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POLICY AND GUIDELINES 

FOR CHILDREN WORKING AT THE EARLIEST DEVELOPMENTAL LEVELS (P1-P3) 

SUMMARY POLICY 

Personalised Learning 

The P1-P3 curriculum is personalised for each child based on assessments of their 

individual needs.  A range of assessments are used both by classroom staff and 

representatives of our partner agencies.  Personal targets are identified in consultation with 

families, classroom staff and representatives from partner agencies such as therapists or 

medical professionals.  These targets focus on learning fundamental skills and gaining basic 

understanding of the world (Communication, Cognition, Physical and Self Help and 

Independence).  These are likely to be ‘door-openers’ for the child: they will open doors to 

wide learning opportunities.  As children cannot directly express their views on personal 

targets, observations of children are made regularly to ensure targets are based on current 

strengths and needs.  These targets are reviewed at least half-termly. 

The Curriculum 

The curriculum for pupils working at the earliest developmental levels is driven by the 

identification of individual personal targets.   However, elements of the national curriculum, 

the wider curriculum and relevant therapies provide a rich context within which to develop 

these fundamental skills and understanding.   Some pupils may be at a very early stage of 

development and it may be appropriate for them to draw on a very focused curriculum: 

focused on developing object and social interaction skills.  Others, who have mastered the 

basic skills of social interaction and engaging with the world, may be able to benefit from a 

full and varied curriculum.   However, some pupils who can benefit from a varied curriculum 

may need that to be carefully controlled because of their medical, physical or sensory 

difficulties. 

Multi-Agency Approach 

Most of our pupils working within P1-P3 also have additional difficulties, for example 

medical, physical and sensory difficulties.  At Greenmead School we work closely with the 

help and support of partner agencies such as therapy allied to health, nursing, arts therapies 

and sensory support services to meet the diverse needs of our learners.  The mode of 

working adopted by the school is interdisciplinary, where all services involved with individual 

pupils meet to discuss how to meet pupils’ needs.  They may work alongside each other and 

they may work individually but they keep each other informed through agreed lines of 

communication.  Luckily, our Speech and Language, Physiotherapists and Occupational 

Therapists and so working collaboratively with them is extremely easy, with weekly sessions 

in each types of therapy provided to all learners. 

Working with Families 

Pupils with the complex needs require particularly close contact between school and home.  

Parents or carers are involved in planning and meeting needs and help to identify priority 

targets.  We do this during IEP meetings which are held on a termly basis, as well as in our 

Annual Reviews, Parents Evenings and Education Health and Care Plan Meetings.    A 

home-school book is sent between Greenmead and the child’s family daily.  This allows 

important information to be shared daily, including health, emotional state, medical notes 

and activities that they participated in.  Besides this daily contact, families are also informed 



 

of whole school events and activities (such as our play schemes), a termly school newsletter 

and all other information via email, as Greenmead recently became a ‘paperless school’.  

School and partner agencies keep in close contact and try to meet whole family needs 

wherever possible. 

 Quality of Life & the ‘Voice’ of the Child 

The complexity of needs experienced by the children means that sometimes they are 

uncomfortable and need to endure difficult procedures.  They are often unable to control 

their own environments and they need to wait for the world to come to them.  We try to 

minimise these unsatisfactory moments and engage them in activities they enjoy to increase 

their quality of life.  Staff keep the children’s needs always in mind, using observation to help 

them keep the ‘voice of the child’ at the centre of everything they do. 

 

  



 

GUIDELINES FOR WORKING WITH PUPILS WITHIN THE EARLIEST 

DEVELOPMENTAL LEVELS 

 

Pupils with profound and multiple learning difficulties have complex learning needs.  

In addition to very severe learning difficulties, pupils have other significant difficulties, 

such as physical disabilities, sensory impairment or a severe medical condition.  

Pupils require a high level of adult support, both for their learning needs and also for 

their personal care.  They are likely to need sensory stimulation and a curriculum 

broken down into very small steps.  Some pupils communicate by gesture, eye 

pointing or symbols, others by very simple language.   

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF LEARNERS WORKING WITHIN P1-P3 

Although, of course, every child has individual set of strengths and needs, the following list 

gives an idea of the typical profile displayed by this group: 

Communication – many children are at a stage before their communication becomes fully 

intentional.  We need to be very good at interpreting children’s behaviour, and inferring its 

meaning, so we can respond appropriately.  We need to respond as if the children are 

intentionally communicating to teach them how to become intentional communicators. 

Cognition – most children are at a very early stage of development in their cognitive skills.  

They are likely to be developing the sorts of skills that a typical infant will develop during 

their first year of life eg: learning about the properties of objects, how to move and how to 

make things happen. 

In addition to functioning at an early stage in cognition and communication, some children 

have difficulties associated with: 

Movement – cerebral palsy is common amongst the children within Greenmead School 

working at these levels.  Many children with cerebral palsy find it very hard to move 

independently, restricting environmental exploration.  Typical infants spend the first year of 

life physically exploring the world around them and any physical disability means learning 

through this means is seriously compromised. 

Sensory – it is also common for these learners to have visual and/ or hearing impairments.  

Sometimes the sensory difficulties stem from brain damage so that although the ears and 

eyes function the brain is not able to process the messages coming in.  They may also have 

difficulties with sensory integration or sensory overload, which may mean they become 

agitated or even fall asleep to avoid the chaos.   Again any sensory difficulty could seriously 

hamper children’s ability to learn the things typical children grasp within the first year of life. 

EARLY DEVELOPMENT  

Typical children pass successfully through the first stage of development associated with the 

first year or so of life.  This stage is called the ‘sensory-motor’ stage and is characterised by 

physical and sensory exploration.  Infants are naturally curious about the world around them 

and want to understand and manipulate it as soon as possible.  During the latter part of the 

stage they begin to develop understanding of language and can use it to make their needs 

known and comment on their world in simple ways. 



 

Children working within the earliest developmental levels  

Children with profound learning difficulties have enormous trouble in moving through this 

developmental stage, and may remain interacting with the world at a sensory motor level 

throughout their lives.  Damage to the brain and sensory system may mean that they simply 

do not have the cognitive capacity to understand the world around them in anything but 

simple terms.   

Although children up to the age of 11 years may still be functioning at a level similar to a very 

young infant, we must remember that they have up to 11 years of experience that babies of 

a few months do not have.  We must also remember that these years of experience are 

likely to have been very restricted and even detrimental to their learning.  They may, for 

example, have used loud screaming to get attention and have found this so successful that 

they have not managed to move onto communicating through more conventional means.  

This in turn can lead to further restrictions in their lives brought about by being labelled as 

having ‘challenging behaviour’.  Children with challenging behaviour often miss out on 

experiences because their behaviour makes it difficult to include them.  It becomes a vicious 

circle. 

It is important, then to take the actual age and experience of the child into account when 

trying to understand the developmental stage reached.  A child of 11 working within P1-P3 is 

not exactly the same as a typical infant of a few months old, but knowing about the 

developmental level of a typical infant can be really helpful in understanding what someone 

with this developmental level might be able to understand.  Understanding this level is 

important so we can get our teaching right for the level of learning.  If a child has only just 

managed to smile to communicate ‘more’ when s/he wants an activity to continue, it is 

unreasonable to expect him or her to understand spoken language. 

 

Communication  

Establishing conventional communication can be a lifelong task for people working in the 

earliest developmental levels.  We use the Routes for Learning assessment and the 

Routemap gives you an outline of the development of communication in the first year or so 

of a typical infant.  By studying this, you can become familiar with the route from ‘reacting to 

a familiar adult’ through to ‘expressing a preference for items not present via symbolic 

means’ (eg: a picture, symbol or word).  We can look for evidence of understanding of 

communication at different levels and once the level has been established, then it is clear 

where the teaching should be placed. 

 

Cognition 

We can do the same with cognition (understanding), using the Routes For Learning 

Routemap.  Communication development is mainly on the left of the Routemap and 



 

cognition is mainly on the right, starting with ‘noticing a stimulus’ through to ‘early problem 

solving through trying a new strategy when the old one fails’.  Again we can look for 

evidence of what the child understands so we can then get our teaching in the right place.  

Incidentally, if you are unsure of the meaning of ‘contingency responding’ and contingency 

awareness’, substitute the phrase ‘cause and effect’ and the meaning becomes clearer. Step 

23 ‘contingency responding’ implies the child is learning about cause and effect but does not 

yet realise that a particular action has a particular effect despite having an idea that actions 

make things happen.   A child might, for example keep pressing a switch despite having 

activated the toy with the first press.  ‘Contingency awareness’ implies that the child is clear 

that touching the bells makes the ringing sound or pressing a switch makes the toy dog jump 

and stops his/ her action once the object is activated.  Do read the Routes for Learning 

Assessment Booklet for more information on each of the 43 behaviours described. 

 

ASSESSMENT AND IDENTIFICATION OF NEEDS 

 

Routes for Learning 

‘Routes for Learning’ has already been mentioned above and it is currently the best 

assessment available for educational purposes.  Children can be placed on the Routemap in 

terms of communication and cognition through assessment and this then informs teaching 

plans.  Results of this assessment can be directly fed into target writing for individual pupils.  

For instance, if you have found that a child is responding in the area of numbers 9-12, then 

you would write a target somewhere in that area.  For example you might work on 

responding differently to different stimuli (no.12).  You could start with two stimuli the child 

has shown most strongly (eg: smiling and relaxing for gentle stroking and screwing up the 

face and turning the head away from a cup of milk.  Work on the positive reaction and add 

more stimuli until you have a list of things the person really likes and these can be presented 

using a burst of stimulus and a pause for the reaction.  You would hope to encourage the 

smiling and relaxing but maybe also perhaps reaching out or turning to a sound or looking in 

the direction of a favoured object to accompany the smile so that response were different for 

different stimuli. 

Don’t forget the negative response.  We will need to develop that as well.  However, we 

really must take away the stimulus once the child has indicated s/he doesn’t want it and it’s 

difficult to know if we should reintroduce it or not.  If we do then the child won’t get the 

connection between the negative reaction and the stimulus ceasing.  But if we don’t repeat it, 

how will the child get sufficient practice at negative responses.  It is a dilemma!  

Teaching staff enter assessment data into our Routes for Learning Assessment tool on a 

half termly basis.  The data is then used to produce a range of graphs, clearly depicting 

areas that the child is excelling in, or needs more work.  It also compares all the children in 

the school working within these levels, therefore helping with moderation, or to highlight any 

areas that we need to focus on more often as a group.  The graphs also clearly display 

progress in quantifiable amounts, even if the progress made is very slight.  This tool is a 



 

great way of demonstrating the impact of teaching our learners working within the earliest 

developmental levels. 

 WORKING TOGETHER 

Children with complex learning difficulties have many needs and this means that there are 

often many different people working with the same child.  It is very easy for the child to be 

seen by all these people as a collection of separate parts: the eyes, the ears, the legs, the 

digestive system and so on.  It is important for everyone with these different views to work 

together so the child can be seen as a whole person. 

Working together can take many different forms and the system used is less important than 

the actual sharing of ideas and expertise.  It is said ‘two heads are better than one’ and it 

should be possible to arrange for staff to meet and talk together; assess children together; 

show each other how they work with children; plan targets together (such as during our IEP 

days) and share their skills with each other.  The NHS has an office within Greenmead, 

therefore meaning the majority of the children’s therapists are on site almost all week.  This 

makes it extremely easy for teachers to work alongside therapists to plan, assess and 

deliver appropriately challenging opportunities and targets.  Likewise, children are often able 

to attend school quite promptly following a surgery or procedure as the wait time to have a 

therapist assist in risk assessing manual handling and positioning, for example, is 

significantly reduced. 

STAFFING & GROUPING 

Generally staffing levels at Greenmead School are high enough to enable children working 

at the earliest levels of development to have individual attention at least some of the day.  

Most children working at these levels do not have the skills to be part of the whole class 

group and have no concept of waiting for a turn.  If they are part of a group then this group 

needs to be very small, say 2 children, then they can have lots of ‘turns’ at activities.  If they 

are in a larger group then it is much harder for them to be engaged with the activity, unless 

there are plenty of resources and an adult sitting next to them interacting (or maybe a peer 

who is good at interacting). 

Generally a good learning situation comprises one adult and two children working within P1-

P3.  That adult can engage children by alternating between the two, judging the length of 

time for each interaction by the children’s reactions.  The session can be driven by the pace 

that’s right for those children and not by the tolerance level of other children. 

Children working at the earliest developmental levels can not only work in a pair with another 

child with similar learning difficulties but also in mixed ability pairs, especially if the more able 

children really enjoy interacting with their less able peers.  The more able children can offer 

good role models and provide movement to watch and sounds to listen to.  The needs of 

individual children will dictate how much time they spend with their more able peers.  Some 

children working at this level love to watch their peers but others have very little interest in 

anything that doesn’t happen within a few centimetres of them.  These opportunities are 

often provided during assemblies and playtimes as our class groups are decided by ability, 

meaning that within a class the levels of understanding and awareness are very similar. 

There should also be opportunities for individual work between an adult and child and often 

the routines of the day give the best possibilities for this to happen.  Dressing and 

undressing, nappy changing, eating and drinking offer lovely moments for adults to interact 

individually with children.  Staff can work on communication and cognition targets as well as 



 

self-help targets in these situations.  Some children, if present on their statement, receive 

one to one support throughout their day from a Specialist Support Assistant or an Intervenor, 

depending on their needs. 

As previously mentioned, it is common for children working within the earliest levels of 

development to also have a range of other difficulties or complex needs.  This often includes 

medical based intervention such as gastrostomy and jejunal feeds, daily and emergency 

medications, splints, braces and gaitors.  Therefore, within such classes the support staff are 

fully trained to administer, carry out or assist with any of these needs.  A trained first aider 

also works within each class.   

RESOURCES 

Children with physical disabilities working at the earliest levels of development often have a 

range and variety of personal resources, from wheelchairs and standing frames to special 

boots and splints.  Storing them is always a challenge as is managing them.  It’s important to 

check correct use, whether they still fit and their condition, it is because of this that we have 

termly equipment checks carried out by our staff and any areas checked over by our NHS 

therapists. 

A wide range of sensory resources are really useful as long as they are used wisely.  

Resources should usually be used one at a time with plenty of time for the children to react 

to each one.  They should also be used to encourage learning and not only for ‘an 

experience’.  If a child is working on anticipating a repetitively presented stimulus (no.14 on 

the Routes for Learning Routemap) then the sensory resources can be used in a burst-

pause manner (that is a burst of stimulation followed by a pause) to allow the child to 

recognise the pattern and begin to anticipate that the activity will begin again after a pause. 

There are often very expensive sensory resources to be found in multi-sensory rooms and 

used well, these too can be very helpful.  It is not good practice, though, to turn lots of 

resources on at once as it is likely to produce sensory overload.  Focusing on a particular 

sense, using a particular resource can be very helpful in stimulating that sense to work more 

effectively.   For example, using ultra-violet light to draw attention to objects in a dark room 

can be very effective in encouraging children to make good use of any vision they might 

have. 

CURRICULUM 

We have always struggled to find a curriculum that really suits the needs of our children 

working at the earliest levels of development.  It is undeniably hard to make a 21st century 

education relevant for this group.  We have therefore developed our own personalised 

curriculum, where their individual needs became the starting point for planning rather than a 

curriculum written for typical children.  Greenmead’s curriculum is based on developing basic 

skills in cognition and communication and for children working within P1-P3 as these two 

areas are of prime importance. Physical development and self-help skills and emotional 

development are also very important, and these 4 areas form the main aspects of the skills 

curriculum for this group.  Practising basic skills on a daily basis is very dull without a range 

and variety of context and the curriculum for children working within P1-P3 contains lots of 

ideas for embedding early learning in fun activities, based on, first the Early Years 

Foundation Stage Curriculum and then the National Curriculum.   

A class topic is chosen and changed every half term.  These can be more abstract topics 

such as ‘Pop’, ‘Patterns’, ‘Rock and Roll’ or ‘Bounce’, as well as more commonly used 



 

themes such as looking at different countries, animals or colour.  The topic helps to ensure 

that practicing the children’s basic skills does not become dull or repetitive, as the theme 

helps to inspire new ideas, ways of working, or resources to use.  About twice a half term we 

try to have ‘WOW Days’ for the children working at these levels.  ‘WOW Days’ are when we 

come off of the daily timetable and really explore our topic.  Classes may combine to work 

together, or children may be purposefully paired with new or different peers.  A large, new 

experience is usually planned and examples from this year include an adapted fireworks 

display in the sensory room to celebrate Bon Fire Night, a walk through the local forest when 

we were looking at Fairy tales and an ice fishing trek in the Antarctic during our ‘All Around 

The World’ topic.  These days require a lot of planning, resources and involvement of staff 

but are most certainly worth it.  The large experiences often elicit new and exciting reactions 

from the children, which can often be difficult to obtain. 

Therapies also form an important part of the curriculum for most children with profound 

learning difficulties.  Therapies should not be seen as interrupting lessons but as vital 

activities to support learning.  By meeting with therapists regularly, children’s progress can 

be carefully monitored by a range of professionals and timetables, goals and routines can be 

agreed upon and worked towards by all.  As Greenmead has physiotherapists, occupational 

therapists and speech and language therapists all working on site this liaison is very easy.  

Ideally, private therapists the children work with at home should also be involved in this 

process and are encouraged to communicate with either the child’s class teacher or school 

therapist. 

  

ACCESS ISSUES  

Children working at the earliest developmental level will need an approach to communication 

that makes some use of alternative and augmentative communication (AAC).  It is unlikely 

that they will use hi-tech aids such as voice boxes as most demand a cognitive ability that is 

beyond them.  Below are some systems that might be useful. 

Sensory cues 

Children at a very early stage of development, particularly those with sensory impairments, 

are likely to need to start with ‘sensory cues’.  Children need to be given a consistent routine 

to help them begin to learn to distinguish activities and people so eventually they can begin 

to learn to anticipate what is going to happen to them.  For example, it might be helpful to 

adopt the following: 

 Tapping up their arm to indicate going up in the hoist, and tapping down to indicate 
going down 

 Putting your hands down behind the child’s back before pushing their chairs 

 Staff having a sensory ‘signifier’ (eg: smell, touch, vocal cue) so children can begin to 
recognise different people 

 

Some cues will be particular to individual children, for example singing a particular song.  

Some sensory cues are built into the activity eg: the smell of lunch or the sound of the bus 

engine.  Use natural cues wherever possible, maybe exaggerating them eg: jingling the bus 

keys or knocking the spoon against the bowl; anything to help children to associate that cue 

with what is going to happen next.  Make sure the cues happen just before the activity 

begins so there are only a few seconds between the cue and the activity.  Keep repeating 



 

your sensory ‘signifier’ throughout the time you are working with children so they can 

practice recognising it.  

Object Cues 

From these sensory cues, children can begin to increase the number of cues for the different 

activities about to take place.  These can be the objects that are part of the activity.  So, for 

example, an object that is a cue for a drink should be the cup that the child usually uses.  It 

should be offered as a cue as the drinking activity begins.  It is hoped that the children will 

eventually learn to anticipate the drink by opening their mouths as the cup is presented.  All 

routine activities should have a sensory cue of some kind.  It depends on the activity as to 

what the cue should be but for most children working at this developmental level it is not 

helpful, at this stage, to have lots of different cues for different activities.  It may be better to 

have a single cue for work time with another for toilet and another for eating/ drinking.  

Maybe a cue for outside could also be added or for the hall and for any activities or places 

that are used regularly. 

Objects of Reference 

Some children may make symbolic use of objects of reference where the object used is 

representative of the activity.  For example being shown (or feeling) a small red cup but 

actually using a larger blue cup for drinking.  Children need to be around number 41 on the 

Routes for Learning (expresses preference for items not present via symbolic means) for 

objects of reference to make sense.  Some children at this stage might be able to 

understand and use a few words or even recognise a few pictures (eg: of themselves or their 

family/ classmates). 

ENVIRONMENT 

Ideally all the children should have a personalised environment for optimal learning.  

Someone with very little vision is likely to be most open to learning when in a darkened area 

where objects can be specifically lit.  Children with physical disabilities will need an area 

where different positions are possible.  Some children really enjoy being sociable and can 

function well in a busy classroom, others cannot and need somewhere quiet and ordered 

where they can focus on learning something new.  We need to try different approaches for 

different children and not assume that one kind of environment is right for all. 

It may be necessary to design a flexible environment: one that can be altered according to 

need.  For example if you have children who destroy objects, then you may need to keep 

most of your resources in a cupboard which can be opened for ease of access by the other 

children, once the destructive children are well engaged. As every classroom in Greenmead 

School has a withdrawal room attached, the class teacher is able to use this for a variety of 

purposes suited to their class.  For example Venus Class often uses their withdrawal room 

as a mini-sensory room for visual work, whereas Mars Class have adapted theirs to be a soft 

safe space for the children to play, relax and safely calm down when needed. 

TEACHING APPROACHES 

There is a range of teaching approaches suitable to use with children working at the earliest 

developmental levels (P1-P3).   

Intensive Interaction 



 

One of the most important approaches is called Intensive Interaction.   The following 

description was taken from the Intensive Interaction website 

(http://www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk/about/how.php)  

 

First and foremost, Intensive Interaction is highly practical. The only equipment 

needed is a sensitive person to be the interaction partner.  The approach works by 

progressively developing enjoyable and relaxed interaction sequences between the 

interaction partner and the person doing the learning. These interaction sequences 

are repeated frequently and gradually grow in duration, complexity and 

sophistication.  As this happens, the fundamentals of communication are gradually 

rehearsed and learnt in a free-flowing manner. The style of the teacher person is 

relaxed, non-directive and responsive.  In fact, a central principle is that the teacher 

person builds the content and the flow of the activity by allowing the learner basically 

to lead and direct, with the teacher responding to and joining-in with the behaviour of 

the learner. This simple principle is the one used by adults in interaction with babies 

during the first year. The first year is the period of development when a baby carries 

out intense and very rapid learning of the fundamentals of communication. Much of 

the development of Intensive Interaction was based on reading of the scientific 

research on the way in which human beings learn to communicate during the first 

year. 

 

The teaching sessions are therefore frequent, quite intense, but also fun-filled, playful 

and enjoyable. Both participants should be at ease with enjoyment of the activity as 

the main motivation. A session could be highly dynamic, with a great deal of 

vocalisation, sometimes with fun-filled physical contacts. A session could also be 

peaceful, slow and quiet. 

 

Suitable games for Intensive Interaction are likely to be those that are very repetitive such as 

tapping fingers or making little noises.  Either person can introduce a game but the ‘teacher’ 

needs to choose things that are within the child’s repertoire or close to what the child already 

does.  Some children are very music orientated so suitable games may be familiar songs.  

Other are much more physical and interaction could be achieved through whole body 

rocking, bouncing or swaying.  

Self Help Skills 

A different approach may be successful when teaching self-help skills.  It may, for example, 

be helpful to analyse tasks such as using a spoon to eat, taking off a coat, pulling up pants 

or brushing teeth so that each element of the task can be taught.  The sequence for taking 

off a coat is something like: 

1. Undo buttons or zip 
2. Hold both sides 
3. Wriggle/ shrug coat off shoulders 
4. Put one hand behind you 
5. Hold coat with one hand 
6. Pull arm out of sleeve 
7. Pull other arm out of sleeve 

http://www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk/about/how.php


 

8. Hold coat with one hand 
9. Hang coat on peg 

 

If you start with the first step first then this is called ‘forward chaining’ and if you start with the 

last step first then it is called ‘backward chaining’.  Backward chaining enables the child 

always to complete the task and forward chaining can mean starting with success every 

time.  Both are useful ways of approaching the learning. 

Sensory Stimulation 

It is important to enable children working at the earliest developmental levels to learn to use 

all their senses for learning and so stimulating them is a useful and fun thing to do.  It is 

important though not just to massage a child’s feet with cream, for example, but to use the 

activity to teach the child the next learning step.  If a child is learning to anticipate what is 

going to happen next in a known routine, then massage for a little while and then stop for a 

few seconds to see if you get a response such as the child looking at you or vocalising (as if 

to say ‘more, please’).  Keep the pause very short or it won’t be remembered.  Another child 

might be learning to take turns with an adult, in which case maybe after massaging the 

child’s foot for a while you change places and get the child to massage your foot.  Sensory 

stimulation should be more than just a relaxing time (unless the next learning step is to learn 

to relax).  It’s a learning opportunity. 

Sensory-Motor Learning 

It is vitally important that children with physical disabilities have opportunities to learn to 

move around and explore their world.  Those who are physically disabled need an enormous 

amount of help with moving in a co-ordinated way.  They will need to be supported to 

explore objects and staff need to be very inventive with finding objects that are motivating 

and enable children to learn how they work.  Providing the right resources to learn about the 

different properties of objects in vitally important and staff need to know roughly the order in 

which typical children learn about objects.  For example it is helpful to know that children 

empty containers before they learn to fill them. 

SUPPORT FOR LEARNING 

There are a few other aspects of supporting learning that are useful to consider.  Each child 

is an individual and will need an individual approach. 

Hand-under-hand 

For some children it works better to give them experiences of activities by putting your hand 

under theirs rather than over.  You do the activity with their hand on top of yours.  This gives 

them a better experience of the activity.  It is particularly useful when the child immediately 

withdraws his/ her hand as soon as you try to place it on the object.  You hold the object and 

let the child hold you. 

Giving time for reactions and responses 

The amount of time each child needs to react to a stimulus varies enormously.  You need to 

observe carefully to see what is right for each child.  Be prepared to go slowly and try not to 

make the pace be dictated by the tolerance of other children! 

 



 

Level of stimulation 

Some children need wild and exciting stimulation to react but others need a gentle, slow 

approach.  Observe carefully to see which level of stimulation is best for each individual 

child. 

Amount of repetition 

Some children working at the earliest developmental levels need a huge amount of repetition 

before they are able to anticipate even a very familiar activity.  Those children at the very 

early levels of the Routes for Learning map are likely to need an activity repeated literally 

thousands of times before they can begin to anticipate what is going to happen.  Where 

possible, choose a small number of activities to repeat over and over again, rather than give 

continually new experiences. 

Using routines for learning 

Early learning in very young typically developing children is based on daily routines such as 

eating, drinking, nappy changing, dressing and undressing and play routines such as Peek-

a-Boo, Round and Round the Garden and Row, Row your boat.  Children working at the 

earliest developmental levels need to experience all these kinds of routines over and over 

again.  Because routines happen several times a day, they are ideal for beginning to learn 

about the way the world works. 

Listening to the ‘voice’ of the child 

Although many children with profound learning disabilities are not intentional in their 

communication, we do need to think of them as having a ‘voice’.  We need to be very 

sensitive to all their reactions and responses so their ‘voices’ can be heard.  Almost all 

children react to stimuli and we need to heed what they are ‘saying’ or infer what their 

response may mean.  The few who cannot yet show a reaction to stimuli need supporters 

who can ‘put themselves in their shoes’ and estimate how long to work with them, how long 

to help them to stand, how long to play music etc.  

 

 



 

THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

Some children with profound disabilities also have physical and sensory impairments and 

their needs are included below. 

These learners need: 

 

o Equipment for positioning – lying, sitting, standing, moving 
 

o Frequent changes of position 
 

o Regular therapy exercises 
 

o Regular hydrotherapy, swimming, other physical activity (e.g.: Rebound Therapy, 
Yoga, OT Brushing Programmes) 

 

o Safe space to move arms and legs when lying on the floor 
 

o Space to move around the room safely (when learning to roll, shuffle, crawl or walk) 
 

o Safe space and activities for relaxation 
 

o A personal space that enables children to exert as much control as they can (eg: 
Resonance Board, activity arch or class withdrawal room) 

 

o Multi-sensory environment where children can focus on one stimulus at a time (e.g.: 
dark room, sensory room) 

 

o Multisensory activities in the classroom, particularly utilising the child’s strongest 
sense/s (but don’t forget all the other senses as well) 

 

o Sensory stimuli that enable the integration of senses 
 

o Outside sensory area (e.g.: sensory garden or musical hut) 
 

o Little visual and aural clutter in the learning spaces with a good light source on 
person or object that is the focus of attention and/ or good quality sound sources  

 

o Range of interesting objects, activities and events that can be appreciated through 
the senses – starting with those that give a strong sensory feedback when touched, 
grasped, knocked 

 



 

o  Staff to assess the level of stimulation right for each individual (wild and exciting or 
gentle and slow) 

 

o Range of resources for exploration and early problem solving (including technology 
where appropriate) 

 

o Repetition of a small number of activities and routines for learning to anticipate 
(increasing with the level of understanding) (eg: eating and toileting routines) 

 

o Staff who recognise that self help routines are vital learning opportunities  
 

o Time to respond to objects, materials, activities, events and people 
 

o People working with them to remain within arm’s length  
 

o Equipment to practice self help skills (eg: toilet seats, toothbrushes, cups, bowls, 
non-slip mats) 

 

o Small number of adults who know the children and their key targets well 
 

o Small number of learning spaces (although novel places can be useful sometimes) 
 

o Small number of more able peers to watch, interact with and listen to 
 

o Sensory cues, on body signing, objects, objects of reference, signs, photos for 
routine activities (depending on individual children’s needs) 

 

o Concrete objects and materials to accompany stories, songs  
 

o Interactions based on individual children’s communication behaviour (as in Intensive 
Interaction) 

 

o Burst-pause of activities (on-off) so children can insert their responses in the gaps 
 

o Adults who can interact in a ‘larger-than-life way’ 
 

o Low and high tech aids for communication (low tech is likely to be more suitable) 
 

o Generally a slow pace in lessons and routines (but sometimes being swept along 
with a fast activity when part of a social event) 

 



 

o Lots of repetition (eg: repeat a particular story or art activity several times a week for 
6 weeks) 

 

o Individual attention as often as possible (one adult with two children can be a good 
ratio so the adult can work with each in turn and they also have the possibility of 
noticing each other) 

 

o Activities where children can work with more able peers – mainly in a pair  
 

o Short amount of time in a large group session (based on individual children’s 
tolerance) 

 

o An adult next to the child to interpret what’s happening in a large group session (eg: 
using a second set of resources or constantly repeating one aspect of the lesson) 

 

o Clear cues for the beginning and end of activities (eg: music cues, same words, 
signs) 

 

o Sensory cues for different learning spaces (& kitchen, offices) and for moving around 
the school 

 

o Activities based on children’s individual preferences – (almost) anything that is 
motivating 

 

o Their ‘voices’ heard and interpreted by people who know and understand them (eg: if 
a child turns away from something offered then this should be seen as a rejection 
and responded to appropriately) 

 

o Hand UNDER hand support for activities in preference to hand OVER hand (although 
the latter may be useful) – so children can feel what doing the activity feels like and 
are not concentrating on trying to pull away or counteracting a spasm) 

 

o Adults to video and photograph them to observe responses in detail (eg: tiny foot 
movements or fleeting changes of expression 

 

o A multi-agency approach to learning and care based on a holistic view of the child 
 

o Therapists and support teachers to work alongside classroom staff 
 

o A family partnership approach which makes good use of two-way communication 
based on knowledge, skills and experience  

 

  



 

ROUTES FOR LEARNING 

Routes for Learning forms the basis for our assessment for pupils working within P1-P3.  

 

Initial Assessment 

Every child admitted to the school who is functioning at P1-3 should be assessed using the 

Routes for Learning.  Much of the assessment can be completed through informal 

observation, talking to family members, any previous staff and therapists and also through 

working with the child yourself.  Some aspects of communication and cognition will require a 

more formal assessment to be set up.  You may need two people to carry out these 

assessments.   

 

Key Targets 

Key targets should always be based on what the pupil can already do and understand and 

they should be clearly traceable to the Routes assessment for pupils working within P1-P3. 

Communication and cognition targets will be based on the information gathered on the 

Routes assessment and made in conjunction with the Speech and Language Therapist.  

Pupils are likely also to have a key target in the area of physical movement and/ or self-help 

and emotional development skills and these should be accompanied by full instructions for 

staff.  There are checklists to help you to assess children’s needs in these areas. 

 

Recording Progress 

Routes can be used to show progress over time. It is not expected that pupils with working at 

the earliest developmental levels will progress quickly through the steps so Routes on its 

own is not sufficient as a recording sheet.  However, some of our youngest pupils who are 

more able are likely to move through the steps quickly enough for the Routes recording 

sheet to be helpful as it stands.   For the pupils that make progress at a slower rate, 

classroom observation sheets are used alongside the Routes assessment. 

The PIVATS assessment tool is also used annually to assess the children’s progress against 

the national average for their P-level. The children are base lined when they begin at 

Greenmead, and then at the start and end of every academic year. 

 



 

Using the Teaching Strategies Section 

The Routes material includes advice on strategies to use to encourage pupils to move to the 

next step.  There two things to bear in mind when using this section. 

1.  pupils do not necessarily move to the next numbered step so always base your teaching 

on what the pupil is already achieving and NOT automatically on the next step  

2.  the ideas given are minimal and you will need to develop your own ideas based on the 

suggestions 

 

 

 


