	of	school	grounds	and	nature	education.	https://www.ltl.org.uk/naturegrants/	

Local	parks,	wasteland	areas,	community	gardens	etc.	may	be	amenable	to	being	used	by	small	groups.	
Local	nature	reserves,	urban	farms	etc.	may	offer	opportunities	for	urban	schools.	

Local	councils	may	be	able	to	advise	on	suitable	sites,	such	as	pocket	parks,	community	gardens,	as	might	the	National	Trust	or	the	John	
Muir	Trust.	It	might	be	worthwhile	talking	to	local	land	owners	who	may	be	able	to	provide	a	small	site	for	Outdoor	School	activities.	
If	at	all	possible,	have	a	teacher	or	senior	TA	as	the	lead	‘outdoor	school’	worker,	who	takes	responsibility	for	ensuring	the	supply	
and	worthiness	of	basic	equipment	and	first	aid.	Whoever	is	responsible	for	the	group	however,	also	takes	responsibility	for	the	
equipment	needed	and	clothing	warn	etc.	This	is	no	different	to	any	other	classroom	situation.		
Know	the	area	you	are	using	for	your	Outdoor	School.	Be	risk	aware.	Find	out	what’s	there	and	what’s	safe,	being	mindful	that	this	
will	change	with	the	seasons.		
ALWAYS	reconnoitre	the	site	fully	as	a	basic	element	of	your	risk	assessment	and	preferably	take	someone	who	has	experience	of	
teaching	in	an	Outdoor	School.	Equals	may	be	able	to	put	you	in	touch	with	schools	in	your	area	who	are	running	Outdoor	Schools	or	you	
could	put	a	request	out	on	the	SLD	Forum	or	Facebook.	A	basic	site	assessment	checklist	has	been	attached	(See	Addenda	1).	
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Learners	probably	need	to	be	grouped	according	to	their	skill	levels	so	that	a	limited	range	of	activities	are	taking	place	and	the	skills	
involved	can	more	easily	be	focussed	on.	Such	issues	should	be	incorporated	into	each	activity,	at	a	level	differentiated	to	cater	for	all	
learners	within	the	group.	Numerous	websites	have	been	noted	in	this	scheme	of	work	(SoW)	as	being	potentially	useful	in	providing	
resources	for	teaching	about	safety	outdoors.	
ALWAYS	BE	AWARE	OF	THE	DIFFICULTIES	OF	WEATHER	–	even	when	the	prospect	looks	mild.	The	wind	can	be	an	exceedingly	
chilling	factor,	so	the	basic	safeguard	of	dressing	to	go	out	in	warm	wet	weather	gear	is	a	good	one.	You	can	always	take	clothes	off,	but	
you	cannot	put	them	on	if	you	haven’t	brought	them	in	the	first	place.	This	may	be	a	problem	if	a	learner	insists	that	s/he	is	perfectly	
warm	in	their	vest	and	shorts,	and	in	these	circumstances	staff	will	need	to	consider	the	learning	opportunities	of	allowing	the	learner	to	
go	out	unsuitably	dressed	versus	the	potential	risks	involved.	In	any	event,	remember	that	deep	learning	sometimes	involves	learners	
making	mistakes.	Mistakes	are	fine,	even	good,	it’s	how	we	all	learn,	as	long	as	you’re	aware.			
Leaders	of	the	session	will	need	to	ensure	that	the	correct	weather	appropriate	clothing	is	worn,	but	given	this,	sessions	should	run	in	
all	weathers.	The	activities	need	to	be	considered	but	there	is	no	reason	why	learners	should	not	be	outside	regardless	of	the	weather.	
Weather	is	an	integral	part	of	the	Outdoor	School	and	it	is	a	great	way	for	children	to	learn	to	regulate	themselves	and	assess	their	own	
needs.	As	far	as	possible	the	sessions	will	continue	in	blustery	wind,	rain,	very	low	temperature	and	even	snow.	The	only	time	a	session	
may	need	to	be	cancelled	is	in	very	high	wind	(above	Beaufort	Scale	6	where	large	branches	of	trees	are	in	motion)	or	a	thunderstorm.	
Removable	shelters	should	be	assembled	to	protect	from	strong	sun,	heavy	rain	and	snow.		

Schools	will	need	to	be	certain	that	all	learners	have	suitable	clothing	available	to	them.	This	may	be	an	issue	for	parents	and/or	a	
possible	fund-raising	issue,	especially	if	learners	are	involved	in	the	fund-raising	themselves.		A	letter	to	parents	requesting	old	clothing,	
coats,	waterproof	trousers,	wellies,	hats	etc.	can	help	to	create	a	good	resource	of	appropriate	clothing.		

Collecting	the	equipment	needed.	The	general	principle	of	using	a	symbolled	or	photographed	and/or	written	list	for	each	individual	
learner	needs	to	be	established	from	the	very	start,	even	though	this	may	well	take	time	out	of	practicing	the	actual	skill	to	be	learned.	
That	is,	teachers	need	to	build	in	time	for	individual	learners	to	collect	the	necessary	equipment	as	this	is	an	essential	part	of	
independence	and	emphasises	the	holistic	nature	of	the	learning.	This	collection	of	equipment	from	a	list	also	applies	in	other	situations	
such	as	collecting	materials	for	cooking,	art,	PE,	instruments	for	music	etc.		The	learners	should	be	involved	with	identifying	the	
equipment	they	will	individually	need	and	packing	it	in	their	own	backpacks.	Every	effort	should	be	made	for	the	learners	to	find	and	
use	their	own	resources	when	attempting	a	task.		

By	the	same	token,	learners	must	be	expected	to,	and	given	time	to,	tidy	up	and	clear	away	after	the	outdoor	activity	has	finished,	
even	if	only	very	basic	skills	such	as	ensuring	that	no	litter	has	been	left.	Staff	may	decide	to	devote	limited	time	to	this	in	the	early	
stages	of	the	Outdoor	Schooling	planning,	but	increase	the	importance	of	taking	responsibility	for	breaking	camp	as	the	individual	
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learner	develops	in	their	skills	and	experience.	The	ecological	impact	should	be	considered.	How	are	the	sessions	affecting	the	land	
being	used?	Leaders	must	make	every	effort	to	ensure	the	impact	on	the	outdoor	learning	site	is	minimal.	Issues	such	as	trampling	the	
flora	and	disturbing	wildlife,	erosion	of	the	ground	layer	and	paths,	leaving	uneaten	food	which	can	affect	the	fauna,	erosion	to	the	trees	
from	rope	and	tree	work	should	be	considered	and	mitigated	against	by	ensuring	clear	yet	moveable	boundaries,	using	a	variety	of	trees,	
only	using	fallen	or	dead	flora,	making	sure	the	wood	being	burnt	is	responsibly	sourced	etc.	

Schools	may	need	to	think	about	investing	in	warm	wet	weather	gear	for	staff,	and	certainly	staff	will	need	to	wear	suitable	
gripped	walking	boots	or	shoes.	Wellies	are	OK	for	an	hour	or	two,	but	beware	of	wearing	wellies	in	extremes	of	weather	without	thick	
socks,	as	they	don’t	breath.	

At	the	beginning	of	the	session	a	‘return	to	base’	protocol	should	be	established.	This	can	be	a	loud	whistle,	an	animal	call,	an	air	
horn	etc.	This	is	an	important	habit	to	ingrain	into	the	learners	in	case	of	injury	or	lost	learners.	This	can	be	introduced	as	a	game	
initially	but	continued	regularly	to	ensure	all	learners	know	that	upon	hearing	the	signal	they	must	return	to	base.		

Although	all	of	the	elements	of	Outdoor	Schooling	are	laid	out	in	a	set	way,	there	should	not	be	a	requirement	to	teach	these	
elements	in	a	hierarchical	manner.	That	is,	there	is	not	an	obvious	single	starting	point	and	there	is	certainly	no	end	point.	You	may	
begin	with	a	sensory	based	model	since	there	are	many,	many	sensory	exploration	opportunities	outdoors;	you	may	begin	with	putting	
up	a	shelter;	you	may	begin	by	exploring	your	environment	and	learning	about	landmarks	and	boundaries.	There	are	lots	of	different	
options	depending	on	what	you	believe	will	excite	your	learners	and	capture	their	imagination.		Learners	will	therefore	probably	start	at	
several	‘starting	points’	at	once	and	may	well	go	off	in	very	different	directions	because	there	are	so	many	learning	opportunities.			

However,	it	is	very	important	that	learners	experience	as	wide	a	range	of	different	activities	as	possible.		Outdoor	Schooling	is	probably,	
by	its	nature,	a	co-operative	affair	and	learners	will	often,	or	perhaps	even	always,	be	working	alongside	their	peers,	but	attention	
nonetheless	needs	to	be	paid	to	the	individuals’	understanding	and	development,	especially	in	terms	of	learning	about	one’s	general	
safety	when	engaged	in	outdoor	activities.	

Like	all	of	the	other	schemes	of	work	in	the	Equals	Informal	Curriculum,	Outdoor	Schooling	sets	no	time	limits	or	agendas	or	targets.	
Learners	will	learn	at	their	own	pace	and	in	their	own	time.	The	role	of	the	staff	is	to	facilitate	this	learning,	to	encourage	learners	to	
take	responsibility	for	their	own	learning,	to	be	aware	when	learning	isn’t	taking	place	and	to	know	why,	to	keep	challenging,	to	never	
do	something	for	learners	when	you	think	they	can	do	it	for	themselves.			
Outdoor	Schooling	is	essentially	about	process	based	learning,	that	is,	pupils	and	students	will	learn	by	‘doing’	without	any	fixed	or	
rigid	target,	and	the	more	times	they	‘do’	the	deeper	their	learning	is	likely	to	be.	There	is	likely	to	be	lots	of	incidental	or	accidental	
learning,	and	staff	must	be	open	to	spotting	this	and	developing	interests.		
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Going	back	to	nature	means	that	the	environment	will	not	always	be	comfortable,	warm,	dry	or	even	safe.	Risk	is	of	course,	a	
constant	factor	but	rather	like	other	relatively	risky	elements	of	the	Equals	Informal	Curriculum	such	as	My	Cooking	and	My	Travel	
Training	(both	part	of	My	Independence),	this	doesn’t	mean	that	they	should	not	be	undertaken.	There	is	no	doubt	that	science	labs,	food	
tech	rooms,	metalwork	rooms	and	woodwork	rooms	are	also	risky	places	in	mainstream	secondary	schools,	but	the	existence	of	those	
risks	does	not	mean	these	subjects	should	not	be	taught.	Everyone	involved,	including	parents	and	carers,	must	acknowledge	that	there	
are	always	risks	involved	when	working	outdoors,	but	that	these	risks	can	be	minimised	if	they	are	recognised	in	advance	-	with	
relevant	risk	assessments	in	place	and	due	care	always	taken.	Key	risks	are:	burns	from	an	open	fire;	over	exposure	to	heat	and	cold;	
dehydration;	personal	injury	from	falls.	

Fires	and	fire	lighting	can	be	an	exciting	and	highly	motivating	part	of	outdoor	learning.	Building	a	fire,	lighting	a	fire,	cooking	on	
fire	and	fire	safety	are	highly	motivating	activities	but	it	also	comes	with	risk.	Fires	need	to	be	controlled	and	the	safety	of	the	learners	
and	staff	is	crucial	(see	Equals’	Fire	Guidelines,	Addenda	2).	We	would	always	recommend	fire	training	to	any	leader	who	wishes	to	
use	fire	as	part	of	their	outdoor	learning	programme.	The	Equals	Fire	Guidelines	aren’t	designed	to	put	anyone	off	using	a	fire	in	their	
outdoor	learning	sessions	but	the	potential	for	harm	is	high	if	fires	aren’t	used	and	risk	assessed	properly.	Essential	equipment,	
alongside	the	first	aid	kit	you	should	always	have,	would	be:	

• Fire	Bucket(s)	
• Fire	Blanket(s)	
• Fireproof	Gauntlets	
• Burns	Kit	
• 20l	Water	Container	and	Water	

It	is	recommended	that	fires	should	always	be	made	in	a	fire	bowl	to	avoid	damage	to	the	woodland	floor	and	to	stop	the	fire	
burning	out	of	control.		

• The	fire	fuel	needs	to	be	considered	and	appropriate	fuel	added	(pre	purchased,	seasoned	wood	is	preferable	–	if	adding	other	
types	of	wood,	the	leader	should	ensure	it	is	suitable).		

• A	zone	of	safety	around	the	fire	should	be	established	with	learners	sat	a	minimum	of	2	metres	away	from	the	fire.		
• The	staffing	ratio	would	need	to	be	considered	ensuring	there	are	adequate	staff	for	the	needs	of	the	group	(bearing	in	mind	that	

when	a	fire	is	lit	the	leader	needs	to	stay	with	the	fire).		
• Only	one	learner	should	approach	the	fire	at	a	time	under	careful	supervision.		
• If	there	is	movement	around	the	fire	it	needs	to	be	on	the	outside	of	the	2	metre	boundary.	Long	sleeves	and	trousers	should	be	

worn	(nylon	avoided).		
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• When	the	fire	is	finished,	it	should	be	extinguished	with	water	and	the	charcoal	disposed	of	appropriately.		
• Bear	in	mind	that	the	fire	bowl	will	remain	hot	for	a	few	minutes	after	extinguishing	so	ensure	learners	don’t	touch	the	bowl.		

These	are	some	of	the	basic	control	measures	to	be	borne	in	mind	when	using	fire	with	groups;	however,	it	must	be	remembered	that	
the	use	of	fire	must	be	fully	risk	assessed	by	the	group	leader,	additional	measures	should	be	put	in	place	when	considering	the	needs	of	
your	group,	and	the	use	of	fire	should	only	be	introduced	at	a	time	when	the	leader	feels	it	is	appropriate	with	a	group	of	learners	who	
are	able	to	follow	the	fire	safety	protocols.		
In	many	ways	Equals	Informal	My	Outdoor	School	SoW	deliberately	exposes	learners	to	emotional	and	physical	risk	by	taking	
them	(literally!)	outside	of	their	comfort	zones	both	in	the	environment	they	find	themselves	in	and	the	activities	they	undertake.	
Risk	assessments	will	have	to	be	undertaken,	and	much	of	the	SoW	is	related	to	advice	on	risk	and	safety,	especially	around	the	use	of	
fire.	All	staff	working	with	children,	young	people	and	adults	with	Complex	Learning	Difficulties	(CLD)	will	need	to	carefully	read	the	
whole	of	the	SoW	to	ensure	that	they	are	familiar	with	the	safety	recommendations	in	the	document.		
Starting	age.	Experience	of	outdoor	schooling	should	really	begin	as	young	as	possible.	Nursery	classes	can	involve	their	learners	in	
being	in	outdoor	spaces	to	some	degree,	so	basic	awareness	of	safety	and	elementary	skills	can	be	taught	even	at	this	young	age,	
especially	with	regard	to	getting	into	good	habits,	such	as	dressing	for	the	occasion.	It	is	recognized	that	some	in	the	group	might	be	
gaining	the	experience	of	these	activities	in	an	exploratory	sense.		
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Site	Assessment	Checklist	

Safety	Sweep	Date:		
Time:		

Weather:		
Name	of	Outdoor	School	Leader:		

Checklist		 																												Yes/No		 																		Comments		

Weather	effects		
Vandalism		

Low	branches		

Fallen	branches		
Protruding	thorns		

Nettles/brambles		
Slippery	areas		

Needles		

Broken	glass		
Standing	water		

Boundary	fence		

Tool	area	roped	off		
Litter		

Equipment	ready		
Other	hazards		 	
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EQUALS	FIRE	GUIDELINES		

ALL	FIRES	SET	BY	STUDENTS	MUST	BE	STRICTLY	UNDER	CLOSE	1:1	SUPERVISION	

Mandatory	Safety	
equipment	

Fire	Bucket(s)																																																																		Fire	Blanket(s)	
Fireproof	Gauntlets																																																							Burns	Kit	

Water	Container	and	Water	–	20	Ltr																																											

General	Rules	 All	fires	are	set	on	a	fire	tray	or	fire	bowl.	
All	fires	are	set	under	the	direct	supervision	of	the	session	leader.	
Session	leaders	must	be	competent	with	fire	lighting	and	fire	safety.	

The	fire	must	never	be	larger	than	necessary.	

All	students	and	staff	must	wear	long	sleeves	and	trousers	(please	avoid	nylon).	
All	students	must	sit	a	reasonable	distance	(say	2	metres)	from	a	set	fire.	

Students	are	not	permitted	inside	the	fire	circle	unless	invited	to	add	fuel	to	the	fire.	
All	movement	must	be	around	the	outside	of	the	fire	circle.	

Fuel	and	Tinder	 Fuel	used	for	the	fire	should	be	pre-purchased	seasoned	fire	wood,	though	natural	wood	can	be	
used	if	suitable.	

Acceptable	Tinder	are	as	follows:	

• Cotton	Wool	
• Tumble	drier	fluff	

Fire	Lighting	 All	fire	lighting	by	students	must	be	under	strict	1:1	supervision	
Approved	methods.	

• Matches	
• Ferro	rod	

All	fire	lighting	must	be	from	the	kneeling	position	
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Adding	fuel	to	fire	 Fuel	may	only	be	added	to	the	fire	by	students	when	invited	to	do	so	and	under	supervision.	
Only	approved	fuel	is	to	be	added	to	the	fire.	

Ensure	students	with	long	hair	have	it	tied	back	as	hair	is	extremely	flammable.	
Fuel	should	be	added	from	the	kneeling	position.	

Welders	Gauntlets	may	be	worn.	

Hands	must	not	go	over	the	fire.	

Smoke	 Talk	to	students	about	the	smoke	drift	when	discussing	where	to	sit.	
Brief	correct	smoke	procedure.	

Close	Eyes	–	Turn	Head	–	Cover	Mouth	and	Nose	

Cooking	 All	cooking	to	be	done	on	a	single	central	fire.	
Please	follow	food	hygiene	policy	of	your	school.	

Roasting	/Toasting	

• Bamboo	skewers	to	be	used	
• Students	may	wear	gauntlets		
• Recommended	1	student	at	a	time	
• Ensure	time	is	allowed	to	cool	before	consumption	

Boiling	

• Take	care	to	not	completely	cover	kettle	or	pan		
Cooking	techniques	to	be	used.	

• Direct	heat	–	suspension	
• Grill	

Gauntlets	MUST	be	worn	when	moving	pans	to	and	from	heat.	

Extinguishing	the	fire	 All	fire	trays/Fire	Bowl	must	be	doused	to	extinguish	fires.	
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If	possible,	burn	fuel	to	ash.	

All	ash	must	be	disposed	of	by	the	session	leader.	
Students	may	be	invited	to	douse	the	fire,	but	only	under	supervision	

	
	
	

	
The	list	of	essentials	for	the	Outdoor	School	lead	member	of	staff	needs	to	contain	at	a	minimum	

First	Aid	kit.	
Emergency	procedures.	
Medical	information	for	each	individual	along	with	any	necessary	medication	–	inhalers,	epi-pens	etc.	
Risk	Assessments.	
Mobile	phone	(checked	for	working	order	and	battery	strength).	
Clean	Water	in	sealed	bottle.	
Emergency	whistle.	
Emergency	Life	Blanket	(space/foil	blanket).	
A	set	of	appropriate	spare	clothing	for	the	leader.	
Contact	Cards	(indicating	the	location	of	the	site	using	postcode	and/or	OS	grid	reference).	
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Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Staff	and	learner	preparation	

Notes	

For	learners	to	
familiarise	
themselves	with	
the	essentials	for	
learning	in	an	
Outdoor	School	
	
	

This	is	not	an	exhaustive	list,	and	will	very	much	depend	on	what	activities	are	
being	undertaken,	but	these	are	the	base	resources	that	the	outdoor	school	must	
house		

• wellies	
• waterproofs	
• hats	
• sun	cream	
• tarpaulins	3m	x	3m	
• tent	pegs	
• cords,	string,	twine	
• rope	-	30m	climbing	rope	11ml	thick	
• clothes	pegs	
• mallet	
• plastic	buckets		
• burns	pack	–	please	note	that	basic	burns	training	will	be	required	by	at	

least	one	member	off	staff	whenever	open	fires	are	being	used.		
• gloves	
• fireproof	gloves	
• fire	steels	
• fire	bowl	
• cotton	wool	
• suitable	tinder	–	birchbark,	‘old	man’s	beard’	etc.	
• folding	griddle/grill	to	go	over	the	fire	
• ferro	rod	(flint	and	steel)	
• fire	bucket	
• fire	blanket	
• 20	litre	water	container	or	2	x	10	litre	container	

There	are	a	number	of	
websites,	organisations	
and	apps	that	will	be	
extremely	useful	to	the	
good	working	of	My	
Outdoor	School.	Here	are	
some	of	them	

• Monkey	Do	website,	
advises	on	ropes	and	off	
ground	activities	

• RSPB	
• John	Muir	
• National	Trust	
• Forestry	commission	
• Woodland	Trust	-	Nature	

detectives	
• Wildforestschools.org.uk	
• Schools	Shropshire	

Council	
• Woodcraft	Folk	
• Learning	Through	

Landscapes	-	offer	
grants	and	support	to	
develop	your	school	
grounds	

• Duke	of	Edinburgh	
awards	
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• wood	bark	
• pine	cones	
• box	or	central	large	bag	for	a	range	of	emergency	equipment	
• trolley	to	carry	equipment	
• backpacks	for	students	
• containers	for	rain	collecting	(plastic	drums	etc.)	
• logs	as	seating	
• folding	stalls\camp	stools	
• milkman	milk	crates	as	seating	
• pallets	
• yoga	mats	
• whistles	
• high	vis	jackets	
• personal	water	bottles	
• scissors	
• knives	
• potato	peelers	
• binoculars	
• magnifying	glasses	

• Forest	Schools	
Association	

• Forest	School	Education	
• Muddy	Faces	
• Calvert	Trust	Keswick	
• B	and	Q	
• Local	tree	surgeons	
• Homebase	
• Wickes	
• building	sites	
• I	Bird	app	
• Woodland	Trust	tree	

identification	app	
	

Learning	Intentions	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Learner	preparation	

Notes	

To	prepare	for	the	
outdoor	school	

To	be	open	to	
advice	on	the	
selection	of	
suitable	clothing	
and	footwear	

If	you	can,	before	setting	out,	go	outside	of	the	class	into	the	open	air	to	look	at	
the	weather	and	conditions.	Spend	a	little	time	outside,	at	least	10	minutes	–	
though	perhaps	a	little	less	if	the	weather	is	obviously	extreme	(rain	or	snow).		

These	are	issues	that	should	be	familiar	to	learners	of	all	ages	because	they	
will	have	already	been	worked	on	before	every	single	outdoor	playtime.		

It	echoes	the	point	made	in	My	Play	and	Leisure,	that	schools	who	do	not	let	
learners	out	during	inclement	weather	(having	instead	the	incorrectly	named	

Be	aware	that	learners	may	
not	be	able	to	recognise	
when	they	are	getting	too	
hot/	cold	and	will	need	
supervision	and	guidance	to	
learn	to	make	appropriate	
adjustments	to	clothing.	
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	 ‘Wet	Play’	indoors)	are	missing	daily	opportunities	to	explore	thinking	and	
problem	solving,	independence,	communication,	dressing	and	undressing,	living	
the	seasons	etc.,	etc.		

Appropriate	alternative	clothing	should	always	be	available	in	known	spaces	in	
the	classroom	for	all	learners.	Clearly	such	clothes	will	need	to	be	personalised	
and	related	to	the	likely	seasonal	weather	conditions	–	rather	like	our	own	
wardrobes.	
Staff	may	need	to	guide	learners	to	dress	accordingly	through	fairly	unsubtle	
modelling.	‘Oh	my,	it	is	SO	cold.	I’m	going	to	put	on	my	coat	and	hat	AND	gloves!!’	

	

Send	home	a	kit-list	for	parents,	making	sure	it	is	sent	home	way	in	advance	of	
the	outdoor	session.	This	allows	maximum	time	for	parents	to	find	or	purchase	
items,	this	also	allows	for	parents	to	come	forward	and	say	they	are	unable	to	
provide	items.	Once	in	school	involve	the	learner	in	hanging	them	up,	or	folding	
them	away,	depending	on	the	storage	space	available	in	the	classroom.	
Personalise	the	space	available	with	a	name	tag	and	photo	to	indicate	that	
these	clothes	are	mine.	

Some	staff	may	be	reluctant	
to	engage	in	forest	school	
sessions	in	all	weathers.		
Efforts	need	to	be	made	to	
ensure	they	are	on	board	
and	ready	to	model	
enthusiastic	engagement.		
Providing	staff	with	
suitable	clothing	and	
footwear	can	help	with	
this.	
It	is	best	to	have	legs	and	
arms	covered	even	in	hot	
weather	to	reduce	risk	of	
sunburn,	stings	and	ticks.	

To	pack	items	
needed	

Staff	will	pack	the	group	bag,	but	you	must	provide	small	back	packs	for	learners	
to	pack	and	carry	items	for	personal	use	and	activities.			

Teach	learners	to	pack	these	independently.			

Support	this	with	check	lists	(photo/	symbol/	visual/	written	as	appropriate).			
Move	from	supporting	the	choice	of	items	to	independently	locating,	making	
decisions	about	what	to	wear	and	collecting	items.	

This	mirroring	the	use	of	
the	backpack	when	travel	
training	and	shopping.	

Learning	Intentions	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Starting	Out	

Notes	

To	explore	the	
outdoor	school	

On	sensory	walks,	stop	occasionally	along	the	way	to	incorporate	the	above.	 This	doesn’t	need	to	be	done	
all	of	the	time,	just	
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environment	using	
all	my	senses	
To	experience	
seasonal	and	
weather	changes	
To	be	confident	in	
touching,	smelling,	
listening	and	
looking	

To	know	what	I	can	
taste	safely	

	

Stand/sit	still	and	experience	the	outdoors.	Taking	one	sense,	what	can	you:	

o See?	
o Hear?	
o Smell?	
o Feel?		

Regarding	taste	-	Outdoor	learning	generally	employs	a	‘no	pick,	no	lick’	
rule.			
Always	ensure	any	tasting	activity	is	led	by	a	trained	leader	who	is	confident	
that	the	item	being	tasted	is	suitable	for	consumption.	The	leader	must	be	aware	
of	the	individual	needs	of	the	learner	(allergy	information,	swallowing	ability,	
general	medical	issues	etc.)	so	when	embarking	on	outdoor	tasting	only	do	so	
with	learners	that	understand	the	risks	about	foraging	and	who	wouldn’t	pick	
and	eat	items	found	when	not	in	a	controlled	session.		
Taste	should	be	carefully	risk	assessed	for	each	learner	and	is	best	confined	to	
seasonal	foraging	for	predefined	edible	items	(e.g.	blackberries).	At	the	beach,	
seaweed	can	be	foraged	–	many	are	edible	but	be	aware	of	water	quality!	In	an	
urban	environment,	bring	supermarket	produce	–	rocket/sorrel,	blackberries,	
mint	etc.,	bilberries,	crab	apples,	nuts,	elderflower	cordial,	elderberry	juice	for	
tasting	and	smelling.		

Stop	to	listen/	look/	feel/	smell.		Use	a	timer	(e.g.	30	seconds)	to	quietly	
experience.			

Stop	and	sit.		Stop	and	sit	on	ground.		Use	hands	and	bare	feet	to	explore	the	
immediate	area.		
Take	clear	plastic	bags	to	collect	items	of	interest	to	take	back	to	class.		Use	these	
for	a	classroom	or	individual	sensory	tray.	Encourage	learners	to	only	pick	fallen	
or	dead	flora	to	ensure	minimal	ecological	impact.	Model	this	to	the	learners.	
Structured	trails,	with	activities	on	route,	to	stop	at	and	explore	with	all	the	
senses.	Follow	string,	or	a	flour	trail	along	the	ground,	stop	at	marked	points,	

occasionally,	when	a	change	
is	obvious	to	you,	such	as	a	
sudden	gust	of	wind,	a	
downpour	of	rain,	the	sun	
bursting	out	from	behind	a	
cloud.		

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	
	

	

	
.	
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that	is,	marked	with	a	leaf,	a	knot,	a	stone	etc.	Share	an	experience	relating	to	one	
of	the	senses	at	each	marked	point.	
Make	smell	pots,	potions	&	perfumes	

o Collect	materials	and	mix	with	water	in	small	pots	to	smell	
o Make	spice	pots	e.g.	cinnamon	bark.	

Simple	digging	and	mixing,	especially	in	sandy	soils	or	in	leaf	litter.	Bring	lots	of	
pots	and	simple	digging	tools	like	trowels	or	even	sticks.		
Leaf	fights,	leaf	showers,	jumping	in	leaf	piles.	These	can	be	brought	in	if	there	are	
none	on	site.	If	you’re	near	a	local	golf	club	they’ll	have	loads!	

Lie	down	on	the	ground	and	just	look	up	at	to	get	a	different	perspective	on	the	
world	above	you.	

Take	off	shoes	and	socks	and	stand	on	the	earth.	Put	sticks	and	leaves	etc.	into	a	
tray	to	put	feet	in	if	it	is	easier	to	access.	
Make	sure	you	go	out	in	severe	and	unusual	weather	conditions	so	that	learners	
have	the	opportunity	to	explore	ice,	snow,	frost,	sun,	shade,	damp,	mist,	rain,	wind.	

	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Orienteering		

Notes	

To	move	safely	
around	the	outdoor	
school	
environment.	
To	find	my	way	
from	one	place	to	
another	

	

Practice	makes	perfect,	so	practice	walking	in	woodlands,	negotiating	uneven	
ground,	stepping	over	logs	and	roots,	walking	around	obstacles	like	fallen	trees.	
Children	learn	by	doing	and	we	shouldn’t	be	too	worried	by	the	prospect	of	the	
occasional	slip	or	fall.	Slipping	or	falling	on	concrete,	pavements,	roadsides	and	
even	classrooms	are	probably	far	riskier	and	more	dangerous!		

Wet	weather,	and	all	of	the	results	of	wet	weather,	needs	to	be	considered,	but	
learners	won’t	get	better	at	negotiating	such	problems	if	we	get	too	frightened	of	
risk.	Make	sure	that	suitable	footwear	with	a	good	tread	and	appropriate	
clothing	to	keep	learners	warm	is	worn	and	that	learners	understand	the	
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reasons	for	this.	Wearing	waterproof	clothing	is	an	excellent	safeguard	against	
the	wind	and	the	cold	even	when	it’s	not	raining.		

To	know	that	some	
plants	and	animals	
may	hurt	

Identifying	and	responding	appropriately	to	insects	that	may	sting	or	bite,	such	
as	wasps.	

Identifying	and	avoiding	plants	that	could	sting	or	cut,	particularly		nettles	and	
brambles.	

A	good	tip	for	relieving	
stinging	nettles	stings	is	
another	stinging	nettle!	If	
the	leaves	and	stems	are	
crushed	and	made	into	a	
pulp	using	a	plastic	bag	and	
gloves,	it	neutralises	the	
acid	found	on	the	hairs	
which	sit	on	the	leaves.	
Make	sure	the	nettle	is	
fully	crushed	before	
application.		

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Shelter	Building	

Notes	

To	use	and	be	
comfortable	in,	a	
pre-built	shelter	

Explore	with	learners	why	we	need	a	shelter?	To	keep	warm,	dry,	out	of	the	
wind,	to	rest,	to	sleep,	to	conceal	ourselves	from	people	or	animals.	
IT	IS	REALLY	IMPORTANT	to	take	LOTS	of	time	to	experience	using	the	shelter	
for	meaningful	purposes	such	as	enjoying	snack,	telling	stories,	singing	songs,	
protecting	ourselves	from	the	weather.		
IT	IS	REALLY	IMPORTANT	to	view	the	use	of	the	shelter	as	a	communal	
exercise	that	we	all	enjoy	together.	You	may	of	course	have	some	learners	who	
can’t	cope	(for	sensory	or	other	reasons)	with	the	confined	space,	but	encourage	
them	to	be	as	close	if	they	can	for	as	long	as	they	can,	and	see	if	you	can	build	up	
their	tolerance	over	time.	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	

Learning	Intentions	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	

Using	an	open	fire	

Notes	
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To	approach	an	
open	fire	and	be	
comfortable	with	
the	experience.	

To	be	aware	of	the	
dangers	of	an	open	
fire	and	treat	it	
with	respect.	

	

	
	

	

	
	

	
	

	

	
	

	
	

	

	

This	is	an	activity	for	the	whole	class	(or	at	least,	as	many	as	can	be	coaxed)	to	
experience	an	outside	fire	that	has	been	prepared	and	lit	by	staff	so	that	the	
emphasis	is	on	approaching	a	lit	fire.	

Motivation	is	a	great	key,	so	have	bamboo	sticks	and	marshmallows	at	the	ready,	
for	individual	learners	to	toast.		
Fire	songs	–	have	a	moving	chain	going	around	the	fire	area,	then	all	can	hold	
hands	to	move	in	to	feel	the	heat	and	out	again.		
Gather	logs	or	bring	in	cushions	for	seating	around	the	fire	circle.	Songs	and	
stories	are	great	for	encourage	learners	to	feel	comfortable	when	sitting	around	
a	fire.	
Learners	can	gather	dry	wood	and	practice	placing	(never	throwing)	fuel	to	a	
fire.		

Have	a	box	with	all	sorts	of	stuff	to	burn	and	experience	the	differences,	noting	
‘bad’	such	as	wet	wood,	green	stuff,	and	‘good’	such	as	dry	wood,	birch,	cherry	
and	bark	resins.	

	
 

	

	

	

PLEASE	NOTE.	It	is	
fundamental	GOOD	
PRACTICE	to	ALWAYS	use	
a	fire	basin	in	order	to	
keep	the	fire	off	the	
ground.	This	is	because	
there	are	various	adverse	
consequences	to	lighting	a	
fire	on	certain	surfaces	such	
as	concrete	and	within	the	
region	of	various	tree	roots	
such	as	pine.	The	fire	basin	
keeps	the	heat	off	the	
ground	and	therefore	
renders	it	much	safer.		
Fire	basins	can	be	
purchased	from	B&Q	for	
around	£60.	
OR	visit	your	local	Quick	Fit	
(tyre	fitting	company)	or	
breakers	yard	for	car	wheel	
rims.	You	might	have	to	
spend	£1	or	so!	
Be	aware	that	some	wood	
can	spit	and	crackle,	green	
wood	or	deadwood	can	be	
very	smoky	and	cause	
discomfort,	driftwood	from	
the	beach	can	create	toxic	
fumes.	
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Please	be	aware	when	you	
are	burning	plastics	and	
rubber	to	use	small	
amounts.	

Leaders	should	refer	to	the	
fire	safety	guidelines	
whenever	making	a	fire.		

To	extinguish	a	fire	
and	to	know	never	
to	leave	a	fire	
blazing	in	the	open	
without	it	being	
attended.	
	

Involve	all	learners	in	the	process	of	extinguishing	the	fire	at	the	end	of	the	
session	and	before	returning	to	school.	Discuss	how	necessary	this	is.	Discuss	
how	you	know	that	the	fire	is	dead.	You	may	wish	to	sing	a	Goodbye	to	the	Fire	
song,	depending	on	the	age	of	the	learners.		

Being	mindful	of	how	to	extinguish	fire	is	REALLY	important.		

Spreading	out	burning	sticks	and	embers	is	good	start.	This	will	let	out	heat	
quickly	and	in	a	safe	way.		

If	you	using	a	metal	a	container	do	not	pour	on	large	amounts	of	water	all	in	one	
go.	Embers	will	spit	out	and	the	metal	will	warp	and	bend.		

Dowse	the	flames	from	the	outside	in,	in	a	slow	circular	motion.	

	

Learning	Intention	 Teaching	and	Learning	Activities	
Cooking	outdoors	

Notes	

To	experience	
cooking	on	an	open	
fire	

	

Any	cooking	to	be	done	ought	to	be	done	on	one	central	fire	rather	than	separate	
fires.	It	is	best	that	the	fire	is	prepared	in	advance	to	ensure	a	good	ember	bed,	
so	this	is	something	that	might	need	to	happen	as	soon	as	learners	arrive	at	the	
site	so	that	learners	also	have	the	opportunity	to	create	the	fire	to	cook	on.	

Start	off	with	something	simple	and	immediate	such	as	a	whistling	kettle	for	hot	
chocolate,	marshmallow	toasting,	sausages	and	hot	dogs,	anything	really	that	can	
be	made	on	an	open	fire.		

	

	
	

Whistling	kettles	are	great	
for	attracting	attention	and	
being	a	conversation	point.		
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Bamboo	skewers	and	kebab	sticks	are	good	to	use	for	simple	holding	above	fire	
cooking.		
Use	a	simple	open	fire	tripod	(google	for	examples	between	£30	and	£40)		

Boiling	-	Suitable	pan	to	boil	water	for	simple	snacks	following	safety	protocols	
on	fire	safety	sheet.	Boiling	method:	direct	heat	by	suspension	or	supported	on	
griddle.	

Marshmallows	 The	most	basic	cooking	learners	can	do	is	toasted	marshmallows.		
Take	any	straight	green	stick	and	peel	the	bark	off	with	a	potato	peeler	for	use	as	
a	marshmallow	stick.	Learners	might	want	to	sterilise	the	stick	first	by	holding	it	
in	the	fire	for	about	30	seconds	before	adding	the	marshmallow.	
Marshmallows	are	great	practice	for		

• collecting	logs	to	sit	on	
• sitting/standing	too	close	to	the	fire	
• sitting/standing	too	far	away	from	the	fire	

	

Bread	 Two	parts	self-raising	flour	to	one-part	milk	powder,	a	dash	of	water	and	mix	
into	a	basic	dough.		
Roll	into	a	sausage	and	twizzle	(wrap)	around	a	long	pre-prepared	stick.	

Keep	turning	until	golden	brown	all	over	(approx.	10	minutes).		

Slide	off	the	stick,	cut	down	the	middle	and	add	a	hot	dog	or	sausage.	

	

Calzone	 Use	the	same	basic	bread	mix,	but	rolled	out	flat	like	a	pizza.	

Spread	with	tomato	puree	and	fill	with	whatever	takes	your	fancy.	

Fold	it	over	and	crimp.		
Put	on	a	BBQ	over	the	embers	and	turn	regularly	until	golden	brown	all	over	
(around	10	minutes).	
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Bannock	bread	 Use	the	same	basic	bread	mix,	but	with	more	water	so	that	it	has	a	consistency	of	
dropped	scone	mixture.		
Mix	in	raisins	and/or	chopped	apple	and/or	cheese.		

Fry	in	a	frying	pan	with	oil,	turning	until	golden	brown.	

	

Baked	banana	 Leave	the	banana	in	the	skin	and	slice	from	top	to	bottom	hallway	through.	
Slide	in	chocolate	buttons	along	the	banana	and	push	in.		

Wrap	in	foil	to	seal	and	lay	on	a	griddle	until	soft	(10	minutes)	–	learners	can	
poke	it	on	the	top	with	their	finger	to	find	out	when	it’s	soft.		

	

Baked	potato	 Use	small	potatoes	and	pierce	deeply	with	a	fork.		

Wrap	in	foil	and	place	in	the	embers	which	need	to	be	kept	fed.		
Ready	in	an	hour.	

	

Baked	apple	 Core	an	apple	using	a	corer.	

Cut	the	two	ends	off	the	cored	piece	to	use	as	plugs.		
Plug	one	end,	fill	hole	with	brown	sugar,	plug	the	other	end,	wrap	in	foil	and	put	
on	embers	to	bake	for	20	minutes.	
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