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Introduction and rationale

The statutory framework provided by the Education Act 1996 and the Special
Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 supports the inclusion of all learners. It also
provides a strong imperative to develop further guidance on the teaching and
assessment of learners with more complex needs. As the number of staff trained and
experienced in this work diminishes, inexperienced teachers require appropriate
guidance. These materials are aimed primarily at this group of teachers, but it is hoped
that they will also provide ideas for more experienced teachers to incorporate into their
work.

This guidance document, written to support the use of the Routes for Learning
materials, offers an overview of the main theories and background information
underpinning the effective teaching and assessment of learners with Profound and
Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD: see definition in Appendix 1). These materials are
not a substitute for quality training: LEAs and schools are urged to access appropriate
opportunities for mediating the guidance.

Most assessment instruments, even those focusing on early development or designed
for learners with learning difficulties and disabilities, assume that children will follow a
‘normal’ pattern of development. To date, few assessments have considered the
complex needs of learners with profound and multiple learning difficulties and the
interaction between the sensory impairments, motor disabilities and medical problems
that many of them experience.

Many linear or hierarchical assessments will be unable to detect the very subtle changes
in behaviour shown by these learners, regardless of how many ‘small steps’ are
provided. In real life, children’s development and learning is not compartmentalised.

A fit-for-purpose assessment for learners with PMLD must take a more holistic view

of learners and focus on how they learn. Such an assessment will need to take account
of learners’:

e preferred learning channels and ways of processing information (e.g. visual,
auditory, tactile)

e ways of communicating

e ways of integrating new experiences with prior learning
* ability to remember and anticipate routines

e approaches to problem-solving situations

* ability to form attachments and interact socially.
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The Routes for Learning materials focus on those early communication and cognitive
skills that are crucial to all future learning and improved quality of life. The use of
these materials is intended not only to support teachers in assessing learners’ current
performance but also help them to discover what has shaped that performance.

The assessment materials support a wider view of progress for these learners.

This is described in more detail on page 41.

The impact of, and relationship between, the physical, sensory and learning disabilities
of many learners with PMLD, mean that learning will not necessarily be hierarchical.
Nor can we assume that it will follow the pattern of development of most young
children without these impairments. To build in the flexibility necessary to cater for the
very individual needs of these learners, the Routes for Learning materials show a range
of learning pathways.

These materials are designed to be used across the curriculum with learners of all ages.
They will support the development of ‘child considered’ approaches and the focus on
emotional well-being in the Foundation Stage (for children aged 3-7). At Key Stages 2
and 3, the materials will be part of a revised National Curriculum and framework for
assessment, which will include learners of all abilities.

The materials can be used to assess the learning of young people (aged 14-19) with
complex needs across all learning pathways, which will provide an appropriate context
for the development of these early skills.

This assessment will, therefore, celebrate the different abilities of learners with the most
complex needs, rather than trying to fit them into an existing framework not developed
with these needs in mind. As Mittler (2000) points out, to be specific about the needs of
distinct groups is not to undermine inclusion. Providing equal opportunities is about
meeting individual needs — not treating everybody in the same way.

U,




ROUTES FOR LEARNING — ADDITIONAL GUIDANCE

Principles

The Routes for Learning materials have been developed with the following
principles in mind.

The focus is on the learner — on his/her abilities rather than disabilities. All learners
are entitled to a fit-for-purpose assessment of their needs.

The assessment is process-based and looks at the relationship between the learner
and his/her environment. Figure 1 below shows the relationships between factors to
be analysed in an effective process-based assessment.

Learners should play an active part in the assessment process with the involvement
of families and all professionals working within the support team.

Staff undertaking the assessment must have a high regard for relationships, support
interactive approaches and ensure a responsive learning environment.

The main purpose of assessing a learner is to enable him/her to make the best
possible progress in the development of skills, knowledge and understanding
(assessment for learning). Vygotsky (1978) supported the use of dynamic
assessment, which focused on the Zone of Proximal (next) Development (ZPD).

The ZPD is the difference between what a learner can achieve independently and
what he/she can achieve with adult help in the form of prompts or cues and support
or scaffolding. The learner’s current performance with this support can give an
indication as to where future teaching priorities should lie. Viygotsky stressed that
the interaction between learner and adult was key in leading to cognitive change.

The assessment draws on many sources of information and is founded in research
regarding the developmental process in learners with and without disabilities.

The assessment should:

empower staff and parents/carers, valuing all sources of knowledge about the
learners and sharing and feeding back information in a clear and helpful format

lead to accurate judgements and promote consistency between staff and others
assessing the learner

support teachers and others in seeking evidence of understanding and help them to
focus on priorities for future learning

provide a whole picture of the learner and the learning process.
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Figure 1 Process based assessment

(Reprinted from Norwich, B. (1990) Reappraising Special Education. London: Cassell.)
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Using the materials

These materials have been designed for use by teachers, support staff, school
managers, LEA advisory staff and trainers in Initial Teacher Education and Training (ITET)
institutions. This guidance can be used by whole school staff or LEA advisers in Inset
sessions. Specialists such as teachers of learners with VI and HI, physiotherapists and
speech therapists should be involved in training and support wherever possible.

Every school may be at a different stage of development in terms of its provision and
practice for learners with PMLD; levels of expertise among staff may vary. Most special
schools have teachers with some specialist training in this area. This expertise should be
tapped in training sessions for new teachers and for those who have training and
experience in mainstream, rather than special schools.

The Routes for Learning DVD should be used in conjunction with this guidance and the
assessment booklet. The DVD may be used by small groups of staff to:

e discuss and come to an agreement about the behaviours shown

e compare with video footage of their own learners to check and justify
judgements made

* share with staff, parents and carers to clarify target behaviours and assist in planning
appropriate programmes for individual learners

* show staff, parents and carers possible routes to be taken by learners and explain
the importance of some areas of early learning.

The materials can be used as a baseline assessment and as a tool to track and support
on-going progress (assessment for learning). The assessment profile will also support
positive reporting to parents. This assessment does not provide a summary score
because the complex behaviours of a learner with PMLD cannot be adequately
described by a single number. However, the guidance will explore how the materials
can be used for summative assessment to demonstrate school effectiveness.
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The assessment in practice

Assessment should take place in a familiar environment with familiar staff.

The involvement of parents, carers and other family members should be encouraged
at all stages because the behaviour of the learners may vary at home or in the
presence of family members. The family will know more about their child than can be
ascertained from observations in school. Their input will therefore be essential, as will
contributions from the multi-disciplinary team involved with the learner.

The Routemap provides an overview showing key milestones (in orange boxes) of
early cognitive development, communication and social interaction. We believe that
every learner will go through these key milestones although the routes they use to
get there may vary according to their physical, sensory and learning needs.

In the Assessment booklet, each milestone is shown in greater detail. Staff should
start at a step known to be within the learner’s capability. They should then set up
appropriate activities, moving through the pathways until well beyond the point at
which the learner appears not to respond. The boxes will not necessarily be achieved
in numerical order as many routes to each milestone are possible.

The assessment materials should then give support to teachers in making decisions
about possible next steps, teaching activities and things to look for. The examples draw
on a range of ways of learning, using a variety of senses, to cover the full range of
learners’ needs. Staff should be able to plan appropriate learning opportunities,
teaching strategies and resources (such as staff and equipment). The materials will
enable them to think about what a behaviour will look like when it is happening.
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Approaches to teaching

This section will provide an overview of some of the main theories that have influenced
the ways in which we teach learners with profound and multiple learning difficulties.
Such theories may help us to predict and anticipate how learners might behave or react
in certain situations. They therefore help us to structure our observations and think in
depth about the meaning of what we have seen. Staff should reflect on the theory
behind any classroom method to ensure that they develop an approach that is relevant
and meaningful to their learners.

Behaviourist influences

The assessment and teaching of learners working at the very earliest stages of
development was, in the past, heavily influenced by behaviourist ideas. This involved:

e a curriculum in which skills were ‘broken down’ into precise observable behaviours
and arranged sequentially

e assessment practice which involved "ticking off’ skills as learners moved along a
prescribed pathway

e an emphasis on carefully structured 1:1 teaching with little or no scope for
incidental learning.

Collis and Lacey (1996) summarise some of the main concerns arising from such
methods. These include:

e problems with generalisation (using skills learned in one situation in wider contexts)
(Sugden 1989)
e learning mechanistically, without understanding (Farrell 1991)

e an emphasis on what is taught rather than what is learnt (Billinge 1988) and on
the product rather than the process of learning (Smith et al. 1983)

e a focus on observable behaviours (Sugden 1989)
e placing the learner in a passive role (Jordan and Powell 1991)

* seeing the teacher as a technician rather than an educator (Guess, Benson and
Seigel-Causey 1985).
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Despite these concerns, we have adopted many behaviourist practices which continue
to be effective for learners with complex needs. These include:

e planning systematically with clear outcomes
e the collection of baseline measures and on-going evidence of learning

e recognising the importance of context and the environment.

We have also learnt specific techniques (e.g. task analysis, prompting, reinforcement,
fading or reducing prompts) that are useful, for example, in developing self-help skills,
rote skills and for the initial training of some skills before they are applied more widely,
in real life situations.

Interactive approaches

Interactive approaches can incorporate many of the practices outlined above and are
not an alternative to behaviourism. They can provide a broader framework for learning
by taking cognitive processes into account. As a result, many teachers have moved
away from the teaching of small sequential steps and generally focus on broader
attainment rather than on easily measured and recorded outcomes. It is now widely felt
that over-reliance on pre-determined small steps from checklists may distort individual
priorities and may narrow the curriculum taught.

The principles of interactive approaches are as follows:

e Learning depends on good interpersonal relationships with sensitivity to feedback
from the learner.
e The focus is on understanding as well as on gaining skills.

e The emphasis is upon respect, negotiation and participation to motivate learners
without the need for extrinsic (external or artifical) rewards.

e The quality of teaching and learning is as important as the performance of the
objectives. Teachers need a clear understanding of the process to be undertaken
as well as the end point to be reached.

e Teaching is not always dependent on breaking skills and content into small steps.
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Curriculum design

All learners deserve to have their needs met through high-quality teaching and the
provision of appropriate learning opportunities. They also have an entitlement to

a broad, balanced and relevant curriculum which includes the National Curriculum.
Close partnership with parents and carers, along with input from a range of
professionals, will be required to provide these entitlements.

Before the National Curriculum was introduced, most special schools followed a
developmental curriculum concentrating on early learning, personal, social and life
skills. The subject-focused programmes of study introduced a welcome breadth to

the curriculum but in some instances, this led to tokenistic practices which included
re-labelling of developmental areas as subjects (and lack of access to subject
programmes of study). It also saw a move towards totally subject-focused programmes
(which were not always relevant to learners’ individual needs.)

In 1996, SCAA and ACAC produced the guidance Planning the curriculum for learners
with profound and multiple learning difficulties, which pointed out that the whole
curriculum is broader than the National Curriculum and that ‘the precise definition

of balance will be a matter for debate between those determining priorities for each
learner’. The guidance stated as a first principle that planning should start from the
basis of the needs, interests, aptitudes and achievements of the learners. This clearly
encompasses the communication, early cognitive skills and sensory abilities which are
fundamental to all learning.

Wales Curriculum 2000 established a more coherent and inclusive curriculum
framework, strengthening links between the areas of learning (for under 5s) and
subjects of the National Curriculum. Greater cross-curricular emphasis was given to
skills in communication, mathematics, IT, PSE and problem-solving.

Teachers found explicit opportunities to develop these skills in every subject. They could
use National Curriculum subjects as contexts to meet the complex individual priorities
of this group of learners and to provide a more holistic experience.

Following a review of the curriculum during 2003/4, the focus on these cross-curricular
skills is being strengthened. Frameworks are developing for Communication, ICT,
Application of Number and Thinking skills. Subject content will be reduced to provide
greater flexibility for learners with complex needs. They will be able to work towards
both cross-curricular and subject-related outcomes as appropriate to their needs.
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Teachers will continue to plan using areas of learning, subject Programmes of Study or
14-19 pathways as contexts for learning. The skills frameworks will help them to focus
on learners’ priority needs (which are likely to include many of the communication and
cognitive skills assessed by the Routemap.)

Learners will not make sense of a fragmented curriculum, divided somewhat arbitrarily
into subject categories. Tasks must be relevant and purposeful to maximise motivation
and to help learners make sense of the world around them. Curriculum experiences
need to be carefully mediated as unco-ordinated approaches, particularly those using
different sensory pathways, can lead to a range of experiences that carry little meaning
for learners.

Although schools need to take account of their statutory National Curriculum
obligations, the framework offers a high level of flexibility. Moreover, additional
elements may be included in the curriculum as appropriate to the needs of learners.
Staff should critically reflect on their current curriculum using the following points to
structure their discussions.

e What are our aims/principles/values?

e What makes up a relevant curriculum for our learners? What are their priority
needs?

e What, in addition to statutory elements, do we need to include? (These could
include, for example, therapies.)

e What theoretical models have influenced our thinking? What commercially produced
materials have we drawn on? Have we developed a clear rationale for their
adaptation and use?

e How does the whole curriculum, including the "hidden’ curriculum, promote the
social, moral, cultural, spiritual development of learners?

e How can we draw on the expertise of parents and other professionals?
e How do we maximise learner participation and capitalise on learners’ interests?
* How can we ensure breadth and balance?

e What staff expertise do we have available? What further outside support and
training might be needed?

e How does the location of the school impact on the curriculum? How can we make
best use of the local community?

e How are learners grouped? Why?

11
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e |s there a balance between individual and group activities? Is there one between
different teaching approaches, e.g. experiential or interactive?

e What variations exist between key stages? Why?

e How are programmes of study used to ensure that learners receive their minimum
entitlement? Is there a clear rationale for the selection of content to be covered in
depth or in outline? Is provision made for planned revisiting where this is necessary?

e What use is made of the Access (including all learners) Statement and the flexibility
it provides to meet learner needs?

e How are the skills frameworks and PSE framework used to ensure that priorities are
addressed across the curriculum?

e Does the curriculum recognise the value of the process of learning as well as
the product?

* |s social interaction valued and is maximum benefit gained from time used for
personal routines, lunchtimes, etc.?

* |s the curriculum providing a coherent experience for our learners?

* \What strategies are in place to support consistent teacher assessment and ensure
this informs further planning (assessment for learning)?

e How is the progress of each learner recognised and reported to parents?

e \What data are collected to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of the curriculum
and teaching/learning for our learners?

Schools should have regard for the concept of age appropriateness (for example, by
ensuring that there is progression through the key stages in terms of curriculum,
resources, activities and relationships). However, the priority is that learners’
developmental needs are met so that they are empowered by developing skills for
further learning. Table 1 sets out some ideas for planning progression for learners with
complex needs.

For older learners, staff may wish to consider the use of wider contexts, including
vocational and work-related experiences as contexts for learning. It is important,
however, that an appropriate focus is retained on the needs of learners with PMLD .

Finally, schools must ensure that appropriate policies and practices are established to
ensure the safety of both staff and learners. This may include child protection, manual
handling, restraint and communication regarding medical information such as allergies
and effects of medication.
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Table 1 Planning for progression

Introducing new skills, knowledge, understanding and increasing the breadth of
curriculum content

Creating opportunities to consolidate, maintain and generalise
skills/concepts

Providing greater opportunities for creativity/experiential learning and experience
of a wider range of teaching/learning styles and methods

Increasing learner participation in the learning process by including opportunities
for control over the environment

Extending learning contexts to include more age appropriate situations, wider
range of people and environments

Providing opportunities to practise skills and apply knowledge in practical
situations with increasing independence, in preparation for adulthood

Planning appropriate outcomes

To develop an effective programme of work for learners with PMLD, teachers must first
accurately identify the specific needs of each learner. The type of objectives set as a
result of this process may vary depending on the area of work.

Teachers should avoid 'quick fixes’ focusing on the most easily observable behaviours.
Any skills achieved must be underpinned by real learning, which leads to a permanent
change in behaviour. Breaking down a subject-based curriculum into lists of activities
and experiences can lead to a fragmented approach: the skills, knowledge and
understanding gained are not clearly identified and are consequently hard to reinforce
across the curriculum. This makes learning doubly difficult for learners for whom
generalisation is a problem anyway!

For some skills, a traditional behavioural objective may be appropriate (e.g. Jack will hit
a switch to operate a toy on three consecutive occasions). This could be recorded by a
simple tick indicating that Jack is able to hit the switch (but not necessarily with any
underlying understanding!).

13
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If understanding is to be assessed, a different kind of objective will be needed. It could
be, for example, that Jack waits for the music to stop before pressing the switch again
(showing understanding of the connection between pressing the switch and gaining
the musical reward). Several incidences of this behaviour may be recorded to show
understanding in different situations.

A short comment will be required to record any important information about the
setting, staff or equipment. It may be useful to describe what happened, what
strategies were used by the learner and whether any prompting or support was needed
(and if so, of what type and level). This information may be important to inform future
planning. Further information on recording is provided on page 43.

On occasions, more open-ended objectives may be appropriate — for example,

when encouraging problem-solving or experiential activities. The learner’s response to
a given situation may be recorded (e.g. steps taken, what was achieved independently,
techniques or strategies used, support needed, strategies to further develop
problem-solving skills).

When success is achieved, it is important to maintain and further develop behaviours in
a wider range of contexts and with different members of staff or different resources.
Learners’ responses may be specific to one situation initially and generalisation is an
important learning outcome.

Hewett and Nind (1998) note that if we try to teach strictly to targets in a controlled
and directed fashion ‘we will probably not be providing the type of dynamic learning
experiences which commonly produce the (desired) attainments.’

How does your school...

e organise its provision for learners with PMLD?
e justify and document the approaches used to ensure teaching is meaningful?
e select curriculum content to provide relevance, coherence and breadth?

* make best use of the trans-disciplinary team and contributions from parents
and carers?

e include learners in decisions made about them?

e plan opportunities for progression across the curriculum?
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A focus on learning

This section will provide an overview of:

learning to learn at the earliest stages of development
key principles for effective learning

barriers to learning — sensory impairments, tactile defensiveness,
stereotyped behaviours

tactile development.

Learning to learn

Learners with PMLD working at the earliest stages of development are likely to move
through the following basic learning processes:

Habituation. This occurs when a regularly presented stimulus eventually fails to gain
a response as the learner grows used to it. A small change in the stimulus will again
trigger the response. This provides evidence of learning as the learner shows
sensitivity to and memory of the properties of the stimulus (e.g. sound and
movement patterns). It is useful to note how quickly the learner responds again —
and how features of the stimulus were changed to recover their attention. (See clip
4 on DVD.)

Early associative learning. This occurs when learners learn to anticipate a significant
event through an earlier cue, which can be reliably associated with it. For example,
the learner hears the dinner trolley and smacks his or her lips, looking forward to
lunch. This again shows sensitivity to events and indicates the possibility of
prediction developing at a later stage.

Operant conditioning. This occurs when the consequences of an action alter the
probability that it will be repeated. For example, a learner hits a toy, which plays a
tune. This increases the likelihood of the learner hitting the toy again as he/she
begins to make the link between the stimulus and the response. A learner may also
stop an action to prevent a negative consequence — for example, touching a toy
triggers a loud, frightening noise, so the learner doesn’t touch it again.

If learners are observed closely during these learning processes, teachers will be able to
gather evidence about the learners’ level of awareness of events around them. The way
learners respond can provide us with further knowledge and understanding about their
memory, preference for different sensory stimuli, ability to associate cues with events,
the ability to anticipate and predict and finally, the ability to influence events in their
immediate environment.

15
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Early responses may include ‘stilling’ (a momentary ‘freeze’), a change in breathing
pattern, tensing or relaxing, pupil dilation or eye movements, change in facial
expression, vocalisation or movement of mouth, hands or feet. If learners are being
filmed, staff need to ensure that these often small and barely perceptible responses are
visible (see clip 1 on DVD).

As responses become more pronounced and more consistent and learners begin to act
independently on their environment, greater accuracy should be expected, with
learners having to refine their actions and become more specific in their intentions. (For
example, it could be moving from an accidental swipe at a toy to a more focused aim.
For an example of this behaviour, see clip 19 on DVD.)

It is important to establish:
e that a response is intentional and not reflexive, e.g. a startle

e that a response is directly linked to the stimulus and not a response to staff actions
This is shown on clip 1 on the DVD where Megan possibly responds to the
movement of the member of staff, rather than the fibre optics

e exactly what qualities of the stimulus lead the learner to respond.

It is essential to involve the learners and follow their lead. Any preference (e.g. for a
certain type of music) expressed by the learner should be incorporated into the
programme. It is equally important to notice and respond to behaviour that may signal
rejection or the learner’s wish to stop an activity (see clip 11 on DVD).

Haring et al. (1981) described the following hierarchy of skill development:

e Acquisition — in which learners learn correct new responses through demonstration,
modelling or physical prompting with an emphasis on developing accuracy. At this
stage learners need a great deal of support.

e Fluency — in which learners, through repeated doing, reach a level of mastery
combining speed and accuracy. The action still takes time to complete.

e Maintenance — in which learners consolidate and maintain a high level of
competency and fluency over time by over learning through repetition and
familiarity. They will remember how to do the task after a break.

e Generalisation — in which learners develop and achieve mastery in different settings
or contexts, with different stimuli or materials or with different staff.
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* Application or adaptation — in which learners recognise similarities and differences
between key elements of new situations and select appropriate responses, adapting
their established skills and understandings to new problem-solving opportunities.

The application of skills developed and consolidated in this way in different situations
can support problem-solving and self-directed learning. Moreover, learners must be
given carefully planned opportunities to move through this sequence with each new
skill, without losing spontaneity and creativity.

Some key principles for effective learning

Recent work in the neurosciences (Blakemore and Frith 2000, OECD 2002, Smith 2002,
Hannaford 2002) has provided us with a clearer insight into how all children learn.

The following principles will underpin any successful learning for learners with

complex needs.

Learners who are under stress will not learn effectively due to the
‘fight/flight’ response.

Learners need to feel secure with the people around them. They must feel safe and be
positioned comfortably. The learners’ immediate surroundings must be considered to
ensure that they are not overloaded with too many stimuli at any one time. Physical
factors (e.g. thirst, hunger, fatigue) and factors affecting emotional state (e.qg.
attending respite care) should also be recognised so that learners are emotionally and
physically ready to learn. The work of Abraham Maslow (1970) is relevant here and
further details are provided in Appendix 2.

Learners’ receptiveness to stimulation may depend, at least in part, on their bio-
behavioural state. The term 'bio-behavioural state’ refers to the level of arousal of the
central nervous system. The Carolina Record of Individual Behaviour (Simeonsson,
Huntington, Short and Ware 1988) defines nine levels of arousal:

Deep sleep

Quiet sleep

Active sleep

Drowsy

Quiet awake

Active awake

Fussy awake

Mild agitation
Uncontrollable agitation

O 00N wWwN =
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The best times for learning are during quiet and active alert states. At times of very
high or very low arousal, learning will not be effective. Internal factors such as hunger,
tiredness, discomfort and state of health have an impact on the level of arousal, as do
external factors such as noise, light, temperature and movement. Learners may be
calmed by rocking and warmth and aroused by strong stimuli such as cool
temperatures and fast movement. It is important to try to give learners strategies for
regulati