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This thought-provoking book provides a framework for understanding the physical, sensory,
emotional, social, linguistic and cognitive development of  children with special educational
needs. It gives practitioners and students a sound grasp of  the theoretical ground needed to
fully understand cognitive development, and will help them track children’s developmental
progress in order to optimise learning opportunities.

The authors handle complex topics in a highly accessible manner, explaining how to put
theory into practice. In three lucidly argued sections they present:

• an overview of  the work of  key theorists and thinkers, including Vygotsky, Piaget, Freud,
Erikson, Bruner and the Korning theorists;

• an evaluation of  the educational implications of  the work of  each theorist, using illustrative
case studies;

• a consideration of  areas of  development in learning and teaching children with special
educational needs.

This book will be a beacon for teachers, headteachers, educational psychologists and all
practitioners involved in special needs education who seek the opportunity to help empower
their pupils, and enhance their own understanding.

Christina Tilstone is now retired, but was previously Senior Lecturer in Special Education
at the University of  Birmingham. Lyn Layton is Lecturer in Inclusive and Special Education
at the University of  Birmingham.
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ACA Affective Communication Assessment
ADHD attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder
ASD autistic spectrum disorders
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DfEE Department for Education and Employment
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IQ intelligence quotient
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In order to understand and promote development in typically developing children,
practitioners in training are directed to study the views of  a selected number of  theorists.
The collected works of  these individuals, although analysed, evaluated and sometimes
challenged, stand as authoritative and respected accounts of  how humans develop from
helpless newborn infants into mature, able and independent adults.

When teachers re-focus on pupils with special educational needs (SEN) they might be
forgiven for thinking that these perspectives have little, if  any, relevance for the teaching of
pupils whose development is atypical. For our part, as practitioners, researchers and theorists,
we agree that seminal texts on child development have much to offer but argue that they
cannot claim to provide inclusive and comprehensive accounts of  key aspects of  development
unless they have been interpreted in terms that can encompass atypical patterns.

To summarise our view, there is an ongoing need to interrogate theoretical frameworks
for their contribution to our understanding of  the potential, the progress and the attainment
of  any child with special educational needs. By examining the development of  children,
particularly those who require a high level of  support in many different ways, we can evaluate
and elaborate the frameworks. Our focus is their journey on a path of  lifelong learning
where pupils must acquire the skills of  learning how to learn. These skills are explored throughout
the book, particularly in Part 3, Chapter 9 (Cognition and learning).

In the first section of  the book, we provide an overview of  the work of  an elite group of
scientists and thinkers: Jerome Bruner, Erik Erikson, Sigmund Freud, Jean Piaget, Burrhus
Frederick Skinner and Lev Vygotsky. At the same time, we recognise that there are many
others on whom we might have focused but we believe these writers have much to offer the
teaching and learning of  children with special educational needs. Throughout the discussions
original source material is referenced, and in the process the references reflect the cultural
biases of  the theorist in question. For example, writers in the past usually referred to the child
as ‘he’ and, for contrast, the professional as ‘she’ and where this is the case we have adopted
the same style. No sexist implications, however, are intended. As well as quoting from the
theorist’s own work we offer contemporary examples to illustrate major aspects or key concepts.

The educational implications of  the work of  each theorist are discussed in depth in the
second part of  the book and again, illustrative examples are provided. Our co-writers in
their day-to-day contact have collected all the examples of  pupils with special educational
needs. Their backgrounds and areas of  expertise in the special needs field are different and
diverse and their collective experiences are extensive. Each offers distinctive perspectives on
a wide range of  pupils with difficulties and disabilities, including those from ethnic minorities.
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We have attempted to draw out the ‘educational implications’ of  the theories that we
describe but it is important here to establish the range of  applications of  the term. Education
can be narrowly or broadly interpreted: it might be regarded as a series of  aims that are
defined at national levels with specified outcomes in terms of  knowledge, skills and
understanding, to shape the learning experiences of  groups of  individuals. Alternatively, the
educational implications may lie in identifying the content, the process and the timing of
learning as well as the influence of  other people and their contribution; a practice referred to
as ‘teaching’ in the learning context. Current views on education, particularly in relation to
pedagogy, tend to emphasise the active role of  the learner and the ways in which ‘teachers’
and ‘learners’ interact, but this was not always the case, as accounts of  different theoretical
perspectives show.

In the final section we take the educational implications of  each theorist further, and
consider the learning and teaching of  children and young people with special educational
needs in four major areas of  development:

• communication and interaction
• cognition and learning
• behaviour and social development
• sensory and physical development.

These cohesive themes relate to areas where professionals consider they need further
insights. The areas have been identified by the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) in England
as those where additional specialist skills and understanding are necessary if  pupils with
complex needs are to be taught effectively (TTA, 1999) and are referred to in the SEN Code
of  Practice (DfES, 2001). It is, however, inevitable that the areas overlap and development
should be seen as a complex process of  interaction between all of  them. For example, sensory
experiences feature importantly in communication, and language development is significant
in the emergence of  communication skills and for intellectual growth. It is necessary though
to tease apart strands of  development in an attempt to understand it. The narratives supplied
by our co-writers are similarly intended to focus narrowly on aspects of  pupil behaviour,
student responses or teachers’ approaches in order to illustrate the more theoretical dimensions
of  the strands. In diverting to real-life situations in this way, readers will be reminded of  the
richness of  human experience and may see, in the examples, new links between the identified
areas of  development, or approaches and applications additional to those intended by the
writers.

Finally, the potential scope of  our endeavour remains enormous and in order to produce
an accessible and thought-provoking text we have tried to identify a theme which is a crucial
aspect of  the education of  all pupils and one which, we believe, unites us in a common
purpose towards the education of  pupils with special educational needs. Our collective aim,
we propose, is their empowerment. In the chapters that follow we interpret theories about
development in terms of  a progression towards empowerment with a view to identifying why
and where it might be compromised for individuals with disabilities or learning needs. We
hope that the book will give readers the frameworks for supporting other people in their
growth towards empowerment and that it will provide readers with the opportunity to reflect
on their own development, both personal and professional.
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DfES (2001) Special Educational Needs: Code of  Practice on the Identification and Assessment. London: DfES.
TTA (1999) National Special Educational Needs Specialist Standards. London: TTA.
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At the dawn of  the twenty-first century, views on the role of  education include an emphasis
on creating opportunities for all children to grow into self-determining citizens: people who
will make, or contribute to, decisions about their lives and determine their interface with the
wider community. Self-advocacy and autonomy are prerequisites to becoming a self-
determining or ‘empowered’ citizen. We do not regard ‘empowerment’ as a fixed state, but
as a lifelong process and therefore one aim of  the current chapters is to provide a framework
for conceptualising empowerment through learning that is inclusive of  all learners; we will
return to this theme later.

Meanwhile in England, the National Curriculum now sets out a framework for promoting
personal autonomy through personal, social and health education (PSHE) and citizenship,
thus acknowledging the importance of  the development of  ‘empowerment’ for all pupils
(DfEE/QCA, 1999a; 1999b). Whereas the extension of  PSHE to the National Curriculum
is a relatively new subject area for the vast majority, it has, for some time, been advocated for
pupils with significant learning needs by many teachers, academics and researchers (Byers,
1998; Mittler, 1996a, 1996b; Rose et al., 1994; Sebba et al., 1993) as the backbone of  their
wider learning and an essential element in the gaining of  access to the same curriculum as
their peers without such needs. However, the notion of  including all learners within the same
learning curriculum is, in itself, a relatively new phenomenon.

In the past, pupils whose learning needs are now described as complex or severe were
considered to be ineducable, and under the 1913 Mental Deficiency Act of  1913 adults and
children with difficulties in learning were categorised as ‘idiots’ and ‘imbeciles’. People so
labelled were thought to be unable to guard against common physical dangers and were, in
their own interests and the interests of  the society of  the time, placed in institutions. They
were ‘cared for’ in a medical regime where they were expected to accept a ‘dependent’
model of  care. In addition to being segregated from society, ‘patients’, as they were known,
were considered to be ‘sick’ and, consequently, experiences were minimised and expectations
of  them (by those who cared for them and by society in general) were reduced (Fraser, 1984).
Their rights and powers to make decisions of  any kind were removed and Stevens (1997)
reminds us that ‘doctors ran institutions, nurses controlled patients, and patients were “passive”
victims of  the staff ’ (p.52).

Later the labels of  ‘idiots’ and ‘imbeciles’ were replaced under the 1959 Mental Health
Act by definitions of  ‘subnormality’ and ‘severe subnormality’. Categorisations depended
on the result of  intelligence quotient (IQ) tests: subnormals were classified on the basis of  an
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IQ between 51 and 75, and severe subnormals, 50 and below. Both groups were regarded as
mentally, socially and emotionally immature (Tilstone, 1991). They were denied access to
education but were either ‘cared for’ in institutions or ‘trained’ in local health authority
centres. It was not until 1971 (under the Education [Handicapped Children] Act, 1970) that
their right to education was recognised, they entered the education system and so their potential
to learn was given due consideration.

Thirty years have passed since formal education in the UK was extended to children and
young people with significant learning difficulties, through schooling. While legislation creates
the framework for opportunities, it cannot, of  itself, immediately bring about new insights or
changes of  attitudes towards learners whose educational needs do not match typical profiles.
Instead, the process of  enhancing the learning experience of  this group is ongoing but has
been given an added impetus by the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) that confirmed
the right of  all children to education and which, in turn, is reflected in the ideals and principles
of  the revised National Curriculum (England) (DfEE/QCA, 1999a; 1999b). A central theme
of  the revised curriculum focuses on how, through education, individuals might be empowered,
in order to become effective citizens.
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The starting point for our deliberations must be a consideration of  the early experiences that
engage each of  us in the acquisition of  knowledge, the attainment of  skills and the development
of  understanding. Such experiences are generic for all learning and depend to a great extent
on the development of  external opportunities such as the promotion of  active learning and
the identification of  key experiences.

The work of  the QCA/DfEE (2001) project team pulled together work from researchers
engaged with infants and children at early levels of  development (Uzgiris and Hunt, 1975;
Brown, 1996; McInnes and Treffrey, 1982; Coupe O’Kane and Goldbart, 1998; Aitken and
Buultjens, 1992) in an attempt to provide a framework for thinking about individual responses
to new learning opportunities. Many of  these researchers are concerned with learners who
have complex special educational needs and they have therefore taken into account that,
although these learners are at early developmental stages or are developmentally immature,
they may be chronologically mature; a factor that applies to many pupils with special educational
needs in all, or most, areas of  their development. The broad bands of  responses in the
framework below apply to all new learning.
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The members of  the project team who designed this framework were quick to point out
that children will move through the early learning process in both hierarchical and linear
ways. Children may, for example, move fairly rapidly hierarchically from encounter to
awareness in the learning of  a skill or the acquisition of  new knowledge or understanding.
They may, however, need to encounter experiences many times (in a linear way) when learning
other skills or when acquiring new knowledge in order to establish a base for further
development. We propose, however, that these processes are not restricted to children who
are developmentally young, or who have special educational needs, but can be seen whenever
any learner (at whatever age) is presented with something new. Consequently, all learners will
move through this framework at different rates and in different ways and, therefore, we refer
to it throughout this book as the Framework for New Learning. In the following example one
of  us describes her own learning in these terms.
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Contemporary perspectives on learning are increasingly likely to reflect the view that learning
is essentially a ‘shared social activity’ (Watson, 2001, p.140). In pedagogic terms the
perspectives are represented in social constructivist approaches which emphasise learners’ active
role in constructing and re-constructing their knowledge and understanding in a social context.
This immediately places the learner in a position of  power, at the centre of  the teaching-
learning experience. The teacher’s role focuses on facilitating the construction of  knowledge,
by, for example:

• assessing the learner’s baseline level of  understanding;
• analysing the task or body of  knowledge that is the learning objective;
• providing opportunities for exploring the area of  knowledge in line with the learner’s

preferred learning style or personal learning resources.
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This example contrasts with a didactic approach to teaching whereby knowledge and
power reside with the teacher who dispenses or delivers a body of  knowledge to passive
learners. A substantial body of  literature (see, for example, Brooks and Brookes, 1993;
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Littledyke and Huxford, 1998) provides support for adopting a social constructivist approach
with all learners, but the theoretical perspectives analysed in this book will build on Watson’s
work (Watson, 1999, 2000, 2001).

It is important to remember that the perspectives emphasising a dynamic relationship
between learners and their environments will necessarily recognise the significance of  a
learner’s membership of  an ethnic minority group. If  we conceptualise learning needs as
those arising when a learner, with his or her own profile of  skills, abilities and life history,
encounters a specified curriculum of  learning, it is clear that issues relating to ethnicity assume
importance and we draw attention to such factors later in the book.

Social constructivism is a philosophical perspective on teaching and learning that can be
used to analyse any encounter in which an individual extends his or her knowledge, skills or
understanding. In relation to planned curricula of  learning, the revised National Curriculum
of  England similarly stresses pupil participation, but as part of  a wider emphasis on promoting
personal development towards a position of  autonomy from which true citizenship can be
exercised. Lawson and Fergusson (2001) discuss how personal and social education has steadily
assumed a higher priority in the curriculum. They note that dedicated curriculum subjects –
PSHE and, for Key Stages 3 and 4, Citizenship – exist to foster explicitly the attitudes,
competencies and understanding that are valued in modern society. In particular, the
empowerment of  all pupils to assume active roles as responsible citizens is a central theme,
which necessarily entails the development of  independence, of  autonomy and of  self-advocacy.
Whereas such qualities may emerge naturally in pupils without special needs, Lawson and
Fergusson point out that opportunities for reinforcement arise across the curriculum that will
be seized by schools with an ethos of  promoting personal and social skills.

In order to take account of  the diversity of  learning profiles and needs of  the range of
pupils with special educational needs, we regard the PSHE curriculum as a central element
in the process of  empowerment. There are, however, a number of  principles that provide the
basis for work on empowerment, both in the home and in schools. These can be summed up
as the:

• recognition of  a link between empowerment, choice and decision-making;
• understanding that relationships with others are significant to the process of

empowerment;
• acknowledgement of  the importance of  being valued and of  a belief  in one’s own value

(the need to develop a feeling of  self-worth);
• provision of  opportunities to develop skills and competences from a basis of  awareness

and experience;
• encouragement of  an element of  risk taking.

It is important to place this list in context in this chapter, but all of  these principles are
implicit within the detailed discussions in the chapters that follow.
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Choice is concerned with making a difference, and the hundreds of  choices that we make in
a day influence and change the environment around us. These changes may be subtle: for
example, choosing to listen to a particular piece of  music may drive other members of  the
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family out of  the room. On other occasions, the outcome of  a choice might be dramatic:
choosing to take a new job may mean relocating the family and leaving the country. Choice
is also concerned with ‘making oneself different’ and acting as a unique person ‘rather than
acting as a piece of  furniture in the lives of  others’ (Henderson and Pochin, 2001, p.67).

At a basic level the ‘right’ to choose may be an expression of  preference, but at a more
sophisticated level it will inevitably involve the active selection of  a range of  alternatives
which take into account:

• one’s own needs;
• the perceived needs of  others;
• the recognition of  constraints;
• the ability to comprehend the impact of  actions on future goals.

(adapted from Swain, 1989)

Choice, at this level, has changed into decision-making, resulting in the recognition of
autonomy and self-determination, which is a fundamental right. Consequently, to deny
someone ‘choice’ is to exercise oppression. The theorists whose work we have chosen to
discuss have much to teach us about the creation of  environments, methods and approaches
that foster the development of  relationships, communication and social responsiveness, all
of  which serve the process of  empowerment.
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While we suggest that empowerment is a process which includes the development of  a person’s
ability to direct his or her own actions and influence his or her environment, empowerment
does not mean that we operate in isolation. We are all reliant on other people in many
different ways and, as Henderson and Pochin (2001) point out, throughout the course of  life
it is our relationships with others that tend to be the most significant source of  our personal
development. The impact and significance of  this observation is apparent throughout this
book and is discussed at length in many of  the chapters.

Although individual empowerment is also concerned with the development of  self-advocacy
skills, for some pupils and people with learning difficulties directing their actions or influencing
their environment will need to be carried out through other people. Others become the advocates
for that person, and advocacy takes many forms: for example, it can include professional
case-work advocacy, citizen advocacy, peer advocacy, and volunteer advocacy. Although
different in nature, all are primarily concerned with aiding a person to make choices and
therefore to enhance his or her acceptance and independence within society. In recognising
the importance of  self-advocacy, we suggest that advocacy partnerships should be celebrated
in the same way. The development of  relationships are the cornerstone of  what Atkinson
(1999) regards as ‘an advocacy culture’.
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A person feeling good about him- or herself  and responding to others in positive and effective
ways also fosters empowerment. In an approach to raise the ‘feel-good factor’ of  children
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with special educational needs, Curry and Bromfield (1994) quote Illsley and Clarke (1978)
who suggest that:

People who have positive self-esteem know that they are lovable and capable and that
they care about themselves and other people. They do not have to build themselves up
by tearing others down or by patronising less competent people.

(Curry and Bromfield, 1994, p.26)

This observation can be linked to Maslow’s famous hierarchy of  needs (Maslow, 1943) where
he gives a prominent position to self-esteem and self-actualisation. Self-esteem, which in his
view leads to self-actualisation, has two elements: first the desire to have confidence in oneself
(know that you are lovable and capable) and the second a wish for respect and prestige from
others (which is not achieved by trying to succeed above others) as the second part of  the
Illsley and Clark quotation suggests).

Thwarted opportunities for boosting self-esteem result in feelings of  inferiority, weakness
and helplessness. In Maslow’s terms self-actualisation involves aspiring to achieve and is
dependent on self-realisation. Put simply, we have to know what is possible before we know
we are doing it. Often pupils, particularly those with difficulties in learning, are not encouraged
to define their own tasks, specify the outcomes of  those tasks or assess their own work (Tilstone
et al., 2000). Instead they may receive feedback from others which signals that they are
inadequate or worthless, and consequently they see themselves as inferior. If  they continue
to see themselves as poor or as failures in areas that they perceive as being highly valued by
others, their self-worth will be deeply affected. Many of  the theorists, whose work we have
considered, place an emphasis on the development of  high self-esteem and provide helpful
pointers for effective school and classroom practice.
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We have considered the Framework for New Learning on which, we propose, all learning is
based and in using the example of  learning something new we have already placed this framework
into context. It is worth reiterating, however, that many of  us, particularly those who have
complex learning needs, may need to encounter experiences many times in order to learn
skills or acquire knowledge and understanding which will encourage the process of
empowerment.
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As we have already discussed, choice forms a basis for empowerment and Wertheimer (2000,
p.108), in the context of  a research programme which looks at the choices offered (or not) to
people with high dependency needs, reminds us that: ‘… choice for all of  us involves trying
things out, making mistakes, changing our minds and a process of  trial and error.’ There is
an element of  risk for each of  us in making new relationships, in going to new places, in
experimenting with new things and, as professionals concerned with the education of  children
and young people, in supporting them in their learning.

The issue of  ‘risk’ for pupils with special educational needs is usually centred on considera-
tions of  vulnerability, physical protection and health and safety, and it is not our intention to
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undermine these important considerations. We do wish to emphasise, however, the impact
on children and young people when choice and control are denied them. As research in the
1980s showed (Garber and Seligman, 1980; Sutherland, 1981; Swain, 1989), the psychological
consequences of  powerlessness are ‘learned helplessness’. People can learn that events are
independent of  their actions and therefore the consequences of  what happens to them are
beyond their control. Over time, oppression is internalised and Swain (1989) reminds us that
what seem to be the characteristics of  some pupils with special educational needs (such as
apathy, under-confidence, fatalism and depression) are actually the ‘direct manifestations of
the dynamics arising from the lack of  power’ (p.116). Powerlessness and learned helplessness
are also characteristics of  people without special educational needs: for example, those who
are clinically depressed.

The foundations that we have built in this chapter are intended to make our own
perspectives on the significance of  empowerment and its relationship to learning clear to
readers. In the next part of  the book we describe and analyse the work of  major theorists
who, we believe, can contribute greatly to our understanding of  the process involved in the
empowerment of  all children, particularly those who have difficulties in learning and whose
needs are ‘special’.
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Cognitive development or intellectual development are terms used to indicate the processes
whereby children gain an understanding of  their physical, social and psychological worlds.
Without subscribing to any specific theory about cognitive development, it can be said that
an infant encounters the environment through the senses and through physical exploration
to make sense of, or ‘know’, its features and how it works. In order to organise these experiences,
to learn from them and, ultimately, to elaborate the experiences at a mental level, in short, to
think, it is necessary to construct representations.

Discovering how children represent their experiences of  the world (form concepts), in
order to learn and eventually to think as adults, has long been a major concern of  both
philosophers and, more recently, psychologists. The outcomes of  philosophical enquiry and
research can be categorised and evaluated in numerous ways, but a major strand of
investigation remains focused on the interplay between the developing child and the
environment. For example, to what extent are children biologically prepared to process
knowledge of  the environment in specified ways, or how big a role does the environment
play in what knowledge they acquire and how they acquire it? This is, of  course, one formu-
lation of  the classic ‘nature versus nurture debate’, and its central tenets are evident in the
summary of  the theories of  Jean Piaget, Jerome Bruner and Lev Vygotsky presented in this
chapter.
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A biographical background sometimes serves to bring a remote, but important, figure to life
in order to capture a reader’s interest before introducing his or her theories. Beyond that,
there is rarely any significance between, say, where a man or woman was born, how they
spent their early years and their contribution to the advancement of  science. This is not true
of  Jean Piaget. To have some insight into the events and context of  his early life is to understand
his perspective on the development of  the intellect. Knowing something about his background
in science, we can evaluate his theories and assess their contribution to our understanding of
cognitive development.

Piaget was born in Neuchâtel in Switzerland in 1896 and developed an early scientific
interest in biology, publishing, at the age of  only ten, a monograph about an albino sparrow
that he had seen in the local park. His postgraduate research at the University of  Geneva
focused again on the natural sciences, but soon afterwards his career direction changed when
he undertook a project to collect data from young schoolchildren to standardise a test of
reasoning. The project awakened in Piaget a keen interest in the similarities between normally



)> ���� ���
�����

developing children of  the same age, in terms of  their problem-solving abilities. He was
particularly drawn to explaining the consistency of  wrong responses within age groups and
this led him to propose a stage-related theory about intellectual, or cognitive, development.
In the expression of  the theory we see that Piaget conceptualises the dynamics of  intellectual
growth in terms of  a progressive adaptation to the world of  adult reasoning, reflecting the
biological discipline within which his own thinking developed.
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According to Piaget, the forces that drive intellectual growth are, in essence, the same as
those underpinning any other aspect of  development. In short, human beings, in common
with all other living organisms, have to adapt in order to ‘survive’, either in a literal sense of
‘life-sustaining’ or, metaphorically, ‘functioning as a member of  a society’. The process of
adaptation involves the simultaneous action of  the organism on the environment and that of
the environment on the organism. To translate this into the terms of  the developing individual,
the child acts on the external world, at first in terms of  physical activity in order to ‘survive’,
by which we mean to gain control over specified aspects of  reality. To the extent that the
child can act appropriately towards features of  his or her environment, we say that he or she
can understand them. In Piaget’s terms, the store of  knowledge that the child possesses can
assimilate those features. However, the environment continually acts on the child’s cognitive
structures by presenting new features so that the cognitive structures are compelled to change
in order to accommodate these novel features. Intellectual development strives towards
adaptation whereby cognitive structures or, in Piagetian terminology, schemes (sometimes
schemas), most closely represent to the individual an external reality within which he or she
can function. A simple example can perhaps illustrate this whole process.
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As well as emphasising the role of  action on the environment as the vehicle for intellectual
development, Piaget also cited characteristic ways of  responding that he believed to be
associated with different stages of  development. These stages are qualitatively different from
each other. They proceed in a sequence that is, according to Piaget, invariable and universally
observable because, to some extent, the characteristics that mark out each stage are determined
by maturational factors. The four stages of  development that Piaget identified are: sensori-
motor; pre-operational; concrete-operational and formal operational.
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An infant’s earliest action schemes are reflex behaviours; that is, they are not under conscious
control but are quite literally survival behaviours such as rooting, sucking and grasping. After
the first four weeks the infant’s behavioural repertoire is still limited to responding to sensory
input with stereotypical motor activities. These are termed primary circular reactions, thus
suggesting that they are repetitious and dependent on the infant’s perception of  their
association with positive or pleasurable sensations. They are not therefore goal-directed but,
even so, Piaget regarded this early part of  the sensori-motor stage as the beginning of  intelligent
behaviour.

During the sensori-motor stage, reflex behaviour is steadily replaced by purposeful activity
denoting the baby’s increasing control over the environment during a series of  sub-stages. In
the third sub-stage, termed secondary circular reactions, there is evidence that babies are
acquiring an understanding of  the link between action and consequence. This is gradually
consolidated so that, by the time of  the first birthday, the baby has a well-established notion
of  cognitive intentionality: that is, her or his understanding of  features of  the world is con-
ventional and she or he is able to set goals. Developments in understanding are matched by
motor development: for example, independent mobility that brings with it an essential
component of  personhood – choice, about where to go, what to look at, and what to touch,
grasp or reject. At the same time, and partly because of  the opportunities presented through
mobility to adopt new perspectives, there is a slow but definite decrease in egocentricity. In
everyday usage, this is a pejorative term that implies selfishness: people are egocentric when
they fail to consider another person’s needs and desires. In relation to the developing child, it
is initially identified in the inability to distinguish between oneself  and the rest of  reality. A
gradual decentering allows the child to recognise this distinction, but the egocentric focus is
evident in a failure to accept any reality other than that of  which she or he is immediately
aware. Therefore, before the age of  six months a baby will watch a toy (as an object of
interest) but, when it is covered with a cloth she or he will then act as if  it has simply gone out
of  existence. Again, gradual understanding of  object permanence or the acknowledgement that
objects continue to exist even when we have no direct contact with them is characteristic of
the sensori-motor stage.
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Full attainment of  object permanence, according to Piaget, is not apparent until typically
developing infants are between 15 and 18 months of  age, when they will search for an object
even though they did not see it being hidden. This implies some form of  mental representation
of  the object and is therefore the beginnings of  intelligent thought, in contrast to earlier
logical processes that were demonstrated solely through intelligent action. The internalisation
of  events or cognitive representation of  actions after the age of  18 months is paralleled by a
rudimentary awareness of  causality. This means that the infant is able to reflect on possible
associations between events in which she or he is a player. For example, babies come to
realise that they can make things happen; they link specific actions (causes) with specific
outcomes (effects) and they experiment by varying their behaviours in order to achieve different
effects. It is important to remember that this development, which enables the child to exert
significant control over her or his environment, is borne out of  the experiences gained through
her or his sensory and motor exploration of  that environment.

As we explore the significance of  Piaget’s observations for children with special educational
needs, the sensori-motor stage will assume particular relevance because it could be thought
that the development of  many children who are considered at present to have profound and
multiple learning difficulties may not progress beyond this stage. However, Piaget’s emphasis
on the importance of  motoric and sensory development for intellectual development has
been questioned, and in Chapter 9 (Cognition and learning) we examine contemporary
views and the evidence that intellectual competence can exceed that predicted by severe
sensory disability.

It is therefore necessary to digress briefly from the developmental pathway set out by
Piaget in order to make some broad observations about his view on the child as a learner. In
particular, we should note that, for Piaget, the developing child is a lone scientist striving to
make sense of  a complex world, initially endowed only with a set of  instincts for responding
to stereotypical events. Variations on these events mean that this learner has to adapt but it
seems that, at all stages, the process of  adaptation is negotiated by the learner with little or no
intervention from any other person. Motivation to learn stems from the imbalance created
when incoming information cannot be assimilated within existing schemes, but motivation
can be dissipated if  too much accommodation is demanded.
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To return to the course of  development as proposed by Piaget, mature cognitive reasoning is
characterised by operational thinking. In his terminology, operations are organised systems
of  mental actions that interrelate. Operational thinking enables complex and systematic
problem-solving, firstly within the realm of  concrete and actual events. Therefore a ten-year-
old would probably respond correctly to questions such as the following: ‘If  Tom is taller
than Kate and Kate is taller than Sam who is the shortest?’ However, the concrete operational
thinker would need to build up a mental representation of  ‘Tom’, ‘Kate’ and ‘Sam’ and
arrange them (mentally) in a line before she or he could give the correct answer.

By the age of  12 or 13 problem-solvers should be able to make use of  the form of  logical
systems to generate and test hypotheses about events, both real and imagined (hypothetico-
deductive reasoning); thus the final stage of  development is referred to as the stage of  formal
operational reasoning. This stage appears to be mainly concerned with scientific and mathe-
matical thought although, as Bee (2000) points out, its application to strategic planning is
also evident. In the example below, Steven uses the form of  such thinking to make life-plans:
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It is, however, most likely that Steven, a typically developing 15-year-old, learned to apply
this type of  logic along with other school-based learning because these ways of  thinking are
favoured in most Western societies and are, therefore, routinely encouraged as part of
education. This, then, casts doubt on Piaget’s view that formal operational thinking is the
invariable endpoint of  intellectual development.
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While development is seen as growth in the direction of  operational thinking, important
changes occur before then and after the sensori-motor stage. Piaget referred to this stage as
pre-operational, which lasts approximately from the age of  two years to six years in normally
developing children, because he saw it as preparatory for operational thought. Obviously,
this is also a period of  rapid physical growth and major changes in children, when they
become fully mobile and increasingly competent as users of  spoken language. However, the
restrictions on children’s thinking during this time are largely the outcome of  continuing
egocentricity. The child’s judgements are based on the evidence of  her or his senses, on a
form of  logic that lacks reversibility and on a steadfast focus on one aspect of  a problem to
the exclusion of  its other features. These characteristics are classically demonstrated in Piaget’s
conservation experiments: for example, the conservation of  number experiment.
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As indicated earlier, a key development during the pre-operational stage is in the child’s
ability to produce and understand language. Elsewhere in this book, we examine the relation-
ship between language and thought but it is worth noting here that Piaget regarded language
only as the external manifestation of  thought. That is, he regarded intelligent thought as
evolving from intelligent behaviour and conceded the value of  symbolic thought whereby
thought could be dissociated from action, but he did not regard language as having a facilitative
effect on the growth of  intelligence.
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Since its publication, Piaget’s theory of  cognitive development has been re-examined and,
although the central tenets remain intact, details have been challenged. In particular, theorists
have shown that he was inclined to take a conservative view about the ages at which major
developments were likely to take place (see Wood, 1998 for details). Subsequent repetitions
of  classic experiments have been modified to take account of  how the child might perceive
an event or situation, or to employ language that a child might use. These have confirmed
that young children are often able to reason at a more mature level than Piaget had been able
to demonstrate (for example, Donaldson, 1978). More significantly for the population of
children with whom we are concerned, Piaget, who died in 1980, did not have the advantage
of  present-day insights into the capacities of  the newborn infant for imitation and
remembering (Goswami, 1998). It now seems likely that the neonate is able to make use of
mental representations and is therefore far better equipped for learning than Piaget could
have known. With this knowledge, and the conviction that appropriate learning experiences
can develop it, skilled teachers can advance the learning potential of  all children.

#������ 
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For Piaget, the child is innately prepared for empowerment over a constantly changing
environment. The cognitive structures that underpin intellectual activity adjust in response
to challenges when incoming information cannot be accommodated within existing schemes,
and modes of  thinking develop with biological growth. However, as we have seen, most
interpretations of  Piaget’s perspective, with its emphasis on child-directed learning, point to
a view of  individual progression that could be restricted by within-child factors so that the child
may never exercise a degree of  autonomy in line with his or her potential. An alternative
view, particularly that of  Vygotsky, emphasises the greater potential for intellectual and personal
growth of  individual learners when they interact with more advanced thinkers.

In his stage-related view of  development, Piaget offers a framework within which to consider
individual progress towards mastery over the environment, both physical and social. Critical
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analyses of  the framework have questioned his view of  the environment as passive and have
stressed a more interactive relationship whereby the environment, suitably adapted by other
people, can facilitate the growth of  personal autonomy. Nevertheless, his contribution to the
science of  cognitive psychology is immense. While attempting to extract from his vast collection
of  data, he had a tendency to make generalisations about the development of  human
intellectual functioning, but he always retained an openness towards, and an interest in,
individual variations. It is therefore entirely appropriate that his theories and approaches
should inform an exploration of  complex and variable learning needs.

*��
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Jerome S. Bruner was born in New York in 1915. On leaving school he studied at Duke and
Harvard Universities where he became interested in human development and its relationship
to learning. His work has involved studying children in nurseries, schools, playgroups, African
villages, hospitals and highly technical laboratories, and he has made a considerable
contribution to research into learning readiness and its practical implications. During his
career he has been Professor of  Psychology at Harvard University where he became Founder
and Director of  the Center for Cognitive Studies. He left Harvard to become Professor of
Experimental Psychology at the University of  Oxford and was Director of  the Oxford Pre-
school Research Project, a landmark in practical research, which analysed the pre-school
scene in Britain in the 1980s. He then became, concurrently, a professor at the New School
for Social Research, New York City, and a fellow at the New York Institute for the Humanities,
New York University. In addition, he has served as a member of  various academic and
government advisory boards and holds many honorary offices and degrees, including the
American Psychological Association’s Distinguished Scientific Award.

His work has been greatly influenced by Jean Piaget, to whom he dedicated his famous
book written in 1966, Studies in Cognitive Growth (Bruner et al., 1966a). His previous book The
Process of  Education (1960) was also an influential study of  curriculum reform. In addition,
Vygotsky also had a significant effect on his work, and between them they have concentrated
on the functional aspect of  the formation of  concepts in young children.
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As stated, Bruner’s work has been greatly influenced by Piaget but as their individual work
developed, Piaget became more interested in the structure of  mature thinking, whereas Bruner
sought to describe the different processes embedded in creative problem-solving. The similarities
between the two theorists can be seen in the importance that both place on action and problem-
solving; children will, for example, only arrive at abstract problem-solving and the generalisation
of  ideas if  they have first been engaged in practical problem-solving which establishes the
deep connections between activities and solutions (Wood, 1998). Similarly, both Piaget and
Bruner stress the use of  modes of  representation to indicate ways in which children acquire
knowledge, and Smith (1999) provides a useful overview of  Bruner’s modes of  representation
that can be summed up as:

• enactive, in which the child comes to understand the world by acting upon it;
• iconic, when sensory images or iconic representations are increasingly used for the storage

and the transformation of  knowledge;
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• symbolic, which is characterised by the ability to use abstract symbol systems, like language
and mathematics, and permits flexibility and complexity of  thinking.

Smith (1999, p.20) shows the correspondence between Bruner’s modes of  representation
and Piaget’s stages of  development below.
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Bruner’s three ways of  representing the world resulted in what he defined as ‘understanding
reality’ (Bruner, 1996). Children represent the world in ‘action routines’, in pictures, or in
symbols, and as they become more mature they then move towards symbolism.
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The enactive mode is crucial in guiding activity and results in directed activity, or what
Bruner later termed ‘work’. This is a stage when action and external experience are fused,
when the senses are brought into play and the spatial world of  vision corresponds with the
serial world of  action. Motor activity, visual development, kinaesthetic activity and perception
provide a basic framework for growth. At this early stage, the identification of  objects ‘seems
to depend not so much on the objects encountered but on the actions evoked by them’ (Bruner,
1966a, p.12).

The examples below show pupils who are developmentally within the stage that Bruner
refers to, but are chronologically much older. The first example illustrates the sensory
experiences encountered by Tom using volleyball in physical education (PE). In a later session
he attempted to generalise his new knowledge to what he regarded as a similar situation and
became frustrated when he realised that his new ‘volleyball’ did not respond to his actions as
before.
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As the enactive mode of  representation progresses, movement becomes independent and
the child begins to represent the world without the necessity of  action. Iconic representation
is concerned initially with capturing the particularity of  events and objects by manipulation
(Rosch and Lloyd, 1978). The child uses actions to match something that he sees in his mind
to something that he is encountering, but gradually there is a sharp separation between the
child and the world around him and the early manipulation of  the concrete becomes
unnecessary. Bruner (1966a) explains that although there will often be some confusion, even
in a three-year-old, between what is internal to his own experience and what is external (in
the sense of  it being shared by others), the separation becomes clearer as he matures.
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It was Bruner’s initial belief  that before the child could use symbolic representation as an
instrument of  thought, he or she must first bring the world of  experience under control
through the other modes of  representation. Although Bruner recognises the development of
communication as being important within the symbolic mode, his research in the 1970s and
1980s focused mainly on the emergence of  words as a vehicle for the growth of  knowledge,
and in 1977 he wrote:

Once language becomes a medium for translation of  experience, there is a progressive
release from immediacy. Language has the new and powerful features of  remoteness
and arbitrariness; it permits productive, combinatorial operations in the absence of  what
is represented.

(Bruner, 1977, p.217)
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Not only does language provide a means of  representing experience, but also of  trans-
forming it. Bruner is quick to recognise that without the help of  others, namely adult inter-
vention, in the symbolic representation of  experience, the child would grow to adulthood
still depending in large measure on the enactive and iconic modes of  representing and
organising the world, no matter what language or method of  communication she or he uses
(Bruner, 1966a). Bruner’s theories are based on the premise that human mental activity does
not happen in isolation, nor is it conducted ‘unassisted’, even when it goes on ‘inside the
head’, but is shaped by others’ responses, and the codes and conditions of  the culture in
which the human lives (Bruner, 1996). Wood (1998) takes this view further when he emphasises
that the development of  certain ways of  reasoning and learning is a direct product of  both
spontaneous and organised social interactions between the developing child and the more
mature members of  his or her community (p.16). Bruner, however, felt that some adults
never achieve the symbolic mode and consequently it is not easy to select an example of  a
child with difficulties in learning who is using the mode as ‘an instrument of  thought’. An
alternative way of  looking at it is to compare the development of  a young person who does
not have identified learning difficulties with a young person whose difficulties have been
pinpointed through a Statement of  Special Educational Need (the Statement is a legal
document that outlines the resources necessary for a pupil to learn and to be taught effectively).

Royston’s learning needs were diagnosed in his primary school (he is now 17), and he has
been successfully included in mainstream secondary education with appropriate human and
physical resources.
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In the 1960s Bruner considered the course from enactive through to iconic and on to
symbolic representation as a progression, but later questioned such a progression on develop-
mental grounds (Bruner, 1996). Maturity is, in Bruner’s terms, more to do with the interplay
between biology and culture. Mental activity is, on the one hand, at the mercy of  biological
constraints and, on the other, the cultural setting and its resources. According to his theories,
‘learning, remembering, talking, imagining: all of  them are made possible by participating in
a culture’ (Bruner, 1996, p. xi).
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We see that throughout Bruner’s work there is a tacit belief  that the culture in which a child
is reared has a great bearing on the nurturing and shaping of  growth. His theory that cognitive
growth is influenced by outside actions and resources which are culturally determined is in
line with the notion that learning difficulties are often created by the lack of  experiences or
the lack of  responsive environments rather than by ‘within child’ factors (Tilstone et al.,
2000).

Bruner identifies three factors (or amplifiers), which are given different emphases in different
cultures, and at different times as the child develops. These amplifiers are: motoric, sensory
and reflective; all provide extensions to human powers. The examples he gives, particularly
in his early work, are somewhat crude and simplistic, but it is easy to add new examples that
apply to contemporary culture.

'��� � � �� �� 
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These are initially extensions of  the limbs that in all societies can range from eating and
cutting tools, and in primitive ones, to digging sticks and weapons to kill animals for food. In
a more sophisticated society one can add writing tools, switches and computer keyboards.
Later amplifiers of  motor capacities go beyond extensions of  the limbs and may involve
devices that transport the body from one place to another. Bruner’s devices include wheels
and levers, but bicycles, wheelchairs and cars can be added to his list.

As far back as 1978, Bland described the practical aspects of amplifying the motor capacities
of  children who have profound and multiple learning difficulties. The approach to teaching
was largely physical and the teacher must become part of  the child. Sitting, turning, rolling
and crawling may be partly, or wholly, the result of  the teacher’s physical identification with
the taught. The teacher may use his or her body as a vehicle to allow the child to experience
movement, or to provide the necessary structure and support for movement to take place.
The approach was experimental, with the emphasis on gross motor activity in which the
teacher is the main motivating force and is closely identified with the child. The later work of
Veronica Sherborne (1990), which is based on Laban’s analysis of  human movement, also
feeds into Bland’s ideas. Sherborne emphasised the importance of  developing relationships
in movement. In order to help some children to experience movement, particularly those
with profound and multiple learning difficulties, it is necessary for the adult (or in her
experimental work, an older mainstream pupil under supervision) to provide basic physical
support for children with complex needs. As in Bland’s work, the bodies of  the ‘teachers’
become the means of  experiencing movement and of  transportation.
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These are aids that enhance ways of  looking and noticing things and other people, and
Bruner’s examples include primitive devices such as smoke signals and hailers. His more
sophisticated ones encompass magnifying glasses and radar systems. In a culture which includes
children and people with learning difficulties, it is possible to identify environments that
provide particular sensory stimulus and teaching approaches that build on early sensory
experiences (Longhorn, 1995; Davis, 2001).
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It is here that Bruner’s preoccupation with the formation of  language comes to the fore.
Language is used as the development of  logical thought and involves the acquisition of  symbol
systems which are governed by rules and must be shared for effective use. Such ‘sharing’
starts with the way in which a caregiver ‘talks’ to his or her baby, and the approach is labelled
by Bruner and other psychologists as ‘motherese’ (Bullowa, 1979). The caregiver watches the
reactions of  his or her charge, which are often non-verbal, leaves spaces or pauses for the
response, and uses repetition to help the child anticipate and respond. Nind and Hewett
(1994) have taken a similar approach in their work on intensive interaction in order to help
pupils with extreme difficulties in learning to form relationships. A range of  interactive games
is used in an attempt to attract and hold the attention of  the learner and the adult builds on
the responses of  the child. In this work the adult provides a ‘scaffold’ for the development of
the child’s own actions, initiative and thought (see also Wood et al., 1976; Wood et al., 1978).
Bruner’s notion of  ‘scaffolding’ is neatly summarised in his own words: ‘As a teacher you do
not wait for readiness to happen; you foster or “scaffold” it by deepening the child’s powers
at the stage where you find him or her now’ (Bruner, 1996, p.120).

Bruner originally intended ‘scaffolding’ to apply to the strategies that parents and caregivers
employ to facilitate their children’s acquisition of  language by deliberately using language
pitched at a level very slightly above that which the child can comprehend at a given point in
time. In the example below, the teacher is using scaffolding in a number of  different ways, to
develop communication and language within the class and also to provide support for a wide
range of  pupils in the content of  the lesson, in this case literacy.
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It is perhaps Bruner’s overwhelming concern about the part played by the instructor or
teacher in the child’s development that offers important messages for the staff  of  schools.
Social interaction is the bedrock from which progression through his modes is made,
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particularly in the development of  language and communication. He provides a rich account
of  the development of  language in the child in his chapters ‘Teaching a native language’
(Bruner, 1966b) and ‘On cognitive growth’ (Bruner, 1966a), all of  which hinge on the
importance of  social interaction. Critics of  his theory argue that social interactions vary
between different cultures and yet children still learn to communicate at roughly the same
rates in cultures where such interactions are not regarded as important (Hoff-Ginsburg, 1977).
Nevertheless, as we argue in the second part of  this section, Bruner’s theories have much to
offer in the development of  empowerment and self-advocacy.
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Vygotsky is recognised as a leading figure among Soviet psychologists and other intellectuals
from the mid-1920s until his death in 1934 from tuberculosis at the early age of  38. The
group was forced to leave Moscow to settle in the Ukraine during the political and social
changes wrought by the Stalinists. After his death, Vygotsky’s writings were officially
suppressed, and did not re-emerge for over 20 years when supporting accounts of  his views
came, as oral contributions, from his former collaborators. Until recently, comparatively few
of  his publications were translated into English and those that were, according to Bakhurst
(1996), may not be true to the original texts. Consequently, our interpretations of  Vygotsky’s
perspective on the development of  thinking are drawn from a range of  secondary sources
and, in all probability, have undergone subtle variations and modifications in the process.
Nonetheless, it is possible to represent a general consensus among scholars on Vygotsky’s
views on intellectual development and its relationship to language and other cultural artefacts.
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Like Piaget, Vygotsky believed that the basis of  intelligence lies in the individual’s activity in
and on the world. He too wrote about the active construction of  knowledge by the child and
emphasised learning through discovery and curiosity, particularly during the first two years.
Vygotsky believed that, during this period, the child is driven by biological needs to mature
and termed it ‘the natural line of  development’. However, unlike Piaget, he gave the major
role in development to the culture surrounding the child and termed the process, ‘the cultural
line of  development’. Vygotsky argued that knowledge is culture-specific, the collective
outcome of  human thinking over time that is transmitted from one generation to another.
Culture determines what we think about and how we think, and the process of  transmission
necessarily involves ‘tools’. These, for Vygotsky, include psychological tools such as the spoken
and written language, which are powerful sign systems that simultaneously liberate thinking
beyond the ‘here-and-now’, but also structure and interpret experiences in specific ways.
According to this view, as the child engages in social and cultural practices he or she internalises
those experiences in order to become capable of  intelligent thought. Thus, socio-cultural
participation and the development of  individual consciousness go hand-in-hand. An example,
adapted from Lock (1980), illustrates how this process might start.

The very young baby cries as a response to some inner state, perhaps hunger or discomfort,
but certainly not with the intention of  communicating. At this developmental point, the
baby’s ‘knowledge’ is restricted to an awareness of  sensation and is largely undifferentiated.
However, the baby’s mother interprets the child’s crying as a sign of  discomfort and takes
appropriate action. Thus there is communication between the baby who unintentionally
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initiated it, and the mother, in Vygotsky’s terms, at the intermental level. Such interactions
provide the opportunity for the baby to develop an awareness of  her or his ability to
communicate and so she or he transfers this knowledge to the intramental level.

In this example the baby’s experience of  her or his inner state is interpreted by her or his
mother who names it, ‘You’ve got tummy ache.’ That is, she constructs a meaning. Her
interpretation, communicated verbally and through the response that she makes, perhaps by
holding the baby and easing the discomfort, is internalised by her or him to become her or
his understanding of  the experience of  crying with tummy ache. Thus, what was intermental
or shared between two minds, those of  mother and baby, is now also intramental or located
in the consciousness of the infant.

Vygotsky himself  described the same process of  knowledge or thinking passing from the
culture, via a more mature partner, to the developing infant. Daniels (1996) has termed this
process the ‘social formation of  mind’ and quotes Vygotsky:

Any function in the child’s cultural development appears twice, or on two planes. First it
appears on the social plane, and then on the psychological plane. First it appears between
people as an interpsychological category, and then within the child as an intrapsychological
category. This is equally true with regard to voluntary attention, logical memory, and
formation of  concepts, and the development of  volition … Social relations or relations
among people genetically underlie all higher functions and their relationships.

(Vygotsky, 1981, p.163, cited by Daniels, 1996, p.6)
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The sub-title here is also the translated title of  Vygotsky’s own account of  the nature of
language and its relationship with thought. In this publication Vygotsky set out his views on
language as a psychological tool for mediating socio-cultural influences and concept formation.
(This view stands in sharp contrast to that of  Piaget, who maintained that language is the
outer manifestation of  thought and, in relation to the developing child, a reflection of  that
child’s stage of  development.) As we have seen in the example above, focusing on a very
young baby, the child spontaneously communicates with others in the course of  everyday
activity and this communication is interpreted and fed back, principally through speech. In
this way the child acquires an understanding of  the functions of  speech: for example, as a
means of  exerting some control over the environment via the agency of  other people.
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At the same time, the child’s knowledge of  the world is organised and structured by the
language with which it is described. Vygotsky considered a further role for speech in the
development of  thought and this is best represented by the distinction between ‘external’
speech and ‘inner’ speech. Developmentally, inner speech follows external speech and is
used by the child to regulate her or his activities and behaviour. Initially, inner speech is
spoken aloud and it is egocentric in that it is not addressed to another listener, but it eventually
exists at a sub-vocal level where it constitutes verbal thought.
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As we have already emphasised, the essence of  Vygotsky’s view on the development of  the
intellect is socio-cultural. That is, the defining aspects of  human mental activity are endowed
through the operations of  a range of  psychological tools, including spoken language, written
language and number systems to transmit the collective conceptual understanding of  the
wider culture of  which the individual is a member. The PSHE/Citizen curriculum in England
(DfEE/QCA, 1999a; 1999b) is culturally appropriate, for example, in that it emphasises
democratic values through free-thinking and participatory practices. It also places value on
the importance of  the development of  responsibility and self-regard, but such an emphasis
would not be appropriate in either non-democratic countries, or societies where humility
and servility are highly valued.

Through the socio-cultural customs of  the society, the child develops towards membership
of  a specified culture. While the process of  development is constrained by biologically endowed
factors – in particular, maturational constraints – it was firmly held by Vygotsky that the
human intellect is considerably extended by learning through instruction. The specifically
pedagogic aspect is captured in Vygotsky’s amplification of  the zone of  proximal development
(ZPD). The ZPD suggests a distance between what a child can do when left to learn alone
and what the same child can achieve through negotiation with a more able individual. In
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educational terms, the zone of  proximal development underpins the proposal that the child’s
capacity to learn should not be assessed on the basis of  unassisted learning but according to
that child’s aptitude for learning with appropriate guidance.

#������ 
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Vygotsky’s theory about cognitive growth was founded on the notion that it is external cultural
forces that create human intellectual functioning. Accordingly, ‘reality’ is socially constructed
and exists initially on an external plane, to be internalised by members of  each successive
generation. Internalising socially constructed knowledge is, of  course, a lifelong process:
consider how our ‘knowledge’ of  disability and learning difficulties has been reconstructed over
the last few years. We return to the concept of  social constructivism elsewhere in this book,
when we examine these issues in more detail. Meanwhile, it is important to note that Bruner
was greatly influenced by Vygotsky’s theories of  the development of  thinking and, as we
have described in that section, has elaborated those theories to provide practical applications,
as in his descriptions of  scaffolding.
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Freud’s theories about the origins of  the personality have had a major influence on the way
in which individual differences in behaviour, as well as group behaviour and cultural traits,
are explained in Western capitalist societies. This influence has extended beyond the
boundaries of  scientific disciplines – it has become embedded in everyday thinking and is
illustrated in our frequent use of  many Freudian terms. For example, we talk about
‘unconscious motives’, ‘repression’ and ‘fixations’: all notions that derive directly from his
work. But in order to gain real insights into the development of  behaviour through Freud’s
conceptual framework, we need to examine it in greater detail, consider how it emerged and
understand the terminology that it engendered.

Freud was born in 1856 in Freiberg, then in Austria-Hungary, but his family moved to
Vienna, the city with which he is most usually associated, when he was four. After completing
his formal education, he trained and practised, first as a physician, later as a neurologist. He
rigorously sought explanations for the symptoms of  what we call ‘mental illness’ and developed
a keen interest in the work of  Jean Martin Charcot, a French psychopathologist who used
hypnosis as a means of  discovering the basis of  ‘hidden’ causes of  neurotic disturbances.
Having studied under Charcot in Paris for a while during 1895/6, Freud based his own
techniques for gaining access to the source of  patients’ neuroses on the notion that mental
activity of  which the thinker is totally unaware is the very activity that drives human behaviour.
Collectively, the techniques are known as psychoanalysis and Freud used them extensively to
diagnose and treat his patients in Vienna. As well as developing the therapeutic aspects of
psychoanalysis, he used the techniques to research the origins of  the ‘normal’ personality
(Freud, 1960). He was curious to discover what lay behind specific traits and dispositions and
what determined behaviour and marked out individual characteristics. It is important, however,
to note that Freud was less interested in the significance of  ability differences between people;
as a result, variations in skills and aptitudes (intelligence, for example) do not feature in his
explanation of  personality development. Freud moved to London in 1938 to escape the Nazi
Party who had earlier publicly burned his books in Berlin. His published output was immense
and when he died in London in 1939, he was working on an exposition of  the discipline that
he founded, An Outline of Psychoanalysis (Freud, 1940), that remains unfinished.
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As we have already stressed, the notion of  unconscious mental activity (often called ‘the
unconscious’) is an important part of  Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. Unlike its counterpart
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in contemporary general usage, the unconscious cannot be accessed (other than under the
guidance of  a psychoanalyst) and it is meaningless to say ‘I forgot that arrangement because,
unconsciously, I did not want to go’. Instead, unconscious mental activity is primary and does
not, for example, respond to reason or to the constraints of  moral directives. At birth, all
mental activity is unconscious, driven by instinctual forces. At this point, the personality
comprises one element only, the id. The id is the origin of  the libido which, in turn, is the
unconscious drive that provides the energy and motivation for all development. The id obeys
the pleasure principle with no regard for the consequences of  behaviour. Therefore, unchecked
id impulses would produce behaviour that would destroy human society. As children mature
they are forced to accept constraints on the behaviour that is aimed at satisfying the demands
of  the id. For example, in Freud’s theory, which is also termed a ‘psychosexual theory’, the
libido is primarily a sexual drive and its activity is evident from birth. Sexual pleasure is
derived from stimulation of  erotogenic zones: initially, the mouth, later the anus and, before
going into the latency period that precedes mature sexual activity associated with reproduction,
the genitals. Stimulation of  erotogenic zones is discouraged (as with thumb-sucking which is
often regarded as anti-social) or, in the case of  anal-expulsive behaviour, closely regulated
through toilet training.
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Although the principles of  psychoanalysis do not allow lay people to interpret the deeper
meaning of  behaviour, it is reasonable to conclude that Richard’s behaviour was a response
to his mother’s absence that he perceived as threatening his view of  the world. So perhaps he
regressed to an earlier level, in which id impulses are not under the control of  social
conditioning, as a way of  communicating that he did not feel ready to exercise such control
in the absence of  his mother.

When the child is aged between two and five years, the second component of  the mind –
that is, the seat of  mental activities – begins to develop. This is the ego, which ‘obeys the
reality principle’, meaning that the ego has to take account of  the reality of  living in society.
Thus, one of  its functions is to provide socially acceptable outlets, otherwise known as ‘defence
mechanisms’, for id impulses in psychologically healthy individuals. Such mechanisms allow
for the expression of  id impulses and the release of  libido in ways that will not attract social
disapproval. For example, most people will admit to a pleasurable sensation when moulding
wet clay. This, says Freud, fulfils the anal drive to handle faeces. Although defence mechanisms
are unconscious, other ego mechanisms are conscious. All ego mechanisms seek to maintain
a balance between the id and the super-ego, the latter being an internalised version of  the
child’s parents or, more significantly, the same-sex parent. In the absence of  parents, this
process would emerge out of  an analogous relationship with the dominant adult in the child’s
life, probably a permanent caregiver.
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Internalisation is achieved through a resolution of  the Oedipus conflict. During the phallic
stage of  psychosexual development, when the genital organs are the erotogenic zone, the boy
is said to experience intense desire for his mother. Just as Oedipus in Greek legend killed his
father and, without knowing her true identity, married Jocasta, his mother, the boy wants to
replace his father in his mother’s affections. However, he accepts the futility of  his case and,
fearing his father’s revenge, identifies with him so that he can enjoy the same relationship
with his mother (but vicariously). The counterpart theory for the female stresses an ongoing
hostility or jealousy towards her mother, suggesting that the Oedipal conflict is never fully
resolved in females, with the implication that they do not develop as strong a super-ego (often
represented as the conscience) as males!

During the process of  internalisation the boy comes to identify with his father – in other
words, to act, feel and respond as if  he were his father (conversely, a girl identifies with her
mother). As part of  that process, the boy monitors and restricts his own behaviour just as his
father restrained him when he was younger. Therefore, the imperative, ‘Don’t do that!’ becomes
‘I mustn’t do that’ without the need for parental restraint; and so the conscience emerges.

Through the same process the child adopts the gender-appropriate behaviours that she or
he has observed in mother or father. The super-ego develops before the ego has the opportunity
to regulate its operation and, consequently, the super-ego, unchecked, is punitive and harsh,
forcing the individual to feel guilty, almost without reason. For example, if  parents place a
heavy emphasis on the merits of  hard work and self-denial, or they deplore any form of  self-
indulgence, their children will feel guilty about enjoying themselves through non-productive
leisure activities or relaxation. Such children would not feel comfortable about idly hammering
nails into wood or putting pieces of  Lego together without purpose: they would be happier
working to a plan, with a clear and useful outcome.

In Freud’s view the behaviour that characterises the personality can be understood by
reference to a dynamic balance between the ego, the id and the super-ego. If  the super-ego
dominates, guilt-ridden, anxious behaviour, and possibly mental illness, emerge. Where the
id governs, the individual appears to be devoid of  conscience and, in extreme cases, a psycho-
pathic personality is the outcome. However, when the ego maintains the balance the individual
is said to be mentally sound.

#������ 
��

It is evident, even from a brief  overview of  Freud’s theories, that the principal aim of
developing individuals is to be self-directing: that is, independent of  parental control and free
from parental censure, either actual or through the operation of  the super-ego. To achieve
this freedom, children internalise the identities of  their parents, to form their own personalities,
as described above. Then, as mature, well-adjusted individuals, they make moral judgements,
control destructive and other primitive urges, and choose their paths through life, apparently
on the basis of  rational decisions.Clearly, the child–parent relationship is crucial in the
emergence of  personal autonomy, but the mechanisms through which this is achieved are
complex. It is, though, appropriate to draw out a few of  the implications of  Freud’s theory
(albeit in simplified form) in order to provide a basis for our explorations. For example, we
should pay particular attention to the Freudian view that the handling of  challenging
behaviour, initially by the parent, later by members of  the school community acting in loco
parentis, is instrumental in determining the adult personality, which carries with it an expectation
of  self-advocacy and self-direction. Therefore, it is important to remember that some
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challenging behaviour may be the acting out of  id impulses for which a socially acceptable
outlet could be substituted, and it becomes the responsibility of  parents and caregivers to
identify how this can be achieved. The view that challenging behaviour can be understood as
a response that has meaning for the person who engages in it is considered in more detail
later on. At the same time, the management of  challenging behaviour is viewed through
several lenses, including one that owes its origins to Freud’s psychoanalytic theories.Other
aspects of  the Freudian framework suggest the importance of  parents’ high expectations.
Through the process of  identification, parental attitudes towards the developing child and
his or her abilities, skills and attributes, are adopted by the child to form the self-concept. In
this way, low expectations of  children’s abilities, by their parents, will lead to a reduced
capacity for self-advocacy as well as poor self-esteem. The operation of  the self-fulfilling
prophecy was first described by Rosenthal and Jacobson in 1968 to show how pupils respond
to teachers’ assessments of  their learning potential but, in Freudian terms, the effects are
more powerful when it is the parental prophecy that is internalised.
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Freud’s impact on modern thinking about personality, together with the individual’s and
society’s development, has been incalculable. We return to evaluating his contribution to
pedagogy in Part 2.

#��&�0 5 �#� �&

�

Erikson was born in Frankfurt, Germany in 1902. His parents, who were Danish, separated
before he was born. His mother’s family were Jewish and she later married a paediatrician,
Dr Homburger, whose name Erikson took, and in 1939 he became known as Erik Homburger
Erikson.

After his schooling, Erikson spent a year travelling through Europe. He decided to study
art and was invited to teach in a small private school in Vienna for children whose parents
were undergoing psychoanalysis, where he became interested in clinical psychoanalysis. At
the same time he was curious about the effects on the children of  the progressive educational
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methods practised at the school. As a result he trained as a teacher in the Montessori approach
and was, according to his biographer and friend Robert Coles, one of  only two men to
graduate from the Montessori teachers’ association, the Lehrerinnenverein (Coles, 1970).

The approach to education developed by Maria Montessori encouraged young children
to learn through their senses by exploring the objects in their world, and then by making
decisions about their explorations; she designed educational materials that encouraged
cognitive understanding through exploration and manipulation. Possibly because of  his interest
in art, Erikson became fascinated in what children did with these materials and how, for
example, they used or arranged them in a given space. His open-minded curiosity in teaching
methods and in art had a profound influence on the way he approached psychoanalyis, a
subject that he went on to study at the Vienna Institute.

After graduating in 1933, he lived in Denmark for a short time and then in the United
States of  America, and it was from an appointment at Yale University that he accepted an
invitation to observe Indian children in South Dakota. In 1939 he went to California to take
part in a large-scale study of  child development and, later, wrote his first book Childhood and
Society. It brought together his work with American Indians, his clinical research, his studies
of  anxiety in children, and his teaching and artistic background. He remarked in the foreword
to the second edition:

I came to psychology from art, which may explain, if  not justify, the fact that at times the
reader will find me painting contexts and backgrounds where he would have me point to
facts and concepts. I have had to make a virtue out of  a constitutional necessity by
basing what I have to say on representative description rather than theoretical argument.

(Erikson, 1965, p.15)

The book was regarded as revolutionary. His interpretation of  human life through the
search of  ‘identity’ is one in which the child consciously develops an understanding of  the
world of  adults through conflict, and gradually joins that world.
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Although Erikson’s work is firmly embedded in the psychoanalytical tradition, he has focused
his attention on the conscious self rather than on the unconscious drives and instincts which
were Freud’s interests. Erikson’s concern for child development and his experience in South
Dakota led him to consider the cultural and social influences on the child and not to delve
deeply into instinctual drives. He regarded emotional functioning as the outcome of  the
resolution of  key developmental tasks related to carefully selected psychosocial stages. Although
these stages are well defined, the tasks which children and adults need to accomplish in order
to pass through them are not, and Erikson has often been criticised for this omission (Miller,
1993; Keenan, 2002). Throughout his work, Erikson mostly refers to the child as ‘he’, and as
we have emphasised at the beginning of  the book, when we make use of  original source
material we have adopted the theorists’ approaches.

Although they came from very different positions we can identify similarities between the
focus of  Erikson’s work and that of  Bruner. Both were concerned with the effects of  the
culture upon the child, but Erikson’s work went beyond a consideration of  the child (or adult)
making sense of  the environment, and was more concerned with the development of  each
person’s sense of  identity within it. This search for a sense of  identity is a lifelong process and
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stretches beyond childhood as the child (and later the adult) passes through Erikson’s defined
stages of  development.

Bee (1989) breaks down his theoretical concepts into a series of  basic propositions which,
together with Erikson’s original source material, are used to frame our discussions in Part 2
of  this book. Bee’s statements can be summarised as:

1 During a lifetime each person goes through a series of  developmental stages, with specific
developmental pointers at each stage. Central to all stages is the development of  a
particular ‘ego quality’ such as trust, autonomy, or intimacy.

2 The developmental stages are defined partly by maturation and partly by the society in
which the person grows. Erikson differs from Freud in this respect who stressed maturation
as the important element in development.

3 The person’s success in completing the task at each stage relies on the interactions between
the child and his or her caregivers/educators (parent, teachers), and their responses
shape the development.

4 Any developmental task that is not successfully completed leaves a residue that interferes
with later tasks. Put simply, a child who has not formed a trusting relationship will have
greater difficulty in completing subsequent tasks.

(adapted from Bee, 1989, pp.340–1)

As we can see from Bee’s last two points, the role of  school staff  is vital as the child moves
through each stage, and embarks on developmental tasks which help to establish an ‘identity’.
An understanding of  the stages can enable professionals to assist their pupils through the
transitions between each, and to build in the necessary experiences for healthy growth through
approaches to teaching and an examination of  the curriculum offered.

We can understand Erikson’s work, and Bee’s interpretations, through a consideration of
each of  the stages, and the first four examples of  each stage below illustrate how the social
and/or cultural environment can have an impact on supporting primary and secondary
pupils with special educational needs towards a position of  autonomy. The last example
(Identity versus role confusion) is rather different, as it clearly illustrates the conflict John is
experiencing as he attempts to balance the ego quality of  ‘industry’ with its opposite challenge
of ‘inferiority’.

The first example of  an older pupil (older than the babies that Erikson identifies with his
first stage of  development) illustrates the careful way in which the teacher manipulates the
situation in order to encourage the pupil with difficulties in learning to build up experiences
that help to develop trust with both her and his normally developing peers.
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This initial stage centres on the oral-sensory first year of  life. Erikson (1965) explains that a
lasting ego-identity cannot develop without the trust acquired in this stage. The baby develops
trust through physical comfort and social contact with a loving caregiver who provides
continuity and consistency in pleasurable experiences. The behaviour of  the major caregiver
is crucial in the development of  trust and love, and predictability and reliability are major
elements in its formation. The development of  basic trust helps the baby to become more
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active and to accept new experiences, but if  his needs are poorly met (subjecting him to
frustration and pain), a sense of  basic mistrust becomes dominant and has a detrimental
effect. At this stage, Erikson also places an emphasis on the development of  a healthy sense of
mistrust and stresses that an ability to discriminate is important. The baby, for example, is
quite likely to mistrust strangers with whom he has had little contact because not only does
the stranger act differently to his mother, but a pattern of  pleasurable experiences has not
been established. In the process of  maturation, Erikson (1965) stresses, the general state of
trust not only relies on trusting others through encounters of  sameness and continuity, but
babies begin to trust themselves through the gradual recognition of  their own capacity to cope
with their experiences, including those of  their own bodies. Pupils with special educational
needs will, of  course, move through Erikson’s stages at a much slower rate, and will often
encounter more difficulties in establishing trusting relationships, as attitudes towards them
may be hostile, unfriendly or suspicious (Tilstone, 2001).
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Between the approximate ages of  15 and 30 months in the normal developing child (Freud’s
anal stage), the infant is naturally exploring his or her environment. Greater mobility enables
greater independence, and the encouragement he or she receives to exercise autonomy from
trusted caregivers is a crucial factor in the development of  the child’s feeling of  self-control
and sense of  self-worth. Erikson writes about the child physically and metaphorically ‘standing
on his own feet’ and that some control on the part of  the caregiver is necessary to stop the
child from ‘falling over’. Nevertheless, excessive control will produce doubts in the child,
about his or her ability, and then shame and doubt dominate and may force the child into a
position of  secretiveness and sneakiness. Gross (1987) explains that Erikson uses the words
‘shame’ and ‘doubt’ in a precise manner. ‘Shaming’ means the exposure of  a deed or part of
one’s self  which you do not want others to know about. Gross gives the example of  getting
caught with your hand in the ‘cookie jar’ or being found with wet pants (Gross 1987, p.28).
‘Doubt’, on the other hand, is concerned with not being able to accept what you cannot see,
or being wary about hidden or unknown dimensions. The tussles between these dimensions
last throughout life and, in order to be a rounded person, the child and emerging adult need
more opportunities to be autonomous and proud of  their achievements.



�����
�
�������� ,+

Hall and Lindzey (1978) comment that, as this is the stage that promotes freedom of  self-
expression and lovingness, the child should be encouraged to experience situations that require
the use of  free choice. Such a position is vital to teachers of  children with special educational
needs, particularly those who teach children with complex learning difficulties, as there may
be a tendency for them unwittingly to make choices on behalf  of  their pupils. The following
example illustrates how members of  the staff  of  a school are helping Wendy to set out on a
path of  autonomy.
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This third stage corresponds to Freud’s phallic stage of  development and at this point the
child uses his greater mobility, cognitive skills and energy to initiate actions that ultimately
become part of  his own behaviour. Erikson (1965) remarks that at this stage initiative adds to
autonomy, and the endless role-play and rehearsal that children go through provide a vehicle
for both practice and ways of  adjusting to this newfound autonomy. On occasions this trusting
autonomy is frustrated by feelings of  guilt, and Gross (1989) draws a useful distinction between
the meaning Erikson attributes to shame (stage 2) and emerging guilt. Shame is about being
caught; guilt arises from the fear of  being caught. The anticipation of  being caught breaking
rules which are laid down by parents, teachers or society, for example, results in feelings of
guilt.

In the second part of  this stage the child, through his or her purposeful play, enters into
imaginative play, acting out and assuming the roles of  parents and other adults in a make-
believe world. Maier (1978) suggests that children become their own parents as they try to
organise themselves and avoid parental disapproval. At this stage the child becomes forceful
and aggressive which may be difficult for the caregiver to deal with. Consequently, the caregiver
may react by employing over-strict discipline and punishment. Such actions on the part of
others can also arouse feelings of  guilt in the child and, as in the example given below,
children shape their own behaviour by drawing up the rules (acceptable to their society) and
by formulating the criteria by which responses to those rules can be judged.
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During this fourth stage (which in Freud’s schemes is the ‘latency period’) the child is beginning
to settle down to a more formal education. He or she develops a sense of  work or industry
and learns that he or she is rewarded if  he or she works well. At this time he or she becomes
a member of  a large peer group, and wants to be liked and accepted. Bee (1989) points out
that ‘the task at this time is to develop the repertoire of  abilities that society demands of  the
child’ (p.343). The hazard at this stage is a feeling of  inferiority brought about by:

• unacceptance by peers;
• an inability to master tasks set by teachers or parents.

Teachers and parents of  children with special educational needs may unwittingly force
children into a situation of  rejection by their normal peers, insisting on inclusion without
adequate preparation, or imposing tasks which are too difficult for children to complete. The
following is an example of  the challenges facing the teacher as she attempts to structure
relevant learning experiences and to encourage the acceptance of  peers.
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��� ��$ 4P�K � 4����4�.�P���*���O����4$$*�4O�

Erikson (1965) emphasises that at this stage, which corresponds with the onset of  puberty,
young people undergo a crisis of  identity, best summed up in his own words quoted by Gross
(1989, p.19):

I have called the major crisis of  adolescence the Identity Crisis: it occurs in that period
of  the life cycle when each youth must forge for himself  some central perspective and
direction, some working unity out of  the remnants of  his childhood and the hopes of  his
anticipated adulthood; he must detect some meaningful resemblance between what he
has come to see in himself  and what his sharpened awareness tells him others judge and
expect him to do.

Because of  this crisis, adolescents are likely to suffer more deeply than before from a
confusion of  roles as two identities come strongly into conflict: a sexual identity and an
occupation identity. As he or she struggles with these identities, the adolescent’s behaviour
becomes inconsistent and unpredictable and the young person is apt to display self-
consciousness and embarrassment. Although sexually mature, the adolescent is not yet
adequately prepared emotionally to become a partner.

It is during this difficult time that the young person attempts to formulate a set of  values
which Erikson calls ‘fidelity’. He defines fidelity as ‘the ability to sustain loyalties freely pledged
in spite of  the inevitable contradictions of  value systems’ (Erikson, 1976, p.25). He sees this
stage as one of  searching for something worth being faithful to: for example, a message or a
way of  life. Here there is a tendency for the adolescent to find out what they are against
(which is a stage in knowing what they are for). Time and space are essential prerequisites at
this stage for the emergence of  an awareness of  who he or she is (Stevens, 1983).
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The last three stages of  Erikson’s psychosocial stages are concerned with adulthood and
are therefore outside the remit of  this book. They are:

��� ��� 4QK � 4��4"��.�P���*�� 4�O���4O�

The main activities at this stage are the formation of  intimate relationships which may, or
may not, involve marriage and the formation of  family groups.

��� ����P��K � ������4P4�.�P���*����� ���4O�

Here the emphasis is on bearing and rearing children and on occupational achievement,
with an overarching concern for training the next generation.

��� ��� 4 2�K � 4��� �4�.�P���*�������4�

It is finally at this stage that the integration of  previous stages is fully realised and that each
individual comes to terms with his or her basic identity. This is the true acceptance of self.

#������ 
��

Erikson’s theory is not a coherent theory of  development and for this reason, as we have
already pointed out, he has been criticised, particularly as his stages do not lend themselves
to empirical testing (Miller, 1993; Keenan, 2002). His theory is better thought of  as a loosely
connected set of  ideas which describes ‘roles’ (trust and autonomy, for example) and aspects
of  those roles (mistrust, shame and doubt). Taking on each ‘role’ and striking a balance
between its centrality and its conflicting aspects is difficult for all pupils, particularly those
with special educational needs who are inevitably the ‘victims’ of  their society and of  their
environment. Despite its limitations it is the importance that Erikson places on the integration
of  social and cultural factors (Keenan, 2002; Waterman, 1985) which is the strength of  his
work for school staff, and provides useful pointers for their role in the development of  self-
advocacy and empowerment.
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The whole of  this section is concerned with outlining key influences on how we understand
human development. In this final chapter of  Part 1 we consider the theories of  one psychologist
within the school of  thought that had its origins in nineteenth-century scientific thinking.

In the West in the nineteenth century, scientific methods were a major factor in rapid
industrial and commercial progress. Developments in science and its potential to explain all
phenomena gave rise to ‘positivism’ in which only observable, physical aspects of  reality
could be regarded as capable of  yielding valid measurable data. Positivism can clearly be
applied to the physical sciences but, given our tendency to impute intentions, wishes and
other subjective motivations to our own and to other people’s behaviour, it may appear an
unlikely source of  explanation for human activity. During the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century, however, concepts and labels adopted by scientists to describe learning in
lower animals replaced those of  the introspectionists (the early psychologists whose data
stemmed from reflections on their own thinking). The ‘new’ scientists were concerned with a
more objective study of  human behaviour and concentrated their efforts on what was
observable; in other words ‘how’ people behaved. In this way human psychology began to
align itself  with the physical sciences.
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Some of  the earliest demonstrations of  learning were conducted by physiologists using animals.
E.L. Thorndike (1911) demonstrated trial-and-error learning, while, in Russia, Pavlov
formulated the principles of  classical conditioning. In laboratory experiments, Pavlov noted
how hungry dogs salivate when they take food. This is a reflex response in mammals that
initiates the process of  digestion. After presenting food on several occasions, accompanied
by the sound of  a tuning fork or bell, Pavlov discovered that the sound alone could produce
salivation in the dogs. The extent of  the association was measured by the amount of  saliva
produced after conditioning in comparison with unconditioned or natural productions of
saliva in response to food alone. This led to the general principle that a new, neutral stimulus
can produce a reflex behaviour once it has been paired with the stimulus that naturally
produces the response.

In the 1920s J.B. Watson considered the findings from animal experiments in relation to
human subjects (Watson and Rayner, 1920). He was able to demonstrate classical or Pavlovian
conditioning in a series of  experiments with a nine-month-old boy, Albert. Prior to the
experiments, Albert had played happily with a white rat but demonstrated fear in response to
a loud noise. Watson created this noise each time Albert touched the rat so that eventually he
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showed the same fearful response to the animal in the absence of  the noise. Mercifully, Watson
and his co-workers were later able to condition a positive response in Albert, by pairing the
presentation of  the rat with sweets and toys.

The following is an example of  naturally occurring classical conditioning.
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Central to Watson’s work was the belief  that the environment was crucial in shaping the
development of  the child. In fact, as Keenan (2002, p.24) emphasises, Watson believed that
children could be moulded in any direction determined by an adult, provided that the stimulus-
response associations were carefully controlled. To many of  us it seems intuitively unacceptable,
and highly unethical, that the strategies used by Watson to induce and then inhibit fear in
Albert could be applied to shape an individual’s entire life experience. However, classical
conditioning has therapeutic applications: for example, careful control of  stimulus-response
associations is often used in helping people to overcome phobias or irrational fears.

The learning situations that were grounded in the prototypes from animal experimentation
were relatively uncomplicated, but they could not explain new and complex behaviour patterns
of  human beings. Nonetheless, these demonstrations provided the basis of  a conceptual
framework that hinged on the collection of  measurable data, and the early psychologists and
physiologists showed that new responses can be elicited by old stimuli (trial-and-error learning)
and that existing responses can be tied to new stimuli (classical conditioning). The links were
referred to as stimulus-response bonds, and behaviourists, as these scientists were called, were
able to demonstrate that bonds were consolidated by the reduction of  some inner physiological
drive: for example, hunger. Their demonstrations led to the consideration that rewards or
reinforcements could arise from the satisfaction of  inner needs and could provide a motivation
for learning.

+�����
�%�������&��&�����

Skinner, who started his work at Harvard University in the USA in the 1930s, differed in one
important respect from other behaviourists. He believed that it should not be necessary for
animals or humans to experience some need before they are impelled to learn. Skinner is
credited, instead, with establishing learning through the reinforcement of  progressively closer
approximations to a desired learning outcome, a process termed operant conditioning. In early
demonstrations of  operant conditioning, a target behaviour was identified and broken into
smaller elements (operants). For example, when an animal first spontaneously or accidentally
produced this behavioural element it was rewarded. Once the rewarded behaviour was
consolidated, the animal had to produce behaviour that more closely matched the target
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behaviour in subsequent trials in order to gain the reward. The process of  reinforcing different
responses towards a desired outcome is termed shaping, and its advantage, particularly in
comparison with trial-and-error learning, is the speed with which the animal arrives at the
target behaviour.

Skinner devised apparatus with which to conduct simple operant conditioning. For example,
rats were trained in the Skinner box.
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Skinner’s experiments in operant conditioning yielded further insights into the conditions
of  learning and how these affect learning outcomes. He was able to show, for example, that
shaping is more efficiently achieved if  a reward does not follow every correct response and
this led to formulae or schedules of  reinforcement, setting out the timing and presentations
of  rewards associated with the most effective learning. Skinner’s work can be seen in the
principles adopted by makers of  one-armed bandits or fruit machines where players are
encouraged to ‘work’ (respond) by putting more money into the machine in the hope of
getting a reward.

Skinner further demonstrated the differences between positive reinforcements, negative
reinforcements and punishment. The examples that follow show these differences.
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Positive reinforcement occurs when rewards follow correct responses.
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Negative reinforcement is said to have occurred when behaviour changes because of  its
association with the cessation of  something unpleasant, as in the following example.

3����

��	���������	������
�������
��%���	�
�������
%����5�2�����

��)-��
������
������������66��������

��	��%��
��	���
�����
���
��������������

����������

���
�����������))�����������3��
��
6����

��66����������������
�
����5������������������������
����
��������������
����	��������������

�������	����
�����������F��	���
���
������
6���6
��D����D
��5��

������������������������
��

���
����������

��%������
�������������
��
6����������������

���
�������3��������
������

�

��
	����5���	�������������
�
������
����������
��A���B��
������������������6���������

�5�������

�%����
��
��������������������������������
����
��
�������������
������
�����
���3����
���

�����

����6������
��
�����������
�������

��
�����������������
����

�����������5�����
������������

��

��	����
��������

�%�������������
������������

���
�
��%������
6�����������
����6�
������

�
�/�����5

4
���������

�����������������
�����
���
�	����%���������������������
�%����
���	���������

��������
������
���
�������6����������
�����5��

��F��
�������	��������������
��
������
������

����3�������
6�������������������������
�����66����

��������6D������5�4
��
�������

������


���������
6�����������������
�/�
�����������6���/��������������
����%
����������������
������
���

����%������
�� ��
�� �
����5�O
�
�����
�����

����������� �
������� ��������
�� ���
��%

/��
�

�F�����
��

��
�����6�

�5

2��� �������������

��%�������
������
66����������
��������
���
���
�/����%���� 6
���� 6��

�
��
��5�$��F��
������
��	������������
��
���
6������

���
�H�

���
�
J5�4
�����������������

���
�����
��	�������
������6�
�������������

���������6�
���������
��
��%��
�������
���
6������6

�������
����
�����
6
���������%���	�
������������������������
��5�2������

������
���������6���

��������� ���� ����

����������������� 6�
�������
�/��������� 6�
����������
�����

��������� �


%���	��%���������


��������
���������������

�5

Through negative reinforcement, David has been conditioned to adopt bad behaviour,
thus avoiding the pressure of  work before it begins.
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Classically, punishment is a technique that involves the presentation of  an adverse physical
stimulus. Naturally this has no place in the education of  children and is ethically unacceptable.
For some attention-seeking behaviours, however, where it is known that the pupil finds the
reward of  the attention of  adults reinforcing when he or she behaves inappropriately, it is possible
to use a technique to remove the attention. This ignoring technique is not punishment in the
traditional Skinnerian sense but is the non-presentation of  the reward termed ‘time out from
reward’. Such an approach should not be confused with ‘time out rooms’, where, in the
1960s, children with learning difficulties who behaved inappropriately were removed to an
isolation room. This punitive approach proved to be of  little success (Foxen and McBrien,
1981), and is now considered unethical.

In certain circumstances, however, ‘time out from reward’ can eliminate attention-seeking
behaviour. There can be ‘challenges’ when adopting this technique which are clearly shown
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in the example of  Adam below. You will find that there are similarities between Adam’s and
David’s behaviour. Their reasons for their behaviour are, however, different.
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While radical learning theorists such as John Watson believed that an individual’s total life
history could be explained by reference to the way he or she had been ‘conditioned’, other
researchers, notably Albert Bandura, pointed out the limitations of  a behaviourist explanation
(1986). First, it was noted that we acquire complex behaviours far more quickly than we
could if  they were being progressively shaped out of  spontaneous occurrences. Second, as
any parent can testify, babies, from their earliest days, imitate. Bandura therefore added to
the key concepts of  learning theorists, the propositions that social behaviours (in particular,
those that we regard as personality characteristics) are acquired through observation and
imitation. It is evident, however, that whereas we all observe a great number of  people, we
imitate very little of  their behaviour and therefore the social learning theorists were required
to explain how selective imitation occurs within the framework of  learning theory.

Certainly the concept of  reinforcement may explain why children imitate some behaviours
and not others. For example, extrinsic reinforcement, when a child is rewarded directly, usually
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with praise, for copying behaviour or a pattern of  behaviours, probably accounts for some
learning. Other powerful mechanisms that determine which social behaviours a child will
adopt include vicarious reinforcement. In the latter case, the child perceives that someone
else is rewarded for behaving in a particular way and by imitating that behaviour the child
experiences the sense of  reward, even without any expectation of  actually receiving it. Social
learning theory has been invoked to explain why children may adopt aggressive behaviour
simply by viewing it on videos and television: for example, where it is possible that the aggressor
attracts some special status or attention that the child would like to experience. A more
familiar illustration of  social learning theory in action is the adoption of  gender appropriate
behaviours. Learning theorists maintain that children are subtly rewarded for adopting
behaviour and mannerisms typical of  the gender to which they have been assigned. However,
social learning theorists argue for the wholesale adoption of  male or female characteristics
through identification with an individual of  the same gender, usually in the course of  a close
emotional relationship such as that between parent and child.

It is evident, then, that learning through observation, identification and imitation gives a
role to cognitive or intellectual deliberation on the part of  the learner. This aspect, of  course,
was rejected as unimportant by traditional learning theorists. Bandura (1986), however,
acknowledged the influence of  such inner factors, suggesting that the potency of  learning
through identification-imitation will vary according to the cognitive maturity and competence
of  the learner. Moreover, as summarised by Bee (2000), Bandura’s reconceptualisation of
the processes underpinning imitation and modelling puts him into a theoretical position
which resonates, to some extent, with that of  Piaget. Bee explains this similarity in the following
way: a child has, among his or her schemes, a self-scheme (Bee, 2000, p.273). This is a view
of  one’s own abilities, standards, modes of  behaviour – in short, what we more usually term
the ‘self-concept’. Once children have formed a self-concept, they will choose to interpret
other people’s behaviour (when deciding which to adopt for their own) so that comparatively
little adjustment to their self-concept is required. In this way, the self-concept serves to mediate
potential influences on their behaviour and developing personality, a point discussed in greater
detail in Chapter 10.

The development of  self-concept is complex and begins with an awareness of  both the
child’s own actions and the presence of  others. Details are considered in Chapter 10, but it is
important to note here that it begins with self-awareness, which manifests itself  in statements
like: ‘I am Luke, I am six, I like to play with Fred, our dog.’

Later there is an acknowledgement by the child of  the differences between himself  and
others: ‘I am a boy; I am bigger than my friend Pete; my skin is darker than Pete’s.’

As they become more aware of  others, children begin to describe their own personalities
in terms of  others’ perceptions of  them. Damon and Hart (1992) suggest they begin to
construct a theory of  their own personalities, which becomes more complex as their cognitive
and social abilities develop. For children with special educational needs, often such theories
illustrate the labels assigned to them: ‘I am not clever; I can’t do maths; I am a spastic.’

)
����
 �
�

Skinner and the learning theorists have undoubtedly had a great impact on the teaching and
learning of  all children. It is through their work that the behavioural methods of  teaching
described later in the book have emerged and have entered the everyday repertoire of  those
who care for children. The radical learning theorists placed strong emphasis on environmental
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changes and considered that learning is the same for all, irrespective of  the age of  the learner.
As Bee (1989) reminded us, ‘what we call development in this view, is really just a long series
of  individual learning experiences’ (p.14). Other theorists, such as Bandura, who have
introduced a cognitive element into the debate, have thus softened the emphasis on observable
behaviour. Nevertheless, learning theorists have encouraged us to think about the fundamental
ways in which pupils carry out tasks and how they have (or have not) acquired skills. By
concentrating on the observable these psychologists have encouraged us to be systematic in our
approach, to undertake meticulous record keeping and analysis, and to attempt a more
structured evaluation of  our work.

���������
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In this section we consider the educational implications of  the work of  the theorists and the
relationship of  their ideas to the process of  empowerment. As we emphasised in the Intro-
duction, we have interpreted the term ‘educational implications’ broadly, and therefore we
will be reviewing the theories in order to extend and explain our interpretation. In particular,
we will examine the theories for their contribution to the process of  teaching and learning
and for their identification of  the role of  others in an individual’s emerging knowledge,
understanding and empowerment.

As in the first part of  the book, we have examples of  a range of  pupils with special edu-
cational needs to illustrate our ideas. We hope that these will provide a starting point for your
reflections on the contributions that the theorists can make to your practice and to the special
features of  your working environment.

*�������$�	
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As accounts of  his early professional life reveal, Jean Piaget did not set out to provide a
comprehensive account of  all aspects of  development and their interrelationships, neither
did he have any commitment to exploring the pedagogic implications of  his theories. Conse-
quently, scholars have pointed to the ‘gaps’ in his theory: for example, he did not examine the
influence of  language on the development of  thinking. In fact, although his work was first
translated into English during the 1940s, it was 20 years before its impact on educational
practice was felt, particularly in the widespread adoption of  discovery learning, both for normally
developing children and for those with learning difficulties, as in the High/Scope programme
(Hohmann and Weikhart, 1995; Mitchell, 1994).

High/Scope was developed initially as an approach for disadvantaged children of  nursery
age, but its principles can be seen reflected in approaches for older children with learning
difficulties, specifically those whose cognitive abilities could be regarded as within the sensori-
motor stage. In particular, it relies on the principles of  PLAN–DO–REVIEW and stresses
that children must be self-directed, active learners. Consequently tasks must be set at the
appropriate developmental level in order that children may drive their own learning, and the
approach provides all learners with opportunities to make choices. Children PLAN together,
DO (carry out their agreed plan, which may mean working independently or co-operatively)
and REVIEW together. In applying this approach to children with special educational needs,
Mitchell (1994) stresses the importance of  the element of  active learning mentioned above in
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the PLAN–DO–REVIEW sequence. She identifies five active ingredients that should be
present for active learning to take place:

• the availability of, and easy access to, a variety of  interesting materials;
• the freedom of  pupils to work and experiment with the materials and, where appropriate,

explore their properties;
• an element of  choice for pupils in approaching a task;
• the sharing of  experiences (through a range of  methods of  communication appropriate

for each pupil);
• the provision of  adult support in three ways; help with:

– building on skills
– problem-solving
– entering into their ‘play’.

(adapted from Mitchell, 1994, p.69)

The following example charts Hugo’s experiences of  the approach during a lesson on
design and technology.
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The teacher, far from discouraging Hugo’s unusual choice of  activity, used Mitchell’s five
components of  the High/Scope approach to extend and develop Hugo’s learning within a
specific lesson.

At the very heart of  Piaget’s theories lies the notion of  logical thought proceeding towards
formal operational thinking, in universal, invariant stages. According to this view there is an
optimal point in the child’s development when particular types of  learning can take place;
conversely, it would be unhelpful, possibly counter-productive, to introduce ideas that depend
on an understanding of, for example, the concept of  object permanence before it was
established. This interpretation of  Piaget led to a pedagogical approach based on ‘readiness’,
which assumed that the child would, through behavioural responses, indicate when she or he
was intellectually prepared to progress to new ways of  learning. The readiness approach
should not, however, suggest that teaching and learning are entirely ‘child centred’, in the
sense that the child makes arbitrary choices over how, when and what to learn or (indeed)
whether to learn.

Although Piaget’s ideas about development had only limited influence on mainstream
educational approaches before the 1960s, Piaget, with his colleague, Barbel Inhelder, extended
his theories to learners with special needs, and these views were more widely adopted by
practitioners while his research was ongoing (see Hodapp, 1998, for details). In summarising
the evidence from research and practice, Hodapp reports that children with learning difficulties
show the same sequences of  development as those without difficulties but development for the
former is characterised by more regressions and oscillations. Thus, children might indicate
one level of  reasoning in relation to a task yet, when completing the task at a later date,
perform at a lower level.

This is particularly true when pupils are receiving medication. Naturally, the effect of
medication on a pupil’s learning is a contentious issue and has been brought to the fore in
recent years with the use of  Ritalin, or similar amphetamine-based Class A drugs, for pupils
with attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). In some cases, the effects of
medication can be that pupils show a ‘bumpy’ profile of  performance from one day to the
next or from lesson to lesson. In the case of  Ben, however, the regressions and fluctuations
occurred before medication was introduced. It is not our intention to make a case for or
against a drug regime to alleviate certain characteristics, but simply to highlight the variations
in the day-to-day patterns of  learning of  a child with special educational needs.
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The example above shows how a child with evidence of  cognitive reasoning on one day
could, when undertaking the same task, regress on the next. In this case, medication helped
to stabilise Ben’s ‘bumpy’ profile, but for other children it can contribute to the cause of
regression and oscillations, and professionals need to be aware of  the effects of  drugs like
Ritalin.

In addition, research has shown that some children with severe learning difficulties who
are working broadly within the sensori-motor stage will provide evidence of  different levels
in response to different tasks or materials, whether on medication or not (Hodapp, 1998).
This suggests that it would be a mistake to make judgements about overall capacity on the
basis of  a single task or a set of  tasks completed on one occasion; a view that has come to be
reflected in relation to the wider population of  learners. On the contrary, Piaget’s approach
to establishing children’s developmental levels has special advantages over psychometric
techniques when planning intervention for pupils with any learning difficulties. As previously
noted, Piaget placed great emphasis on the value of  ‘wrong’ or unconventional responses,
believing that they hold the key to a child’s intellectual processes; as a result, practitioners
and researchers have used Piagetian tasks diagnostically, in order to discover why and how a
child arrives at the ‘wrong’ response.
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By this ‘diagnostic’ method, it is possible to make inferences about the child’s knowledge,
understanding and reasoning abilities, which yield information with a greater value than a
score on an intelligence (IQ) test or a developmental rating, on which to base further teaching.
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At first sight, Piaget’s view of  the developing child as drawing principally on his or her own
resources in order to gain mastery over the environment might seem to imply severe limitations
for some children with special educational needs. The frameworks and concepts that emerge
from his theories have, however, been adopted by subsequent theorists and practitioners to
enable them to devise effective approaches to promoting understanding and skills that are
fundamental to all learning. To cite just one example, Piaget recorded ‘contingency learning’
in his own son; he described how and when notions of  causality emerge in typically developing
children whose growing competence is evidenced, firstly in their physical, and secondly in
their mental, action on their environment. His hypothesis about an area of  understanding
that is crucial to empowerment is a reminder that physical or intellectual disabilities can
limit children’s experiences of  associations between actions and results, thereby depriving
them of  valuable learning. Intervention to promote contingency awareness in children with
special educational needs has been framed around the recognition that it is the lack of
experiential learning that is more significant for them than the fundamental ‘handicapping’
condition. Compensatory approaches are outlined in later chapters in this book.

Empowerment through learning may not have been a central concern of  Piaget as he
attempted to account for the development of  thinking. Nonetheless, his theories continue to
inspire and direct other researchers with a more specific focus on promoting the cognitive
abilities of  all learners; in particular, his influence is evident in Jerome Bruner’s views on
school-based learning.
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Much of Bruner’s work is concerned with the development of  the curriculum and the social
structures that support it and, therefore, it is fitting that we should consider the educational
implications of  his theory in terms of  the curriculum offered in schools in England and in
other countries at present. Schools in England have a responsibility to provide a broad and
balanced curriculum that, since 1988, includes the National Curriculum. It is recognised
that the whole curriculum for all pupils aims to:

• ‘provide opportunities for all pupils to learn and achieve;
• promote pupils’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development, and prepare all pupils

for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of  life’ (DfEE/QCA 1999a, p.11;
1999b, p.11).

All the theorists discussed in this book could be said to subscribe to these aims, although it
is the key skills embedded in all the subjects of  the whole curriculum which we feel are of
particular relevance to Bruner’s theory. They are particularly important in the process of
empowerment as they have been identified as those that ‘will improve learning and perfor-
mance in education, work, and life’ (QCA/DfEE, 2001, p.6).
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The key skills which span the whole curriculum and are identified in the revised National
Curriculum Handbooks (for England) of  1999 are:

• language and communication;
• application of  numbers;
• information technology;
• working with others;
• improving own learning and performance;
• problem-solving.

All are worthy of  scrutiny in relation to Bruner’s theory, but in order to provide a flavour
of  their relevance to his work we have chosen to highlight two in this chapter: communication
and problem-solving. These will also be discussed in more detail, along with the other skills
listed above, in later chapters.
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The emphasis in this area is on teaching pupils to express themselves appropriately and to
read accurately and with understanding. Elements of  the key skill are speaking and listening,
and reading and writing, all of  which contribute importantly to empowerment. Bruner (1966)
suggests that language and communication are ‘… not only a powerful way of  saying
something, but an instrument that can now be seen as a tool for organising thoughts about
things’ (p.105).

The following example, adapted from the QCA booklet, Developing Skills (2001), illustrates
this point and indicates the role that staff  must play in structuring experiences in order to
enhance their pupils’ ability to organise their thoughts.
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Problem-solving involves a process which we loosely call ‘thinking’. Early problem-solving
involves an understanding of  cause and effect and is promoted by the play and social routines



�
�
���	����	��
���
� -+

that Bruner regards as so important in early childhood. The booklet issued by QCA (2001),
Developing Skills, lists the attributes of  problem-solving as:

������� 4O� : in which the pupil recognises and identifies problems (a favourite toy out of
reach, a missing bus pass before a journey, or being in an uncomfortable position);

�24�L 4� : which involves: breaking a problem down into elements (for example, preparing,
cooking, serving a meal and clearing away afterwards); thinking through the relevant features
of  a problem (what to do when there is no water in the kettle for a cup of  tea); planning ways
of  solving the problem;

��� 4O� : remembering how to solve a problem (for example, using strategies such as
rehearsal, or using symbols, signs or objects of  reference as clues);

�P��*�� 4O� : evaluating how the plan of  action worked and what needs changing in order
to make the situation better.

All these attributes contribute to Bruner’s notion of  ‘thinking’ and he is clear about the
central role that adults, including the staff  of  schools, play in the development of  cognitive
abilities and in fostering their pupils’ powers of  perception, thinking, action and evaluation.
He categorically states that teachers must be trained to encourage problem-solving, and to
provide their children with the materials and lessons that permit legitimate problem-solving.
The task for the curriculum maker is to provide exercises and opportunities that nurture
problem-solving and thinking skills – a task which has now been made simpler by the
identification of  the key skills across the curriculum.

$�����  � � ����� 
�� ���������
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Two aspects of  the human condition, identified earlier as ‘empowering’, are embedded in
our discussion at the beginning of  the book and can be defined as:

• choice and decision-making;
• the opportunity to access and make effective use of  communication.

Although acts of  choice and decision-making can be undertaken by individuals on their
own (choosing to watch a favourite TV programme, for example), they often involve other
people. Exposure to a range of  relationships is a fundamental requirement for the growth of
empowerment. Firth and Radley (1990) consider that the opportunities for empowerment
come firstly from learning about ourselves, and then by learning about others; often from
learning from others, but, most importantly, learning through others. At one level, ‘learning
through others’ can be interpreted as the ‘scaffolding’ necessary for the development of
mental activity, but at another level it involves, in Bruner’s words: ‘… a deep human need to
respond to others and to operate jointly with them towards an objective’ (Bruner, 1966,
p.125).
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By examining these prerequisites, and using them as a starting point for discussion, it is
possible to give an indication of  how Bruner’s theories and principles contribute to our under-
standing of  the development of  empowerment in everyday life.
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In order to make choices, children need to become active learners, as the decision-making
process involves grasping opportunities to investigate, predict, anticipate and make judgements,
all of  which are embedded in Bruner’s theories. Choosing can, on the one hand, be a very
simple opportunity to indicate a yes/no preference in response to stimuli provided by one
person. On the other hand, it can become a complicated process that involves collecting
information from a range of  sources and, subsequently, making complicated decisions. Cooper
and Hersov (1986), for example, list the choices available to us when making up our minds
on what to eat or drink. At a basic level, such choices can involve whether or not to have a
cup of  tea or coffee, but, at the other extreme, choices become more complicated and involve:

• the selection of  the restaurant (and the type of  food) required;
• how to get there;
• the time to eat;
• the decision whether to eat alone or with others;
• the choice of  the number of  courses in line with the budget;
• the choice of  the food and drink from a complicated menu.

The latter extreme involves a complex level of  reasoning and Bruner states categorically
that:

… intellectual development is marked by the increasing capacity to deal with several
alternatives simultaneously, to tend to several sequences during the same period of  time,
and to allocate time and attention in a manner appropriate to these multiple demands.

(Bruner, 1966, p.6)
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The strong emphasis on communication in Bruner’s theory naturally supports the notion of
empowerment, and the structure that he provides, ranging from the enactive to the symbolic
mode, enables children to progress from a state of  total dependence to one of  control. It is
his view that language (and for pupils with special educational needs it is important to add
communication) does not come about by chance. Children require specific experiences to make
it happen, and they require external support. Trust, a loving and caring environment, and
the reciprocal nature of  early relationships that include social routines, all contribute to the
development of  language and communication. Some of  the ideas put forward on the
development of  language and communication by other theorists are difficult to interpret for
children at very early stages of  development, for example those with profound and multiple
difficulties. Bruner’s theories, however, are as applicable to children with profound and multiple
learning difficulties as they are to more intellectually able children.
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The importance he attaches to play and to the social interactions that take place between
child and adult provide a firm basis for work with all children. In the early stages, his emphasis
on the importance of  the adult and child experiencing events and playing with objects together
ensures that they are provided with topics for further exchanges (Harris, 1990). Through such
social play, not only is the child learning some of  the fundamental principles of  the give and
take of  communication, but both child and adult have something to communicate about,
with a joint understanding of  the focus of  their ‘communication’. The child, however severe
the difficulties in learning, is seen as an intentional communicator (Goldbart, 1994) and
learns that he or she is a conversational partner.

The pre-verbal responses that stem from the social routines of  early childhood enable the
adult to continually check the child’s intent. Even if  the methods of  communication are
idiosyncratic and involve a particular movement of  a muscle or of  the eyes, the adult is likely
to make a good guess as to the meaning, and to put the necessary scaffold in place to help to
extend the child’s communicative efforts. Research shows that for some children with special
educational needs, patterns of  non-verbal communication can aid the development of  spoken
language (Harris, 1990; Goldbart, 1994; Nind, 1996). For other children, these early patterns
can pave the way for non-verbal communication that is understood by a wider range of
people, thus ultimately promoting empowerment and self-advocacy.

Finally, Bruner’s overarching principle is perhaps the most powerful in terms of  fostering
self-advocacy and empowerment: ‘Growth is characterized by increasing independence from
the immediate nature of  the stimulus’ (Bruner, 1966, p.5).
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The influence of  Vygotsky on contemporary pedagogy is widely recognised, particularly his
theory concerning the mechanisms by which optimal learning takes place when the developing
child (the learner) interacts with a more mature individual (the teacher). Having acknowledged
that, beyond pedagogy, the learning situation does not have to be formal, nor does ‘the
teacher’ have to be a professional – or, indeed, an adult – his notion of  the zone of  proximal
development has particularly important implications for how teachers utilise pupils’ responses
in planning further intervention and support: ‘Instruction is only useful when it moves ahead
of  development. When it does, it impels or awakens a series of  functions that are in a stage of
maturation lying in the zone of  proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 1987, p.212 cited by Daniels
and Lunt, 1993, p.82).

According to Vygotsky, as interpreted in this quotation, instruction must be based on clear
assessments of  individual differences in rates and directions of  development. In short, the
teacher must be aware of  the child’s capability in any area of  problem-solving so that teaching
can be structured appropriately. Therefore, assessment, in its broadest sense of  gaining an
holistic view of  a learner’s profile of  strengths and needs in different learning contexts, must
be sensitive to both the task-demands and individual pupils’ responses to them. Such assessment
approaches are termed, collectively, dynamic assessment (see, for example, Elliott, 2000).
Contrasting with static assessment, in which a judgement about a child’s capacity to learn in
any given sphere is based on a ‘snapshot’ of  the child’s performance on assessment tasks,
dynamic assessment is interwoven with the teaching–learning process. Thus, during the process
of  instruction the teacher learns progressively more about the learner’s maturational level
and mode of  thinking and learning.
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Dynamic assessment informs the way that the teacher guides the learner and advances
the learner’s problem-solving ability. Campione (1996) reviewed dynamic assessment
approaches, under the heading of  ‘assisted assessment’, as well as its implications for teaching,
contrasting it with the product-oriented view of  traditional unaided, static assessment and
didactic instruction. He pointed out the dangers of  relying on the techniques of  the latter to
identify pupils’ learning difficulties. For example, in the past there have been significant and
long-term implications for the placement of  learners who have failed to perform satisfactorily
in assessment tasks at or above the baseline for ‘normality’. It is hypothesised that a different
picture of  their abilities might emerge through the process of  dynamic assessment when
adults structure learning to activate cognitive competence, which lies within an individual
learner’s zone of  proximal development.
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The notion of  ‘co-operatively achieved success’ (Wood, 1998, p.27) also underpins Bruner’s
view of  scaffolding; a similarity that is demonstrated in the quotations from Vygotsky (above)
and Bruner (in Chapter 2). However, in Vygotsky’s view, the teacher or other adult does more
than help a child to acquire a skill or a concept: she or he mediates the child’s cultural
context, which will go on to create a framework for wider learning and the ‘acculturation’ of
the child.

In the narrative involving Robyn and the Literacy Hour activities, it is evident that learning
about the ‘sameness’ of  letters will be tackled shortly. The teacher will show Robyn a variety
of  presentations of  the letter ‘a’ and help her to see that they are all called ‘a’. They will then
progress to looking at the letter ‘a’ written in a variety of  media: in pencilled script, in coloured
script, in printed text, in sand. Eventually, Robyn will need to learn that the letter represents
a variety of  sounds (as in ‘hat’, ‘father’, ‘all’); afterwards, that a number of  sounds blend
together to make the words that we hear when people speak. Through this approach the
learner moves towards establishing ‘decoding’: that is, the skill of  working out a pronunciation
for previously unseen words from visual stimuli (letters), which is the hallmark of  an
independent reader. We widely regard readers as empowered by their participation in a
literate society or, conversely, we recognise the disempowerment of  people who cannot read
at a functional level made possible through decoding.

In another culture, supporting a child’s access to literacy might not follow the same route.
For example, in what is now the USA and prior to the War of  Independence, literacy was
encouraged in the masses only for reading the Bible and designated patriotic texts that could
be taught using sight-reading and learning by rote (Adams, 1994). In this case, it is clear that
neither empowerment of  the individual, nor the independent reading skills that support
empowerment, were socio-cultural ideals.

&"�����"���������
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Vygotsky emphasised that learning is essentially a social process: the outcome of  an interaction
between individuals sharing a cultural environment, which gives rise to an enhanced state of
knowledge, skills and understanding. In this respect, the ‘cultural environment’ may refer to
what Evans (1993) describes as ‘educational micro-cultures’ (p.41) and he goes on to review
research conducted within a Vygotskyan paradigm that indicates the impact that different
schools, with their own organisations and methods, have on pupils’ understanding of  the
world. As shown, for example, by Daniels (1988, cited by Evans, 1993), members of  staff  at
schools for pupils with moderate learning difficulties may mediate a different world view for
their pupils from that of  mainstream schools. Evans suggests that, as a result, pupils’ knowledge
and understanding of  the world may, at the end of  formal schooling, be incompatible with
that of  the wider society, therefore creating obstacles to full participation. He proposes that
Vygotsky’s theories about the socio-cultural basis of  cognition offer a framework for
illuminating these potentially negative effects, and addressing them by focusing on the
structures of  knowledge that schools implicitly or explicitly impart. To illustrate these complex
notions, Evans cites the example of  deaf  people who, historically, received a segregated
education with their own sign language that effectively excluded users from the hearing
community, and thus denied them access to the culture of  the wider society.

In confronting the issue of  integration, which as an area of  concern has more recently
been replaced by considerations of  inclusion, Evans identifies the importance of  the
philosophies underpinning education systems or ‘micro-cultures’ for individual empowerment.
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For our part, we would argue that the current educational climate, with its emphasis on the
inclusion of  all learners within the same curriculum, offers opportunities for mainstream
and special provision to examine the world views that they separately or jointly promote. In
England, The Index for Inclusion (Booth et al., 2000) provides a framework within which schools
can assess their policies and practices in order to respond to the diversity of  all learners. The
Index identifies schools as communities or cultures but emphasises that the inclusion process
will involve merging the school culture with that of  the wider community, for example:

• ‘Inclusion is concerned with fostering mutually sustaining relationships between schools
and communities.

• Inclusion in education is one aspect of  inclusion in society’ (Booth et al., 2000, p.12).

Evans’ argument, which reflects on how individual empowerment can be enhanced by
looking at institutional organisation and policy, is based on a key concept in Vygotsky’s theory,
that of  mediation. Mediation also has a major role in the formation of  self-concept. Recalling
that human consciousness derives from experience of  the world that is somehow mediated
by other, more mature individuals using cultural artefacts such as language or signs, it follows
that the self-concept is formed from other people’s views of  the self and its capabilities. Hodapp
(1998) interprets Vygotsky as adopting a social definition of  disability: that is, an understanding
of  disability as defined by non-disabled people who focus on the difficulties resulting from
some physical, emotional or mental difference. This view is subsequently transmitted to
become internalised as the self-concept in affected learners, who consequently regard them-
selves as ‘disempowered’.
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Alternatively, by reference to the zone of  proximal development, educators and service
providers can assess and establish what all children can do with appropriate support. This will
involve investigating how individual children may be encouraged or taught to communicate.
For example, Vygotsky took special note of  intervention for deaf  children. He was strongly
critical of  mechanistic training programmes to teach individual language sounds, arguing
that, if  this group of  learners was going to regard itself  as part of  wider society, members
needed to acquire language interactively as hearing children do (Hodapp, 1998).
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Vygotsky’s theory has been adopted in Russia, specifically to develop approaches and
materials for pupils with special educational needs. Indeed, Vygotsky founded the Russian
Institute of  Defectology in 1934, where research into learning difficulties, as well the develop-
ment of  teaching approaches, takes place. However, as Daniels and Lunt (1993) explain, the
interpretation of  his theory, its application to special education and the identification of
learning difficulties are fraught with contradictions and complexities. For example, children
who, in the UK, would be described as having severe learning difficulties or profound and
multiple learning difficulties would be regarded in Russia as ineducable and therefore outside
the remit of  education policy and practice. In short, an unknown proportion of  children in
Russia are permanently excluded from schooling. Interested readers are invited to study the
paper by Daniels and Lunt (1993) for further insights into the work of  the Russian Institute
and to assess the differences between British and Russian views on the nature and purpose of
education, of  special education and educability. In viewing these differences through a
Vygotskyan lens, it is evident that their effect is not solely to deny an education to children
with severe and complex learning difficulties: in wider, sociocultural terms, the children are
effectively disempowered.

���������


Adams, M.J. (1994) Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning about Print. Boston, MA: MIT Press.
Bakhurst, D. (1996) ‘Social memory in Soviet thought’, in H. Daniels (ed.) An Introduction to Vygotsky.

London: Routledge.
Booth, T., Ainscow, M., Black-Hawkins, K., Vaughan, M. and Shaw, L. (2000) The Index for Inclusion:

Developing Learning and Participation in School. Bristol: CSIE and London: DfEE.
Bruner, J. (1966) Toward a Theory of  Instruction. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Campione, J.C. (1996) ‘Assisted assessment: a taxonomy of  approaches and an outline of  strengths

and weaknesses’, in H. Daniels (ed.) An Introduction to Vygotsky. London: Routledge.
Cooper, D. and Hersov, J. (1986) We Can Change the Future (A staff  training resource for people with

learning difficulties). London: SKILL.
Daniels, H. and Lunt, I. (1993) ‘Vygotskian theory and special education in Russia’, Educational Studies.

19 (1), 79–89.
DfEE (1998) The National Literacy Strategy Framework for Teaching. London: HMSO.
DfEE/QCA (1999a) The National Curriculum: A Handbook for Primary Teachers in England. London: HMSO.
DfEE/QCA (1999b) The National Curriculum: A Handbook for Secondary Teachers in England. London: HMSO.
Donaldson, M. (1978) Children’s Minds. Fontana/Collins.
Elliott, J. (2000) ‘The psychological assessment of  children with learning difficulties’, British Journal of

Special Education. 27 (2), 59–66.
Evans, P. (1993) ‘Some implications of  Vygotsky’s work for special education’, in H. Daniels (ed.)

Charting the Agenda. London and New York: Routledge.
Firth, H. and Radley, M. (1990) From Acquaintance to Friendship. Kidderminster: BIMH.
Goldbart, J. (1994) ‘Opening the Communication Curriculum for pupils with PMLDs’, in J. Ware

(ed.) Educating Children with Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties. London: David Fulton Publishers.
Harris, J. (1990) Early Language Development: Implications for Clinical and Educational Practice. London:

Routledge.
Hodapp, R. (1998) Development and Disabilities: Intellectual, Sensory and Motor Impairments. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.
Hohmann, M. and Weikhart, D. (1995) Educating Young Children. Yipsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press.
Mitchell, S. (1994) ‘Some implications of  the High/Scope Curriculum and the education of  children

with severe learning difficulties’, in J. Coupe O’Kane and B. Smith (eds) Taking Control: Enabling
People with Learning Difficulties. London: David Fulton Publishers.



>> �������

��� ���������

�

Nind, M. (1996) ‘Efficacy of  intensive interaction: developing sociability and communication in people
with severe and complex learning difficulties using an approach based on caregiver–infant
interaction’, European Journal of  Special Educational Need. 11, 48–56.

QCA (2001) Developing Skills. London QCA.
QCA/DfEE (1998) Design and Technology: A Scheme of  Work for Key Stages 1 and 2. London: QCA.
QCA/DfEE (2001) Planning, Teaching and Assessing the Curriculum for Pupils with Learning Difficulties. London:

QCA.
Wood, D. (1998) How Children Think and Learn. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.



�����
�
�������� >?��������>

�����
���
�����	����� 	��
��
	


��$�����%����

Freud’s theories have, in the past, been criticised on the grounds that they are ‘unscientific’.
In particular, Freud used data from the recollections of  a limited sample of  middle-aged,
wealthy, mentally unstable people in Vienna to generate a set of  norms describing the
development of  the personality on a universal scale. Further, the terminology that has found
its way into our daily vocabulary, in fact lacks precision or operational definition (Bee, 2000):
that is, it cannot be put to the test. Nonetheless, later scientists have reformulated some of
Freud’s ideas in ways that are testable and they have been able to evaluate specific aspects or
hypotheses (for example, Fisher and Greenberg, 1996) to lend further credence to his views
on oral and anal personality traits (for an overview of  contemporary evaluations of  Freudian
theory readers are directed to Andrews and Brewin, 2000 and to the special issue on which
their paper provides editorial comment). Beyond the level of  detail, however, Freud’s
contribution to our views on the origins of  the personality, and to our understanding of
human behaviour, is immense.

According to Jolibert (1993), Freud openly expressed a disinclination to explore the
educational implications of  his views, but expected them to be developed by other psycho-
analysts such as his daughter, Anna Freud. Nonetheless, a study of  his writings reveals an
unambiguous perspective on the role of  education, even if  pedagogical details are lacking. In
particular, he looked to education to uphold and transmit cultural rules and regulations (based
on the ‘reality principle’) that do not allow the expression of  immediate instinctual pleasure.
Through education, individuals learn how to adapt and re-route their instinctual drives into
acceptable activities and agreeable personality traits. However, Jolibert refutes the notion
that Freud had identified a repressive role for education; instead, he recognised that educators
are necessarily challenged to strike a balance between being repressive and overlenient in
order to awaken, in developing children, a drive to establish their own mechanisms for self-
regulation. Again according to Jolibert (1993), Freud equated a capacity for education with
an intrinsic desire to adjust towards society’s values. In other words, Freud saw the child as
inherently ‘moral’ (in the sense of  ‘capable of  making moral judgements’) and open to
education as the source of  moral direction.

Although Freud undoubtedly attributed the moral function of  education to its processes,
rather than to its content, it is possible to discover and analyse moral directives in the learning
opportunities identified in connection with personal, social and health education (PSHE) in
England. For example, pupils are encouraged to express feelings, to explore differences between
people and to reflect on their relationships. At the same time, this curriculum area aims at
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helping pupils to become self-confident and to recognise and enhance their own abilities.
Many pupils with significant learning needs may bring to the learning situation a poor self-
image that does not favour the growth of  confidence or a sense of  autonomy. A Freudian
explanation for this focuses on key figures in the child’s life, possibly parents who hold a
limited view of  her or his potential, which the child adopts through the processes of
identification. It then becomes a challenge for educators to work closely with parents so that
together they might promote an optimistic and positive view of  the child.
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Freud would attribute the initial improvement in Jordan’s self-esteem to the change in
how his stepfather related to him, because parent–child relationships are seen as crucial to
the development of  the personality. Peer approval then served to confirm and consolidate
Jordan’s new image of  himself  as a person with talents and abilities. The promotion of
confidence and responsibility as part of  the PSHE curriculum area is discussed in greater
detail with special reference to pupils with learning needs in later chapters.

We cannot deny that Freud provoked both lay people and child specialists in Western
Europe and North America into adopting a fresh perspective on childhood, when he demon-
strated in detail what had previously led William Wordsworth to suggest that ‘the child is
father to the man’. Similarly, his views inspired a radical reappraisal of  the methods by which
children are best guided. For example, unlike our predecessors in, say, the early twentieth
century, we regard young children’s sexual curiosity and some sexual play as healthy. We
encourage children to give overt expression to impulses, albeit within the confines of  adult-
directed activities such as painting, modelling and other outlets of  personal expression, because
of  our belief  that ‘bottling-up’ (repressing) instinctual drives may lead to neuroses.

As emphasised earlier, Freud set out to explain all aspects of  human behaviour, and his
explanations include those relating to career and vocational choices. For example, people
who during the oral stage of  development were either overindulged or were not allowed
sufficient opportunity to work out oral behaviours will carry over orality into their adult
behaviours, a notion for which there is some experimental support (see above). This may
explain cigarette and pipe smoking, for example, in which the mouth is regularly stimulated
but, at the macro-level, it would, in Freud’s view, also explain why people choose careers that
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allow them to talk uninterrupted, as in teaching and lecturing. The possibility that one works
towards a career or vocation that matches emotional needs should be considered seriously
when supporting young people to make decisions about further education, training and roles
in adult life.

In conclusion, it may be argued that Freud has little to offer practitioners in terms of
specific approaches or techniques for teaching pupils of  all abilities. While this may be true,
it is important that teachers can reflect on the cultural context, which so heavily influences
their own thinking, particularly their views on childhood and education. We have set out in
this section to indicate the extent of  Freud’s influence on Western cultures, with a view to
providing a basis for informed reflection and analysis.

#��&�#��&

�

Like Freud, Erikson’s theories have been criticised because they do not lend themselves to
empirical testing (Miller, 1993; Keenan, 2002), but the stages, and the conflicts which need
to be balanced within them, provide rich material for the staff  of  schools to draw upon. We
have chosen to limit ourselves to three main points, based partly on Bee’s propositions drawn
up in 1989 and detailed in the first section of  the book. They relate to the:

• specific developmental pointers within each of  the stages;
• importance of  society in aiding development;
• reliance of  interactions between caregivers and educators, particularly during the early

stages.

As many of  the pupils we are concerned with are at stages of  development that are much
earlier than their chronological years, these pointers will be discussed with particular reference
to Erikson’s initial psychosocial stages. It is important to recognise, however, that these early
stages and the ideas embedded in them provide the cornerstone for work in the later stages.

The first point that we want to highlight is concerned with using Erikson’s stages to enable
the development of  pupils who are chronologically at an identified stage, but have not reached
it in terms of  their maturation. Erikson emphasises that not only is there the capacity for
each child to develop within each stage – and he implies that there is a new miracle of
vigorous unfolding at every stage (Erikson, 1965) – but he also suggests that pupils may make
some steps in development in one or more of  the identified stages and then build on them as
they get older (see Chapter 3). For pupils with special educational needs, the ‘unfolding’ will
certainly not be ‘vigorous’ and will need the facilitation of  all adults concerned with their
education. In his work, Erikson stresses the importance of  parents and caregivers in helping
their children through each stage, but for pupils with special educational needs, ‘facilitators’
will extend beyond their immediate family to those involved with their education throughout
their lives.
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This brings us to the second point we wish to make: the importance of  the ethos of  the
school. A warm, caring school which shares the common goals of  positive relationships with
both staff  and pupils, respects difference and diversity, and values each child’s ability to make
a genuine contribution to all that goes on within its walls, will certainly aid the process of
‘unfolding’ and the development of  a sense of  each pupil’s identity.

Although Erikson goes further by suggesting an inner process of  maturation, all the children
we teach may not ultimately achieve such a process, a point we make in discussing Bruner’s
theory and Royston’s learning needs in Chapter 2. Erikson does, however, suggest that placing
an emphasis on meaningful interactions and ensuring that ‘institutions are ready’ for each
child are important steps in facilitating the emergence of  different qualities of  ego strength
at different stages of  a person’s life.

What might such ‘readiness’ mean and what are ‘meaningful interactions’? Readiness can
simply imply that a supportive school will go out of  its way to celebrate and value ‘difference’.
Through its ‘culture’ (which includes the whole curriculum and approaches to teaching and
learning) it can, however, demonstrate to pupils that on the one hand it is alright to be
oneself  and, on the other, that the experience of  the education offered will allow a new ‘self ’
to emerge. As we have already discussed, the emergence of  an identity involves others in
meaningful interactions and Erikson (1965) regards interactions as being meaningful when
adults provide opportunities that ‘permit’ their pupils to develop. In discussing his theories in
Chapter 3, our examples of  Joel, Wendy, Raj and John illustrate many aspects of  ‘permitting’,
some of  which are encouraging pupils to:

• make decisions with support;
• make choices;
• explore (through a range of  means including the gradual reduction of  support systems);
• listen to others and respond appropriately;
• become confident in their judgements;
• appraise others’ actions in relation to agreed criteria;
• help others to take responsibility for their actions;
• widen their repertoire of  responses;
• build up self-confidence and self-esteem.
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At the same time, adults will also need to prohibit pupils from coming to physical or
emotional harm or attempting something that is way beyond their capabilities. If  members
of  staff  are ‘to grant such permission’ they will need to know their pupils well and consequently
provide differentiated approaches to learning. In addition all members of  staff  must work
collaboratively by sharing information about their pupils in order to facilitate each child’s
development through the stages.

The last point we wish to emphasise about Erikson’s theories concerns the last statement
on the list above: the need for children to develop a positive self-image and to feel good about
themselves. The self-esteem of  children with special educational needs is particularly
vulnerable, the reasons for which can include:

• fear of  new situations;
• self-consciousness and shame (of  their unusual physical appearance or of  their inability

to complete tasks or to keep up with peers);
• constantly being labelled and singled out as different.

Alderson and staff  (1999) have analysed how they attempted to promote positive self-
esteem in their mainstream school, which caters for a wide range of  pupils with special
educational needs (including some with profound and multiple learning difficulties).
Interestingly, as a starting point, they identify strategies that will raise staff  self-esteem; a
move which illustrates Erikson’s theory that his early stages are never fully complete and that
the tensions identified in the first stages need to be constantly addressed throughout life. At
the time of  writing this book, teachers are still feeling vulnerable and undervalued and are
reeling from increased administration, responsibilities and bureaucracy. The school, therefore,
considers it to be important to develop high self-esteem in adults and children. Two of  the
principles in its approach ensure that:

• the work of  all staff  is valued and recognised;
• positive images of  staff  are presented at all times.

Some of  the ways in which adults contribute to the high self-esteem of  their pupils are
through:

• the implementation of  a marking policy that ensures children feel good about their work
and enables them to move forward;

• children being praised and their needs discussed constructively;
• the planning of  a rich curriculum which counteracts and challenges negative stereotypes.

It is stressed that the children in the school must be:

• made aware that they have rights and that these rights are adhered to both in school and
in their lives outside school;

• encouraged to set ground rules with staff  and aware of  the boundaries;
• aware that making mistakes is part of  learning.

(adapted from Alderson et al., 1999, pp.75–6)

More of  the educational implications of  Erikson’s theory will be considered in Part 3.



?& �������

��� ���������

�

��
���� � � �����"���������
������

What pointers can we find in Erikson’s theory that will aid the development of  empowerment
and self-advocacy? Many are embedded within the stages but some are explicit. Both self-
advocacy and autonomy are concerned with empowerment and it is interesting that autonomy
is named as part of  Erikson’s third stage (‘initiative versus guilt’). At a basic level, the ability
to become empowered requires each of  us to make decisions and choices, to take on
responsibilities and to form and articulate our views, but such activities cannot be considered
without reference to the wider context. We all need the support systems of  family, friends
and society in order to demonstrate our progress in the process towards empowerment.
Certainly Erikson’s basic tenet that a struggle for individual identities involves the relationship
between people and their culture highlights the fact that autonomy, and ultimately
empowerment, is dependent on communicating and socialising with others.

His emphasis on social contexts (the meanings and significances which society provide) is
also relevant, as is the importance he attaches to the formation of  early relationships. In the
early stages of  his theory, he highlights the need for the parent/caregiver/teacher to provide,
at the very least:

• a warm and loving environment;
• consistency in his or her approach;
• opportunities for children to explore and try things out for themselves in a safe

environment.

Throughout the theory, there is a strong sense that children learn to behave appropriately
because they are given the opportunity to do so, not because they are forced.

Erikson also believed that each individual’s identity has a bearing on the culture. In other
words, a person is being shaped by the responses of  other people but at the same time is
shaping other people’s responses. This point is taken up by the multi-authored pack Index for
Inclusion (Booth et al., 2000) that, amongst other things, is concerned with creating inclusive
cultures. One of  the questions put to schools is, ‘Are all members of  the school regarded as
both learners and teachers?’ (p.59). Such a question relates directly to the impact of  one
person on another.

A further important aspect of  Erikson’s work lies in his implied emphasis on the
development of  self-esteem. Many researchers and writers (Burns, 1982; Stenhouse, 1994;
Stevens, 1995, for example) have written about the value of  self-esteem in the search for the
identity of  self, which has been defined in terms of  the feelings a person has about the
qualities and characteristics that make up his or her self-concept. Lawrence (1996) suggests
that a child with high self-esteem is likely to be confident in social situations and in school.
He or she is likely to develop a natural curiosity for learning and to be eager and enthusiastic
when presented with new challenges. In contrast, the child with low self-esteem will lack
confidence in the ability to succeed and may avoid situations that he or she regards as
humiliating, difficult or just new. Lawrence (1996) provides a useful bank of  activities designed
to build up self-esteem, but, as he emphasises, ‘no programmes or exercises will make the
slightest difference to children’s self-esteem unless the teacher conducting them possesses the
qualities of  acceptance, genuineness and empathy’ (p.39). The need to inspire confidence
and to teach new skills is seen by Mortimer (2001) as the basis of  good teaching, and central
to such teaching is a framework of  acceptance and respect. The attitudes of  others is crucial
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in allowing the child with special educational needs to resolve the crises that Erikson identified
in each of  the stages. It is through others that the child will progress towards empowerment
and will ultimately, in Erikson’s words, ‘find his identity’.
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The underlying principle of  learning theory is that all behaviour is learned, and that biological
or medical causes of  disability are not significant: for example, having Down syndrome or
cerebral palsy does not prevent the learning of  new skills. The basic tenets are an emphasis
on observable, measurable behaviour and a de-emphasis of  inner states such as intention,
desire or reflection on the meaning of  the behaviour for the individual.

It is important to stress that in learning theory, behaviour is defined as anything that we do
or say which other people can observe and measure. Such behaviour may be a simple event such as
picking up a pencil, that can be analysed as:

• hand–eye co-ordination in locating the object;
• clarity of  movement in touching the pencil;
• the type of  grip used to hold the pencil;
• the time taken to lift the pencil.

A more complex example is driving a car in which judgements about competence are
made (for the official driving test) on the basis of  behavioural responses in a number of  skill
areas. To take one skill area, some of  the components of  an emergency stop are:

• looking at road conditions;
• taking the foot off  the accelerator;
• looking through the rearview mirror;
• putting the foot on the brake;
• applying the other foot to the clutch in synchrony while maintaining control over the

steering.

It is assumed that ‘behaviour’ does not occur in isolation, but is influenced by what goes
on before it and what follows it. We do not walk or drive a car without a reason; there is
always something which occurs immediately before the behaviour in order to prompt us into
action (an antecedent). Mostly these reasons are extrinsic and in the case of  walking or
driving a car the antecedent may be the need to post a letter, or to shop, or to see friends.
They can be intrinsic: the reason for the walk is that the action of  walking is pleasurable.
Other events (consequences or reinforcers) encourage a repetition of  that behaviour: the
letter is collected, delivered and acknowledged; our friends are pleased to see us; we enjoyed
the activity of  driving. Readers will be familiar with ABC charts that outline these processes:
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A = antecedents
B = behaviour
C = consequences.

Reinforcers or rewards strengthen the behaviour and take various forms. In the case of
Jasmin (see Chapter 4), who is learning to use her wheelchair, her reward for effort is food,
but many children with special needs will respond to social rewards such as praise or a ‘smiley
sticker’ placed appropriately. Other children, particularly those with complex needs, may
find sensory experiences rewarding.
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The important point here is that rewards are chosen to suit the pupil and are therefore
powerful: that is, something that he or she will work for. Second, when first introduced, they
must be presented immediately after the desired behaviour has occurred, with an element of
enthusiasm so that the learner associates the reward with the response. Later, at a more
sophisticated level, access to rewards can be made contingent on the completion of  an agreed
task and, in some situations, become part of  a formal contract and a written agreement.
Such a process will inevitably involve some negotiation between teacher and learner.
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The tangible rewards mentioned above and those of  social approval are extrinsic rewards,
but rewards can be self-managed and self-generated (intrinsic rewards) and are pursued for
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the inherent satisfaction they provide (reading a book or writing a poem, for example). Intrinsic
rewards are internally driven, and the learner is active in the choice.

In classic behaviourist theory, however, the learner was regarded as passive and responsive
only to external forces, and the observations above, about intrinsic rewards and internal
drives, would not have been regarded as valid. Moreover, we can see that it might be difficult
to attribute the potential for autonomy or self-direction within such a view of  learning.
Learning theory was developed in order to generate a scientific theory of  learning, albeit one
which assumed an incremental, vertical progression, through the discovery of  laws which
could explain the conditions under which learning, or a stable change in behaviour, was
achieved. In this way, psychologists anticipated it would be possible to exercise control over
what learners learned, how quickly they learned and how much of  their learning was retained.

As learning theory developed, psychologists such as Bandura took more account of  the
meaning of  behaviour for the individual carrying it out. Keenan (2002) points out that
Bandura’s most recent reinterpretation of  his own work emphasises the role of  self-efficacy
(as in the example of  Anu). Bandura believes that we acquire our tendencies to persevere,
and thus enhance learning and competence, through observing key individuals whom we
treat as models. Observing a positive role model who does not give up easily will lead to the
adoption of  similar attitudes. Conversely, a negative model will induce intolerance or
frustration and a weak sense of  self-efficacy.

It is against this background that we consider approaches to teaching that exemplify learning
theory principles. Learning theory is often regarded as contributing to the elimination of
undesirable behaviour through ‘time out’ for rewards and punishment, and these aspects are
considered in Chapter 4. It is often overlooked that learning theory has also been responsible
for the development of  specific techniques used in building up new skills.

The recognition that complex patterns of  behaviour can be established by reference to
learning theory principles is reflected in pedagogic practices that, in many cases, involve
children with learning difficulties. For example, self-help skills can be taught by breaking the
target behaviour into operants and rewarding each one, gradually shaping them into a skill
or joining several skills together, again by manipulating the reinforcing conditions. The four
most obvious techniques, often used unconsciously by adults to teach new skills in all situations,
are: prompting; shaping; modelling and chaining. Let us briefly consider each in turn.

������
��

Verbal prompting, such as giving instructions, is the most usual way for adults to guide or
teach normally developing children above the age of  two. Consider how a teacher might
‘talk through’ with three-year-olds how they should put on their shoes: ‘First, straighten your
sock on your foot. Good! Now put your foot in your shoe. That’s right. Put your heel down.
Good. Now bring the strap across and fasten the Velcro. Well done, Aaron.’

For younger children, and older ones who are at early stages of  development, physical
prompts (where movements are guided by an adult) or gestural prompts (such as pointing or
beckoning) may be effective aids to teaching new skills. Martin and Pear (1984) are amongst
the many authors who recognised the importance of  another form of  prompting: that of
environmental prompting, where the environment is altered to encourage the learning of, or
repetition of, a skill.
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In this case, not only was the environment altered to facilitate learning, but the prompt
was used as an ‘object of  reference’ to cue Kirsty into the event or experience that was
happening next. In terms of  the Framework for New Learning, Kirsty is moving from
‘encountering’ experiences to becoming ‘aware’ of  them with the help of  the staff. In addition,
the staff  chose to use the symbols as objects of  reference in the hope that she will be encouraged
to show an interest in an alternative means of  communication.

Objects of  reference are often used in a variety of  ways with children with complex needs
and those who are deaf  and blind, including the introduction of  tactile symbols, activity
boxes, anticipation shelves, calendar systems and timetables. Taken further, these form part
of  ‘reference books’ that give pupils clues about the immediate future, the past and the present
and allow them the opportunity of  a ‘history’ (Janssen, 2002). This is not to say that objects
of  reference are used solely to categorise learning experiences and belong exclusively to
learning theory. They do not and, as is evidenced in part of  the example above, the emphasis
is on their use as a cognitive approach to conversation and communication ( Janssen, 2001;
Van den Tillaart, 2001). Nevertheless, at their most basic, objects of  reference do provide
environmental clues to learning, in line with the behaviourist technique of  prompting.
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Shaping is the moulding of  a simple behaviour into a more complex one. Initially, the
behaviour that is as similar as possible to the target behaviour is reinforced and, subsequently,
rewards are given for closer and closer approximations. In Chapter 8, we give the example
of  Ian who was being taught, by moulding one of  his existing behaviours (the production of
a sound), to create a recognisable word. The reasons for using this approach to teaching are
given in the chapter and will not be discussed here, but it is important to state that the
emphasis was on providing Ian with a way to articulate a need when he lost a particular
object. The second part of  the example is given here in order to illustrate the technique of
shaping.
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Shaping is rarely used to teach communication skills unless, as in the case of  Ian, there is
a specific reason to do so. It is, however, often used to teach physical skills, such as agility or
ball skills.
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Bandura (1986) maintains that much of  our learning depends on imitating others’ behaviours
and, certainly, in the teaching of  new skills it is likely that the adult will model the required
behaviour and the child will attempt to copy or imitate it.
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An apparently simple task may be too difficult to learn unless broken down into smaller
steps; each step connecting with another. Such a process, called ‘chaining’, enables a highly
complex skill to be learned. In teaching knitting to the author’s children, forward chaining
was used. The children learned, initially through imitation, to carry out a number of  steps:

1 pushing the needle into the stitch;
2 winding the wool around the needle;
3 taking the new stitch off  the needle.

In this case the first step of  the sequence was taught (forward chaining) but, in the learning
of  some skills, it is often more appropriate for the last step to be taught first: a process known
as backward chaining.
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One of  the criticisms levelled at behavioural techniques is that of  ‘learned helplessness’.
In the above example, Jack had initially come to expect that adults would provide for his
every need. He had no expectation of  doing anything for himself; a situation that was assumed
by his caregivers and he learned to rely on them totally. As he began to learn the last steps in
the chain of  skills for feeding himself, it was easy for his caregivers to calculate the right
support at any one step as too little would make him avoid what to him was a very challenging
task. If  not used sensitively, a technique designed to provide a successful learning experience
could erode his fragile sense of  his own ability, and confirm for him that ‘helplessness is the
easiest option’.

The techniques of  chaining lend themselves to systematic task analyses: recording and
agreeing the schedules of  reinforcement in order that all teaching and care staff  can achieve
the consistency of  approach that is crucial to success.

Another criticism of  the use of  behavioural techniques for teaching new skills is that
specific skills taught in one context are not generalised in other contexts. As Farrell (1997)
points out, a major concern about the way in which behavioural methods have been applied
is that skills are sometimes taught in ‘laboratory type’ conditions. A quiet room or one-to-one
area was often considered an appropriate place to enable a pupil to concentrate on the
acquisition of  a specific skill. Neither area, however, is appropriate to teach a child how to
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put on her or his coat first thing in the morning, a number of  hours before it is time for
outside play. Clearly, skills need be taught in context (Farrell, 1997).
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There is no doubt that the work of  the learning theorists has contributed greatly to the
acquisition of  new skills, and the elimination of  undesirable behaviour by the identification
of  specific techniques. Such techniques are so successful and straightforward that they are
embedded unconsciously into everyday interactions, particularly when those interactions
involve adults and children. It would be unusual for any parent or teacher in Western societies
not to demonstrate a particular skill, to give verbal instructions or to give appropriate rewards.
At the basic level of  acquiring new learning, the theorists have much to offer. Initially, however,
such learning is likely to be under external control and therefore it is difficult to see what
learning theory can offer to explain choice and decision-making, for example, or its relevance
to empowerment. After all, in its classic form, learning theory dismisses the notion of  free
will as irrelevant because, according to this perspective, external forces alone shape what we
learn and how we act and so determine the course of  our lives. Even if  the extreme or classic
version of  learning theory is no longer tenable, however, there is ample evidence that the
principles of  learning theory can be applied, especially at the acquisition stage of  learning,
where people need maximum help. As the skill is practised and people become more
competent, fewer resources are used so that they can begin to exercise choice and decision-
making. Haring, Liberty and White (1981) identified a hierarchy of  learning in behavioural
terms that involved:

• acquisition
• fluency
• maintenance
• mastery.

In Chapter 1 we presented the Framework for New Learning on which all learning is
based. Although it attempted to encapsulate the process of  very early learning, in a theoretical
way its final band ‘Gaining skills’ offers an additional perspective on the hierarchical approach
devised by Haring, Liberty and White. In relation to this level of  the acquisition of  new
learning, it is difficult to uphold a purely learning theory approach because both the hierarchy
offered in Chapter 1 and that proposed by Haring, Liberty and White suggest active reflection,
by the learner, on the process of  learning. Knowing what to do provides the opportunity for
thinking about how to do it. In other words, the earlier stages of  the hierarchy of  learning
become the basis for the development of  thinking skills, high-level cognitive processes also
known as metacognition (see Chapter 9).

In raising considerations of  metacognition and thinking skills in general, we have moved
away from a learning theory perspective and have begun to identify issues that are emphasised
in contemporary views of  learning. These will be examined more closely in later chapters.
Meanwhile, having discussed the considerable strengths of  learning theory principles as
demonstrated in approaches to teaching people with special educational needs, it is important
to summarise the main criticisms, specifically those identified by Farrell (1997), some of
which are:
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• the pupil is denied the chance to take an active part in learning;
• behavioural approaches rely too heavily on extrinsic rewards; teaching is undertaken

out of  context;
• the emphasis is on learning rather than on understanding.

In counteracting the criticisms, Farrell emphasises the importance of  the interaction
between the ‘teacher’ and the ‘learner’. He stresses the need for the ‘teacher’ to be a facilitator
and enabler (very different roles to that of  ‘a controller’) and is keen to point out that although
the principles of  learning theory can be forceful in their own right, they can also be effective
when used alongside the work of  cognitive theorists.

In fact in much of  our teaching we automatically use a combination of  approaches that
stem from the learning theorists and those which stem from the work of  the cognitive theorists.
The work of  Nind and Hewett (1994) and Hewett and Nind (1998) on developing the basis
of  communication with people with severe learning difficulties through what they term
‘Intensive Interaction’ is a case in point. Their work centres on people with learning difficulties
who are pre-verbal and it encourages communication and ultimately autonomy and self-
advocacy.

The approach is fundamentally concerned with the teacher or caregiver replying to the
pupil’s signals as if  they had communicative significance. In order to do this they contingently
respond to the behaviour of  the person in gaming ways that encourage more interaction.
Techniques such as imitation (from learning theory) and turn-taking (from cognitive
psychology) are used and ‘sensitively adjusted according to the infant’s growing repertoire of
skills and knowledge’ (Nind and Hewett, 1994, p.27). The importance of  removing ‘scaffolding’
(Bruner, 1983) is stressed as the pupil becomes more competent and requires less support (see
Chapter 8). The following example shows how the teacher uses a combination of  approaches
in an ‘Intensive Interaction’ exchange.
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Winston’s exchanges have been used (with mixed approaches) to foster a positive working
relationship between the teacher and the pupil. Elements such as sharing a space, achievement
of  eye contact, turn-taking and giving and receiving are first steps in the quest for self-advocacy.
The techniques used may not be in line with classical learning theory, but some aspects
certainly have a behavioural structure which, if  used appropriately, are important elements
in the process of  empowerment.
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Emile Durkheim (1897), one of  the founding fathers of  sociology as a discipline, observed
that most human characteristics (behaviours and modes of  thought) are acquired and practised
in social settings. Thus social interaction, and interpersonal communication on which it is
predicated, underpins both individual development and the advancement of  society. Education
has a significant role in the development of  the individual and in relation to the wider society,
especially, we argue, in creating the circumstances for empowering the individual to assume
an active role. It is, therefore, crucial that those who work with children and adults with
significant learning needs understand the skills and processes involved in communication
and the potential impact on development when communication is compromised.

In providing a framework for thinking about communication and people with learning
disabilities, Goldbart (2002) identified four paradigms that she adapted from Burton and
Sanderson (1998). Each outlines a different view of  learning disability, which, she argues, has
implications for intervention aimed at enhancing communication. Briefly, the four models
involve the following approaches:

• normalisation;
• functional;
• behavioural;
• developmental.

In our view the four approaches can, between them, offer a positive and productive way
of  capturing both our aspirations for pupils with severe and complex learning needs and the
reality of  supporting these pupils to communicate more effectively. Accordingly, we have
used Goldbart’s framework to formulate our own model which guides the structure and
emphases of  the present chapter. Specifically, we subscribe to the view that in stressing
normalisation, the empowerment of  individuals is paramount and we emphasise that the
diversity of  learning needs must ultimately be recognised by the wider community. In citing
a functional approach, we support the need to make interventions relevant to pupils and
other learners. The effectiveness of  behavioural approaches is acknowledged, discussed and
analysed. Finally, we take a developmental approach when we draw on the views of  our
chosen theorists to explore what is established about typical social and cognitive development
and how this knowledge extends our understanding of  the processes that underpin
communication involving pupils with learning needs.
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It is possible to regard communication in a broad sense and to consider examples involving
the transmission of  information through mechanical means such as traffic lights. We have
chosen, however, to emphasise interpersonal communication and to interpret it as joint activity
focused on the construction, negotiation or sharing of  meaning. Importantly for human
beings, it includes language. Communication is achieved when, for example, individual B
understands the meaning that A intends B to understand. This presupposes the following:

• A has a reason, a ‘meaning’, to communicate;
• A understands the aim of  communication;
• A has the will or wants to communicate;
• A has communication skills, and the relevant knowledge and understanding of  com-

munication;
• B understands the aim of  communication;
• B shares modes of  communication with A.
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When thinking about development we are usually tempted to ask at what age some specified
ability or behaviour emerges. In relation to communication, this question may be meaningless
because, as argued above, communication is essentially an activity that involves at least two
people. According to this view, communication starts directly after birth, when a mother
greets her newborn infant for the first time. Nonetheless, it is appropriate to investigate the
extent to which the baby already possesses abilities and tendencies that favour and sustain
social interaction.

Messer (1994) has reviewed the evidence for an innate, or inborn, disposition for social
interaction and has concluded that, by approximately 3 months of  age, infants have a firm
preference for people’s faces over other visual stimuli and are attracted to watch people’s
movements in preference to non-human activity. The evidence also suggests that this
orientation may have either developed in utero or is genetically acquired. In either case, as far
as researchers can tell, it is present at birth. Similarly, very young infants have been shown to
respond more readily to the modified speech that adults employ for talking to children –
‘motherese’ (see Crystal, 1997, for a brief  review of  the use of  the term) – than to adult-to-
adult speech. In summary, the research evidence persuades us that, typically, babies are either
innately prepared for social interaction or they are able to demonstrate social responsiveness
very shortly after birth.

����" � 
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Although it seems that babies are well prepared for social interaction, they are obviously not
endowed with the skills, knowledge or understanding to communicate in the way suggested
by the interpretation of  communication offered earlier. Certainly, they will not intentionally
initiate communication. All the same, their social responsiveness appears to influence others
(specifically their caregivers) who, as experienced communicators, adjust their communication
strategies and styles in order to elicit responses. Studies of  these early exchanges demonstrate
the timing, rhythm and repetition of  the behaviours of  both participants in typical exchanges
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between an infant and his or her mother (or principal caregiver). In the earliest months, the
baby’s mother treats almost any of  her child’s behaviours during these routines as potentially
communicative and synchronises her own contributions with those of  the child. In this way,
these early dyadic (two-person) encounters show many of  the features of  a dialogue,
particularly the phasing of  eye-contact to signal turn-taking, and the maintenance of  mutual
gaze (joint action) to identify the object of  joint attention. Bruner (1983) emphasised the role
of  intersubjectivity in the development of  social interaction, with primary intersubjectivity a
feature of  the first year, developing into secondary intersubjectivity when the two conversation
partners focus their joint attention on some feature beyond themselves. However, the early
‘conversations’ are more correctly pseudo-dialogues (Schaffer, 1977) because the adult, as
the competent partner, takes responsibility for sustaining them. Nevertheless, a key aspect is
the evident pleasure that infant and caregiver share. Enjoyment, we may assume, provides
reinforcement for both partners to return to the same conversation time after time, but in
attributing a major role to the adult partner it becomes important to review the demands on
that partner when the child is not developing typically in certain respects.
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It is obvious from what is known about the format of  early ‘conversations’ that, for development
to proceed along typical lines, sight and hearing must be functioning normally. When children
have impairments that affect either modality, the usual patterns of  interaction as described
above do not always appear. For example, Lewis (1987), describing the behaviour of  infants
who are born blind, draws attention to the tendency for them to appear less communicative
than sighted babies. She explains that babies who cannot see, ‘still’ in response to sound and
direct their faces towards the source of  the sound even if  this means turning away from the
parent or caregiver. They are less likely, in these circumstances, to initiate any vocal exchange.
Parents may interpret such responses as a rejection of  their communicative efforts, particularly
when they are trying to engage the baby in order to talk about the sound. Lewis also reports
that parents tend to talk less to babies who are blind than to infants with normal sight,
possibly because the range of  conversation topics is narrower when objects in the environment
cannot be pointed out. This observation has led professionals to make recommendations
about the early support of  parents when visual impairment in infants is confirmed, in order
that appropriate communication skills might be fostered in what could be, for the parents, a
challenging situation (McLinden, personal communication).

Although it might be tempting to assume that deaf  babies are at greater risk than infants
with severe visual impairment of  failing to develop communication skills, this is not necessarily
the case. As we describe elsewhere, deaf  babies demonstrate extraordinary persistence in
their communication attempts but, as far as developing useful communication skills is
concerned, there may be an advantage for deaf  babies if  they have deaf  parents. For example,
deaf  parents using sign language are well placed to teach it to their infants and Hodapp
(1998) describes how such a specialised application of  intuitive parenting includes modified
sign-language that is equivalent to motherese.

As explained in Chapter 5, interventions to promote social relationships and the behaviours
that sustain them when children have severe difficulties in this area take the format of  naturally
occurring exchanges and extend their learning opportunities, as in Intensive Interaction
(Nind and Hewett, 1994). Specifically, during Intensive Interaction, caregivers and teachers
echo back, to the child or adult, their spontaneously produced vocalisations and other
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behaviours that could have a communicative function, much as parents do with young babies.
However, for children with profound and multiple learning difficulties there is a need to be
selective about the behaviours that are copied, choosing those that appear to have some
meaning for the child. The teacher’s objective in copying them is to promote an understanding
that the meaning behind the behaviour can be shared.
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As the baby matures the conversation changes and, with the recognition that she or he is
becoming more physically, socially and cognitively competent, the adult imputes intentionality
more selectively. Issues of  intentionality in relation to interpersonal communication come
sharply into focus where individuals have disabilities or learning difficulties and Coupe O’Kane
and Goldbart (1998) provide a taxonomy for describing a progression towards intentional
communication functioning. For example, they identify three levels of  pre-intentional
behaviour: reflexive, indicating an involuntary response to some internal state or external
stimulus; reactive, suggesting a voluntary response; and proactive, the earliest indications of
goal-directed behaviour.

Piaget accounts for developments during the sensori-motor period by asserting that motor
behaviour that is initially spontaneous and unplanned, gradually becomes goal-directed when
associated with positive sensory experience. That is, having accidentally discovered the conse-
quences of  certain behaviours during the stage of  secondary circular reactions, the baby
purposefully initiates the behaviour to achieve desirable goals. This confirms the baby’s
‘contingency awareness’ (an understanding that a certain sensation is contingent upon a
specified motor activity), which in turn is linked to her or his increasing ability to co-ordinate
physical activity with sensory feedback. Contingency awareness is accompanied by demon-
strations that the infant has established rudimentary meanings: for example, she or he will
indicate that ‘spoon’ is ‘understood’ by showing how one is used. At this point in development,
therefore, the baby is co-ordinating schemes that are refined or differentiated versions of
primary schemes.

A differentiation of  schemes to include the effect of  intentional actions on inanimate
features of  the environment is paralleled by an awareness of  goal-directedness or intentionality
towards other people. Specifically there is awareness, on the baby’s part, that one’s own
communicative behaviour creates an effect in someone else. This is a primitive notion of
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causality in relation to other people, providing the child with the opportunity to influence
others and to exercise choice.
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It is debatable, in the case of  Yvonne, whether she is aware that her hand movement
indicates ‘more’ to her teacher or that she understands that her action is causing her teacher
to repeat the activity. In behaviourist terms, Yvonne has forged an association between the
action of  raising her hand and the continuation of  a rewarding activity. Nonetheless, this
chance discovery can be developed for teaching some notion of  causality; at the same time,
it can become a signal for ‘more’ in other contexts.

We have seen that the adult’s communicative behaviour towards the child has a facilitative
effect on the infant’s developing social behaviour. In turn, however, adults take their cues
about how to engage the infant in interaction from evidence of  his or her increasing social
and cognitive understanding and we have discussed possible challenges to the usual parenting
styles when infants have impairments of  sensory, intellectual or physical functioning. Piaget’s
view of  development indicates the cognitive foundations for social interaction, but de-
emphasises the role of  other people. By way of  contrast, as we explained in Chapter 2,
Bruner stresses the interplay between biology and culture to account for developmental
progression and he addresses the social-cultural aspects quite explicitly, providing a framework
for considering the emergence of  intentionality (Bruner, 1981). Coupe O’Kane and Goldbart
(1998) describe the three elements of  Bruner’s taxonomy of  early intentional communication:
initiation for behaviour regulation; initiation for social interaction; and initiation for joint
attention. As explained by Coupe O’Kane and Goldbart, where the aim of  the encounter is
to share a common focus, communicative acts are often directed towards regulating other
people’s behaviour.

But it is often too easy to assume that children with complex difficulties affecting their
ability to communicate will restrict themselves to goal-directed behaviour.
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Before leaving the issue of  intentional communication, it is important to consider how
Vygotsky interpreted this important aspect of  human activity. In Chapter 2 we emphasised
that Vygotsky located the origins of  all development in the social context; according to this
view, caregivers assign intention to the infant who, as a consequence, learns that certain
activities elicit responses from other people and, therefore, that he or she has powers of
communication. For Vygotsky, unlike Piaget or Bruner, social and cognitive development is
fundamentally due to the child’s internalisation of  culturally-given meanings, a view that has
important implications, for example, for the deaf  children of  deaf  parents. These parents
can be expected to mediate, for their deaf  children, a deaf  culture that encompasses a different
world-view to that held by their peers with hearing parents. For the purposes of  planning
teaching and learning, the population of  children with hearing impairments should not
therefore be regarded as homogenous but should be seen as varied and heterogeneous, as
with any other group of  pupils.

The differing emphases of  the theorists, on whom we have chosen to focus, should not be
seen as mutually exclusive but as complementary, as each assumes significance in the practical
issues of  how to promote communication and interaction in educational settings. For example,
Affective Communication Assessment (ACA) (Coupe O’Kane and Goldbart, 1998) is a tool
for use with people who have complex learning needs, including those needs arising in
connection with sensory and physical impairments and whose ability to communicate is very
restricted. The authors describe the application of  ACA in terms of  providing a framework
for detailed observation and the recording of  both the incidence of  closely specified behaviours
and the context in which each behavioural element most often arises. Observation and
recording provide a baseline for intervention. As the name implies, it is expected that, at the
outset, the behaviour of  the child (or adult) does not suggest any intention to communicate,
but can be reliably interpreted as registering affective states such as likes and dislikes; thus
communication is at the level of  reflexive behaviour.
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It is, therefore, important for teachers, caregivers and indeed any communication partners
to treat spontaneously produced affective behaviours as if  they are communicative signals
and to steadily shape them in the direction of  purposeful communication. Coupe O’Kane
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and Goldbart (1998) describe the approach in some detail and interested readers are directed
to their publications for examples of  recording sheets. For present purposes, it is sufficient
to note the authors’ emphasis that caregivers must be sensitive to very subtle changes in
behaviour and should be consistent in their own responses in order to establish those
behaviours as routine. In this respect, we can see that, although Bruner’s model for
explaining the development of  communication skills provides a framework for ACA at one
level, the principles of  learning theory are also reflected in the notion of  shaping purposeful
communication out of  reflex behaviour. In drawing attention to conditioning as the basis
of  learning in the ACA context, it is appropriate to point out that a major weakness of
such learning may be that the behaviour acquired in one context does not necessarily
transfer to other contexts.
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So far we have concentrated on communication that does not, in terms of  the developing
child, involve producing words. To some extent this is because, developmentally speaking,
non-verbal communication precedes spoken language. Additionally, of  course, it features
importantly and routinely in all human interaction but, finally, it has particular interest in the
present context because, as we have shown, it can become the focus for intervention for some
groups of  learners.

We may assume that, in the normal course of  development, children are relatively
sophisticated communicators by the time they utter their first words. To describe typical
development and clarify what components develop, the subject of  language can be divided
in many different ways. For the purposes of  this book, development in the following areas is
seen as significant:
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• Phonology refers to the speech-sound systems of  individual languages.
• Semantics is the linguistic term for meaning negotiated through words and utterances. In

studying semantics, linguists also consider the way in which words are chosen and
utterances structured. The construction of  meaning is discussed in greater detail in
Chapter 9.

• Grammar is concerned with the way words are modified and combined to signal different
meanings. Thus, ‘morphology’ refers to the use of  morphemes or the smallest units of
meaning in language; ‘syntax’, to the rules governing how speakers order words to change
meaning.

• Use has two dimensions in relation to communication: function and context. The ‘function’
of  communication refers to the reasons why individuals communicate and the ‘context’
to how individuals choose a particular form for achieving the goal. ‘Pragmatics’ is the
term to describe this aspect of  language but it can also refer to the non-verbal aspects of
language.

$�
 �� 
�����������������"

We focus on the building of  a vocabulary in order to return to the notion of  a developmental
progression. Phonology is concerned with the system of  sounds that make up a person’s
native language. Although the range of  possible speech sounds is immense, any one language
makes use of  relatively few and it is the task of  the developing speaker to acquire an under-
standing of  the combinations and patterns of  sounds that signal differences in meaning in
the language that surrounds her or him. Typical patterns in the development of  speech, from
early reflexive sounds such as crying and fussing through to the production of  conventional
words, are charted in developmental schedules, such as those by Stark (1986). These also
acknowledge the significance of  variations in pitch and stress in conveying meaning.

Phonological development is supported by the child’s increasing control over speech
mechanisms, but it also depends on interaction with a community of  native language-users.
There is ample evidence that, around the age of  eight months, the language that he or she is
hearing influences the child’s babbling. For example, it is around this age that the vocalisations
of  infants with normal hearing start to differ from those of  congenitally deaf  babies. Feedback
seems to be important in maintaining babbling at this stage and, lacking such feedback, deaf
babies start to use pointing and to devise their own manual signs.

At this stage, it is appropriate to consider how infants acquire their receptive and expressive
vocabularies. Clearly, these are culture-specific and therefore must somehow be learned.
Skinner and others, adopting a behaviourist approach, emphasise the part played by reward
in establishing verbal behaviour (Skinner, 1957). We can imagine how this might work, in a
very simplistic form: a baby sees a biscuit, points to it and articulates a word that sounds like
‘biscuit’. He or she is then given the biscuit. This provides the reinforcement to retain that set
of  behaviours for future use. In other words, language performance is explained by reference
to the progressive reinforcement of  learned responses to stereotypical environmental events.

The behaviourist perspective with its focus on steadily rewarding approximations towards
conventional words has informed approaches with individuals who have limited spoken
language.
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However, it has been argued that many aspects of  language cannot be learned in this way.
Noam Chomsky (1965), in particular, vigorously opposed Skinner’s view, saying that the
samples of  speech which surround children are inadequate as models. Under normal
circumstances, people do not speak in perfectly constructed, grammatically formed sentences
yet most children become competent speakers. He also asserted that the key characteristic of
language is its infinite variability which means that most utterances are unique and therefore
cannot have been copied. Chomsky proposed, instead, that humans are biologically disposed
to develop language and are endowed with a language acquisition device (LAD) that is, in
structural-functional terms, separate from other cognitive processes, thus contrasting with
Piaget’s view that language development is a part only of  general cognitive growth. The
LAD is, according to Chomsky, a processing system that enables the developing speaker-
hearer to extract from samples of  speech certain regularities or grammatical rules via access
to a universal grammar. The universal grammar is ‘hard-wired’ in the language centres and
it somehow characterises the fundamental aspects of  all languages. Views on innate linguistic
capacities have recently been elaborated and interested readers are referred to Dockrell and
Messer (1999) for an overview.

Bruner’s theory about the origins of  language reflects his commitment to a social inter-
actionist view of  development. While acknowledging the existence of  a powerful biological
drive for processing and producing language, he attributes an important role to the strategies
that parents provide as well as other mechanisms that promote language use in the child’s
cultural environment. Bruner coined a collective term for the mechanisms, somewhat tongue-
in-cheek in view of  the acronym coined by Chomsky: a language acquisition support system
(LASS), in 1983. In summarising the views of  Chomsky and Bruner, it is important to note
that both would oppose the view that language is steadily built up from the reinforcement of
single words or phrases, as learning theory would suggest. Instead, there is, in both theories,
a clear indication that the child processes corpora (more commonly, chunks) of  spoken
language to deduce single words; a view with which most language specialists today would
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concur. More important, however, than the acquisition of  single words, the child acquires
language along with a social identity.
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Once the child is producing single conventional words, or close approximations to them, she
or he is able to signify meaning with some degree of  sophistication. This brings indications
of  developments in the child’s use of  spoken language, particularly her or his capacity for
regulating interactions with other people. For example, holophrastic speech, in which a single
word uttered with varying inflections can convey a variety of  meanings, opens up new
communication horizons. Parents or principal caregivers are now better able to attribute
meaning to their babies’ utterances, but it is evident that meaning is still heavily dependent,
for interpretation, on the context with which both adult and child are familiar.

It is widely observed that some children with Down syndrome do not progress beyond the
‘one-word’ stage of  language development, although it must be added that ‘one word’ covers
phrases that actually comprise more than one word. In these cases, the salient point is that
the phrases are learnt and produced as one item. Dockrell and Messer (1999) review the
research into language competence in this group of  learners, which interestingly reveals that
their speech comprehension exceeds what might be predicted on the basis of  language
production. According to Dockrell and Messer there are a number of  likely explanations for
this phenomenon. For example, one element of  the syndrome is the difficulty that such children
have with speech articulation because of  a disproportionately large tongue. The more
competent conversation partner may respond to poor articulation and slow responses, from
a child with Down syndrome, by reducing their expectations of  what the children can say
and answering for them. As a result, conversations are often initiated and dominated by the
other speaker and the child is not encouraged to produce long or structurally complex
utterances in order to elaborate topics of  her or his own choosing. The clear message for
teachers and caregivers is to allow more time for any child with expressive language difficulties
to plan and produce speech and to investigate, in conjunction with language specialists, how
to support language production.

Evidence that young children are attempting to assemble a rule-based system for
understanding and generating language comes when they have been producing words for
some time and have been combining them into two- and three-word utterances. In addition
to ‘prosody’ – that is, the variations in pitch and stress that help to convey meaning and are
crucial in holophrastic speech – utterances involving more than one word require the
application of  grammar and syntax for meaning to emerge. That is, the speaker needs to
know and use the rules linking structure and meaning. Consider the following exchange in
which Rory, aged three, is looking at the brand-name label in a pyjama jacket:

Rory (pointing): What that says?
Adult: It says ‘St Michael’.
Rory (wide-eyed): St Michael weared those jamas?

From this example, it seems that Rory’s understanding of  syntax, or the way in which the
word order helps to carry meaning, is not fully developed, specifically in relation to questions.
All the same, the adult understands what Rory means and responds appropriately. Rory then
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generates a new word, ‘weared’, in place of  the conventional form, ‘wore’. This confirms
that he has abstracted, from the language that surrounds him, a rule that says: to put a verb
into the past tense you add the morpheme ‘-ed’. It is unlikely that Rory copied ‘weared’ from
another speaker. It is for reasons such as this that linguists reject the behaviourist view as a
complete explanation of  how language is acquired.

*�����
���������
� �������������

Although it is interesting and enlightening to examine each aspect of  language development
separately, space does not allow for attention to such detail here. In Chapter 9 we look at how
meaning and thought emerge in relation to language use, but now we revisit the emergence
of  intentional communication to consider how the pragmatic aspects of  spoken language
develop, referring to The Pragmatics Profile of  Everyday Communication Skills (Dewart and Summers,
1995).

Tools such as the Pragmatics Profile provide a schedule based on the notion of  a ‘normal’
developmental pathway, against which the skills of  children whose development is causing
concern can be assessed. Other developmental schedules (for example, Sheridan, 1997) provide
a descriptive overview of  typical development in all areas. These screening devices are used
as a preliminary step when some deviation from the norm is suspected and they identify
where more detailed examination is required. In relation to language use, the Pragmatics
Profile identifies communication intentions, response to communication and interaction/
conversation. Within each of  the three areas, the progression from birth to mature levels is
charted, describing typical communicative behaviour associated with developmental
‘milestones’ along the way. Readers are directed to the Pragmatics Profile for details, but we
will be using its broad framework to discuss and compare the pragmatic skills of  learners
who have difficulties in communicating.

%������������� ��� � ������
���������
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Piaget’s theories about development suggest that the child first establishes certain conceptual
distinctions, to be reflected later in spoken language. These include self-awareness or the
understanding that ‘I’ am a person whose identity is distinct and separate from that of  other
people and who can initiate activity voluntarily and, therefore, exercise personal autonomy.
Conversely, things and people separate from the self  share with the self  a common space,
with each having a spatial relationship to the other. Further discoveries about the world
include the notion of  causality and the role of  people (self  and others) in causing events and
changes. Finally, in using objects to stand for other things or ideas, the child demonstrates the
capacity for symbolic thinking which is essential to the use of  language for constructing and
communicating meaning.

Bruner, of  course, considers the centrality of  symbolic thinking in establishing effective
language, and we have outlined his views in Chapter 2. This aspect of  language use has
special significance for the development of  cognition and learning and therefore is discussed
again in Chapter 9. In the meantime, reflect again on the example of  Sally, aged 10, and her
teaching assistant in the early part of  this chapter. The turn-taking game described is part of
an ‘Intensive Interaction’ session and we can speculate about the emergence of  several features
of  language use, linking them to theoretical frameworks.
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What does the exchange reveal about Sally’s language and communication abilities and
her knowledge of  her environment? As she smiles and laughs when her assistant imitates her
sounds, Sally clearly recognises that her teaching assistant is responding to her vocalisations.
She is causing the adult to do something. In taking the lead in the turn-taking game which
follows, Sally is also establishing the rules of  dyadic exchanges whereby one person contributes
and the other responds, and she understands what imitation involves. Turning to the question
of  intention, it seems that Bruner’s notion of  initiation for joint attention underpins Sally’s
intention as she seems to be striving to share a focus with the adult for the purpose of  enjoying
a game, just as very young children enjoy peek-a-boo games. As far as the assistant is concerned
the purpose of  the exchange is to use Sally’s pleasure as a reinforcer to establish the use of
vocalisations. It is easy to see how the principles of  behaviourism underpin the assistant’s
practice and how the approaches that learning theorists advocate, such as shaping (discussed
in more detail in the example of  Ian and his lost boat) could bring about elaborated purposeful
verbal behaviour.

In proposing the extension of  the teaching assistant’s efforts to shape Sally’s attempts in
the direction of  purposeful communication, it is necessary to refocus on the question of
Sally’s intentions. In these contexts Vygotsky maintained that the child, initially, has no
intention but that this is imputed by her or his communication partner so that intention is
negotiated on the interpsychological plane (between the communicators) before it is available
intrapsychologically (in the mind of  the developing child). Put simply, the teaching assistant
assumes that it is Sally’s intention to have fun through the exchange and she manipulates the
encounter accordingly. Sally learns from this that she, Sally, is having fun. Through Affective
Communication Assessment techniques (Coupe O’Kane and Goldbart, 1998), which were
described earlier, practitioners and parents exploit these principles to shape intentional
communication.

In the example above, it seems that Sally wants to share a focus with the teaching assistant.
This situation contrasts with that of  learners with autistic spectrum disorders who appear to
lack the will to share and negotiate meaning. Their learning needs and the responses to them
are of  a totally different order.
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In the present context, the term autistic spectrum disorders (ASD) refers to a wide range of
learners: that is, it is not restricted to those with severe autism. For example, it may refer to
children and adults with semantic-pragmatic disorder. In all people with ASD, communication
shows unusual or deviant patterns, but not necessarily delayed language development as
observed in individuals such as Sally, where there is an expectation that language development
can follow typical patterns, albeit at a very early stage. In many cases this deviance is attributed
to the individual’s inability or unwillingness to share in joint action formats at a very early
age. For example, at the earliest levels young children who go on to demonstrate ASD may
fail to use signals such as eye-gaze and seem not to understand finger-pointing. This means
that the foundations for sharing meaning through the usual patterns of  mother–child
interaction are not established. Lacking experience of  early pseudo-dialogues, many children
with ASD do not develop language. The problems are compounded by an ongoing apparent
lack of  motivation to enter into the social processes that usually draw heavily on, and contribute
so richly to, verbal and non-verbal language. In other cases, language does emerge but
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communication is nonetheless impaired because individuals with ASD fail to adopt the essential
features of  dialogue which relate to sharing meaning. Consequently, the opportunity to create
and differentiate meanings is also constrained. In the most severe cases, this leads to a total
inability to use language and there is often a noticeable impact on receptive and expressive
vocabulary growth. Alternatively, children develop idiosyncratic uses of  vocabulary that
obscure, rather than facilitate, communication and it becomes a challenge for communication
partners to discover the meaning that words and utterances have for children with these
difficulties.
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According to the Pragmatics Profile devised by Dewart and Summers (1995), language
use, at its most sophisticated, involves being able to express a range of  communicative
intentions and to respond to increasingly complex and subtle communication behaviour in
other people. Additionally, mature language use implies skills in initiating and terminating
conversational exchanges and the timing of  these exchanges. Further defining features include
demonstrations of  understanding the need for adjustment to ensure that one’s communication
partner is participating fully in the exchange, and the use of  social conventions: for example,
those that acknowledge the status of  the communication partner. Given our understanding
of  ASD, it is obvious that these individuals lack the skills to achieve successful communication
at any level of  sophistication. A typical scenario is that of  people with ASD pursuing a topic
without checking the understanding or interest of  their conversation partners. In educational
settings, children with ASD may indicate their difficulties in understanding subtle or meta-
phorical language or humour, particularly that based on word-play or sarcasm. At extreme
levels their rigidity of  thinking, in relation to language, challenges teaching staff, as the com-
petent conversation partners, to produce language that is devoid of  metaphor and transparent
in meaning.
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Earlier in this chapter we stressed that communication and language behaviour do not emerge
spontaneously from babies and young children, although the drive to communicate is strong
in most, apart from those with autistic spectrum disorders. Instead, there seems to be a complex
interplay between the biological dispositions of  the developing child and a strong desire, on
the part of  more competent communicators, to involve that child in a community. Therefore,
when communicating with typically developing children, caregivers in many cultures modify
their adult-to-adult language forms and delivery of  speech in order to elicit social responses
from the child. As the child matures and becomes more competent (cognitively, socially and
linguistically), child-directed speech changes.

When a child’s potential for developing effective communication and language skills is
compromised, the demands on the adult speaker increase, as pointed out earlier. It was
proposed, for example, that teachers of  pupils with ASD should examine their own language
styles, vocabulary and use of  metaphor for potential areas of  confusion. In line with a theme
of  this book, it seems that teachers and other professionals concerned with pupils who have
complex learning needs that could affect communication and interaction should maintain a
focus on fostering language skills that are generalisable to situations beyond the classroom.
Underpinning this suggestion is a recognition of  the role of  communication in empowering
the learner to become an active participant in the wider society. However, balanced against
the requirement of  schooling to prepare pupils, in some general sense, for citizenship is the
need to create optimum conditions for broadening their learning capacity and providing
them with access to a curriculum of  learning. In this section we consider the special challenges
that face the communication partners of  people with severe and complex learning needs, in
supporting all their communication needs, and some of  the resources that might help them
to meet those challenges.
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A central theme of  this book is an emphasis on the empowerment of  the individual to make
decisions and exercise choices. Communicating one’s decisions and articulating expressions
of  choice are clearly an essential part of  the process and in earlier sections of  this chapter the
notion of  intention was explored in some detail. Accordingly we have already highlighted
the significance of  being capable of  having some intention, of  signalling that intention, and
of  having that intention understood by others.

In the normal course of  development children become progressively more competent at
articulating their desires and needs and get better at communicating their feelings, knowledge
and understanding. As teachers and education professionals, we may fully accept Vygotsky’s
views that both the content and the mode of  a child’s thinking are a product of  social
interaction rather than her or his spontaneous reflection on society. Nonetheless, we usually
accept that children will, on an individual basis, negotiate for themselves a world-view through
which they will ultimately exercise personal autonomy. This final position represents the
highest order of  choice or decision-making: Guess (1985), quoted by Caldwell (2000), provides
a hierarchy for exploring the emergence of  these processes in people with complex learning
needs, starting with choice as a preference. This might be expressed as a response to the
question, ‘Do you want juice?’ where the answer would be indicated as a positive or a negative.
At the next level, decision-making involves selection from a number of  alternatives where
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another person presents the alternatives. At the most mature level, decision-making impacts
on the course of  one’s life: that is, it is the exercise of  self-advocacy.

It is when adopting a caring role towards people with severe and complex learning needs
affecting communicative competence that professionals feel keenly the responsibility for
interpreting the communicative endeavours of  their pupils or adult students. When people
are not adept at using the methods of  communication favoured by the wider community,
misinterpretations are ever possible, as with Bel whose story was told earlier. Misunderstandings
of  the intention behind communicative behaviour may be genuine or they can reflect the
wishes, desires or prejudices of  the people surrounding the person who has communication
difficulties.

The possibility of  misinterpretation of  the intentions or decisions of  a person with learning
difficulties is increased because of  the tendency of  this group of  people to acquiesce to
decisions made on their behalf. That is, they are more likely to agree than disagree with a
proposition from a teacher, for example, simply because they lack the competence to evaluate
the proposition or do not develop a self-concept that includes themselves in a decision-making
role. Erikson’s view is that competence in decision-making emerges naturally as the child is
encouraged to experience new and challenging situations within the security of  warm, trusting
relationships. When children have, for example, physical disabilities or sensory impairments,
caregivers may be tempted towards excessive caution, thus restricting opportunities for
exploration. Similarly, the children may be fearful of  new situations because of  their difficulties.
It follows then that situations must be manipulated so that children can safely experience
some dissonance that calls for a decision, as in the case of  Wendy described in Chapter 3.

In order to reduce the potential for misinterpretation, approaches have been developed
whereby staff  can check the consistency of  an individual’s response to certain situations in
order to provide a means of  assessing her or his decisions or feelings concerning that situation.
Grove (2000) has produced a set of  guidelines in which she emphasises the importance of
introducing checks to ensure objectivity in interpretation, which include looking for consistency
of  responses when locations and personnel change. Ian’s way of  interpreting his need to
retrieve his boat was to produce challenging behaviour which in the main could be interpreted
by those close to him. In the context of  the wider community, however, his responses were
not easy to ‘read’, and by building on his existing skills, he was taught strategies which were
more likely to be understood by more people. The purpose of  Grove’s guidelines is to facilitate
communication; they are, therefore, concerned with promoting the communication
competence of  teachers and caregivers, by bringing intuitive skills to an explicit level.
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Children whose learning needs restrict their ability to use speech in order to communicate
may require an entirely different means of  communication, or some additional form. The
term ‘alternative and augmentative communication’ (AAC) covers both these circumstances.
Clearly, the first part of  the term is used to imply that the child or adult does not have access
to speech-based communication, as in the case of  some members of  the deaf  community
who rely exclusively on sign language. The second part, ‘augmentative communication’
suggests that the learner can use speech, but that some additional form is needed, either to
clarify their own speech or to support their understanding of  speech.

Forms of  AAC might comprise plastic markers which are used to symbolise, or stand for,
ideas, manual sign systems, or different applications of  assistive technology – for example,
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computers. In assessing their value, it is important to ask whether the AAC adopted can be
used by all potential communication partners or whether it fails to empower the user in some
circumstances. Still focusing on the potential restrictions of  AAC, we need to consider whether
it provides users with the freedom to express a range of  desires, decisions and feelings or whether
it restricts them to a menu of  pre-programmed symbols and functions. It may be that AAC has
an important role in extending the cognitive skills of  people whose language competence is
restricted and this aspect is explored later in relation to objects of  reference in Chapter 9.
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In this chapter we have emphasised that the ability to communicate with other people is
crucial for developing and exercising personal autonomy. Further we have indicated that the
success of  any interpersonal exchange, the means by which communication is achieved, lies
with both parties. However, where difficulties or disabilities restrict communication skills and
strategies, there is a need for the more competent partner to value, support and facilitate the
other’s communication attempts. In any intervention aimed at providing support or facilitation,
the empowerment of  the individual must be a primary consideration.
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Imagine that, without preamble or preparation, you are snatched away from your familiar
surroundings and deposited in an alien environment. The physical properties of  the environ-
ment are different from anything you have previously experienced; the sounds that assail
your ears are incomprehensible; the sights that meet your eyes make no sense. What are your
first reactions to the event? Think about your response in the face of  awesome incom-
prehension. Imagine, if  you will, your sense of  impotence. But, even as the experience threatens
to overwhelm you, do you feel the drive to grapple with the unknown, gradually bringing this
new environment within your power?

You have, of  course, already experienced an event like this. In 1890, William James, one
of  the first scientists to be recognised as a psychologist, described the moment of  birth as a
‘great blooming, buzzing confusion’ for newborn infants arriving in the world with, as he saw
it, no knowledge or understanding. Since James (1890) published his views, advances in the
methods of  enquiry and the technology to support them have allowed us greater insights into
the capacities of  neonates (newborn infants). We now believe that certain dispositions are
inborn and that we are biologically prepared to process information received through the
senses in specific ways.

In this chapter we explore the processes through which we come to understand our
environment and to build up a fund of  knowledge about it. We begin by briefly considering
primary sensory experience and perception; look at concept formation, memory and problem-
solving; and review the relationship between language and cognition. As we focus on cognition,
we attempt to account for diversions from the typical course of  development and revisit the
theoretical perspectives outlined in the opening chapters. First, however, it is appropriate to
make some general comments on how intellectual, or cognitive, variations within any given
population have been categorised in mainstream psychology.

Psychometrics is a branch of  psychology that is concerned with measuring individual
characteristics and it was within this field that intelligence testing and the notion of  the IQ
(intelligence quotient) first assumed prominence in Europe and North America during the
early twentieth century. Intelligence tests were originally conceived to identify children whose
learning capacities were significantly restricted and the results were used to legitimate
arrangements for alternative schooling for these children, away from ordinary classrooms
where their presence might challenge the homogenous teaching approaches that were favoured
in the early days of  mass education. Since then, the use, and sometimes overuse, of  intelligence
testing has been well documented, and accounts of  its history make fascinating but disturbing
reading (see, for example, Kamin, 1974). In particular, spurious ‘evidence’ about racial
differences in measured intelligence was used to justify practices that we would today find
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indefensible. However, these accounts provide a powerful reminder that any tests must not
be culturally biased towards or against any group of  individuals. Indeed, Elliott (2000) notes
that some education authorities no longer use IQ testing for this reason, but instead advocate
the dynamic measures, discussed in Chapter 5, as an alternative.

The principal argument against intelligence testing stems, in part, from the lack of  a clear
view of  what intelligence is and from the unsupported assumptions that have emerged around
its concept. For example, it has been regarded as a unitary characteristic that is genetically
determined, therefore fixed. Contemporary views on intelligence, however, acknowledge the
complexity of  cognitive processing and some support the idea of  multiple intelligences (see
Gardner, 1999). These views acknowledge within-individual variations in cognitive
competence depending on the nature of  the problem-solving domain: for example, music or
language.

Notwithstanding the arguments against their use, intelligence tests can, and do, support
the assessment process by providing a profile of  learners’ strengths and needs in specified, if
limited, areas of  intellectual functioning. Moreover, the original formulation of  intelligence
tests provided for the concept of  mental age, that is, the level at which an individual can problem-
solve. Accordingly, a ten-year-old who solves intelligence test items at a level commensurate
with his or her chronological age has a mental age of  ten, whereas a ten-year-old who can
solve problems that are usually only achievable by the typically developing 12-year-old is said
to have a mental age of  12. Intelligence quotient (IQ) is then calculated as a ratio between
mental age and chronological age (and multiplied by 100 to remove values that would otherwise
be expressed by decimal places). Thus, in the examples given, the first child would have an
IQ of 100; the second, an IQ of 120.

These developments in psychometrics have provided a means of  testing or, more accurately,
sampling intellectual competence, and of  quantifying the outcomes in terms of  mental age
and then IQ. The classification of  people with learning difficulties (for the purposes of  research,
for example) depended on their IQ scores so that those with a score of  between 51 and 75
were identified as ‘mildly retarded’, whereas those with a score of  50 or below were deemed
‘severely retarded’ and those under 20 were considered to be ‘profoundly retarded’. While
labelling in this way might have been defensible for allocating individuals to categories for
research purposes, we would argue that such generalisations cannot inform educational
intervention nor offer guidelines for supporting individuals with learning difficulties towards
personal fulfilment and independence.

Similarly, however, theorists have attempted to make generalisations about the underlying
reasons for variations in measured intelligence; specifically what creates difficulties in learning
for some individuals. The purpose of  categorising aetiologies or causes is to provide a framework
for exploring such aspects as the rate of  development in different groups; patterns of
development; or the structure of  intelligence in people with learning difficulties. Hodapp
(1998), acknowledging the work of  Zigler, distinguishes two forms of  what is called, in the
USA, ‘mental retardation’. The first is believed to have an organic basis and includes genetic
disorders such as Down syndrome, Fragile X syndrome, Williams syndrome and Prader-
Willi syndrome (for more information, see Worthington, 1999). Also included are those that
arise in connection with brain insult caused, for example, by prenatal exposure to rubella,
accidents during birth, postnatal head injuries or diseases such as meningitis. The other
category is generally known as cultural-familial, where there is evidence that low intelligence
is a characteristic of  the whole family. In this case, it is not known what role genetic factors
play or whether the major determinant could be discovered in the family environment.
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Another issue that theorists have tried to uncover relates to patterns of  development,
either in the whole population of  people with learning difficulties or within the categories
described above. Two views are the ‘similar structure hypothesis’ that maintains that, at any
given level of  development, typically developing and atypically developing children will
evidence the same cognitive processes underlying their problem-solving behaviour. The other
is the ‘similar sequence hypothesis’, according to which children with learning difficulties
will move through the same developmental stages as their typically developing peers. Together,
these hypotheses represent a developmental delay view of  learning difficulties, which maintains
that children with learning difficulties progress in the same way as their normally developing
peers, but at a slower rate. It contrasts with the defect/difference perspective that attributes
one or more defective components in cognitive processing as the cause of  learning difficulties.
The former view is more optimistic, allowing, as it does, a role for education in enhancing
learning opportunities and the subsequent advancement of  cognitive competence.
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Intellectual differences, either across the whole population or within groups of  individuals
who have learning difficulties with specified aetiologies, assume significance principally in
psychological studies where scientists are interested to establish why some individuals perform
better on certain intellectual tasks than others. Our concern here is with exploring aspects of
cognitive functioning with a view to understanding why some individuals may experience
difficulties with learning. As suggested above, we see no advantage in focusing on a deficit
view of  learning difficulties and therefore adopt the developmental approach that stresses
the similarities between children with learning difficulties and their typically developing peers.
However, the developmental perspective does not overlook the obvious differences, and the
approach that we take in the Framework for New Learning proposes views of  development
that value attainments in all groups of  learners.

���������� ������������

Although it is important to consider perception because of  its primacy for the cognition
process, it is difficult to draw a line indicating where perception ends and cognition begins.
Certainly, understanding, knowing, remembering and problem-solving are cognitive processes,
but perception itself  requires that information about a stimulus, fed through the senses (the
visual system, for example), should be processed, or acted upon, in order to produce appre-
hension of  the stimulus. The first level of  perception involves stimulation of  one or more of
the senses when, obviously, any dysfunction will change the course of  development signi-
ficantly; this is given a special focus in Chapter 11.

For the moment it is necessary to return to the enigma outlined earlier: when does
perception become cognition? Most recently, psychological enquiry has chosen not to dwell
on the question but to regard the former as part of  the latter. The conflation of  the two levels
of  processing sensory information into one is particularly apparent when we examine the
acquisition of  the object concept as a classic example of  concept formation.
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Thinking back to the adventure described at the beginning of  this chapter and to James’s
observation about a ‘blooming, buzzing confusion’, it is evident that sensory input must
somehow be organised so that understanding can crystallise. Without mechanisms for
categorising experience and making broad generalisations, we would be overwhelmed by the
fluidity and diversity of  the external environment, unable to predict, plan or control. It is
therefore essential that we ‘make sense’ of  our experiences by treating them, or aspects of
them, as having something in common with other, similar experiences. The process of
conceptualisation is considerably extended by the use of  language to label and qualify concepts.
For example, we have a concept that is labelled ‘cat’ so that we know what to expect when we
encounter ‘cat’ and we can predict how we will behave in response to this particular experience.
This concept can be qualified as ‘the big cats’ to change the expectations so that we would
not attempt to stroke a ‘big cat’ or feed it a saucer of  milk. However, for the moment, the role
of  language is not explored: concept formation also takes place in the absence of  language.

Certain concepts are prerequisites to the formation of  other concepts and have therefore
become a focus of  study and research (see Meadows, 1993). For example, the concept of
‘sameness’ would seem to underpin the process of  categorisation that accompanies concept
formation but we have to understand what it is that is the ‘same’ in multiple objects or events
in order to link them and we also need to understand that ‘same’ does not usually mean
‘identical’. Although, in important respects, every experience is unique we organise our initial
responses to each experience on the basis of  aspects that are not unique.

As indicated above, one concept that could be regarded as crucial to all understanding is
the object concept, studied in detail by Piaget. The object concept is closely linked to the
notion of  egocentricity and the steady move away from egocentricity (‘decentering’) that was
described in Chapter 2. In the earliest days, when the infant is profoundly egocentric, she or
he has no understanding of  the existence of  objects (people or things), unless they are within
her or his current field of  perception. That is, for an infant at this stage of  development, any
object that is no longer stimulating sensory activity and therefore cannot be directly
experienced has ‘gone out of  existence’. Similarly, as an outcome of  development, children
only gradually come to understand invariance, or the unchanging nature of  physical phenomena
despite changes in appearance, as a result of  different orientations or presentations as illustrated
in conservation experiments. The classic view of  the infant developing towards a mature
object concept, encompassing the permanence and invariance of  objects, characterises the
progress of  the sensori-motor stage of  development, a key component of  Piaget’s cognitive
developmental theory.

Piaget was persuaded that although young children are genetically prepared to process
information in characteristic ways as they mature, the experiences that come to them through
their senses and their motor exploration of  the physical world trigger new ways of
understanding that world. Hence the term sensori-motor thinking. How different, then, might
be the conceptual development of  children whose sensory awareness or motor development
is, in some way, restricted or different?

Studies of  babies affected in utero by their mothers’ use of  the thalidomide drug provide a
natural if  tragic demonstration of  the effects of  motoric disabilities on cognitive development
(Decarie, 1969). These studies show that where physical exploration of  objects and their
surroundings is very limited because of  missing or deformed limbs, but vision is functioning
normally, the object concept develops as in children with no motor difficulties. In contrast,



�
�
���

��
������
�
� )'?

research strongly suggests that development of  the object concept in infants who are born
blind (Warren, 1994) is likely to be delayed. In the latter case, opportunities to experience or,
in the terminology of  the Framework for New Learning, encounter the object in the first place
are greatly reduced. Furthermore, once the object has been removed beyond their touch, or
once it ceases to make a sound, these babies cannot scan their surroundings; more funda-
mentally, perhaps, as Warren explains, they lack an understanding that they have surroundings.
The findings about the importance of  sensory exploration are consistent with Piaget’s
explanation of  the growth of  intelligent thought. Meanwhile, demonstrations of  understanding
object permanence emerging in the absence of  physical exploration cast doubts on his
assertions about the need for motor activity.

Such findings must, however, be interpreted with caution: Warren (1994), for example,
points to the considerable variations in the developmental progress of  the object concept
within one population of  children (those with a severe visual impairment). To some extent,
he suggests, variations can be explained because any visual function, however restricted, can
produce a different outcome depending on when an infant became blind. Within the very
small population of  infants who are blind from birth, variations have also been found and
these are sometimes attributed to the ways in which tasks are presented by investigators. This
explanation links into a more comprehensive analysis of  variations and possible causative
factors that underpin Warren’s approach to developmental differences. The latter: ‘… draws
our attention to the dynamic interplay between the child’s capabilities and the circumstances
provided by the environment’ (Warren, 1994, p.6).

The approach resonates with that of  Piaget because it emphasises the role of  adaptation.
In short, the child brings to any task personal resources (for example, skills, understanding,
physical capabilities) and the environment, in turn, presents circumstances with certain
opportunities and challenges. It is the child’s task to adapt to features of  the environment:
first to understand them, then to change that understanding in response to changes in the
features, thus bringing them, theoretically at least, within her or his control. Piaget elaborates
his view, describing the twin processes of  assimilation and accommodation (see Chapter 2).
Thus, the child who is blind brings knowledge and abilities with which to act upon the
environment, but he or she does not bring visual skills. When the child is also immobile,
because of  immaturity, objects and other physical surroundings may not be immediately
apparent to her or him and as a result opportunities for encountering external reality will be
limited. According to this deficit view, the child will be delayed in progressing to the next
stage of  learning that has been identified as awareness.

Another perspective on the conditions for development is provided in the central tenets of
Vygotsky’s theory (see Chapter 2). Whereas Piaget sees the child as the ‘lone scientist’ struggling
to make sense of  reality, Vygotsky emphasises the part played by other people in interpreting
reality in order to bring it within the growing child’s realm of  awareness. Warren (1994)
draws attention to the quality of  parent–child relationships and the opportunities for
appropriate experiences as key factors in determining progress towards an object concept.
We may assume that sensitivity to a child’s needs arising out of  a warm parent–child
relationship leads to the creation of  imaginative experiences through which the child builds
the conceptual structures for understanding object permanence and invariance.

Teachers and other professionals can therefore support the process of  concept formation
in children for whom development could be compromised. Bruner also strongly advocates
that adults must be proactive in supporting the conditions for cognitive development and he
identifies the importance of  training in this respect (Bruner, 1996). In England, the focus of
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professional training to support pupils’ conceptual development is made explicit by the Teacher
Training Agency (TTA, 1999). In general terms, it is to be expected that appropriately trained
professionals will manipulate the circumstances so that pupils can initially encounter objects
in highly specific ways on a number of  occasions. Through repeated encounters it is intended
that pupils should become aware of  the objects and all their properties in a variety of  contexts.
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This account suggests that some people with autistic spectrum disorders may not easily
form concepts: that is, generic ideas that encapsulate the essential features of  separate aspects
of  their experience. Instead they focus on specific examples. Thus, a child may fail to
acknowledge a cat because it is not identical in every respect to the cat he or she already
knows. Alternatively, the cat may undergo some subtle change: for example, it may have a
bandage on its paw. Again the child may judge that this is not the same cat because the visual
appearance has altered.
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A fundamental concept that typically starts to emerge in the early months of  life is the notion
of  cause and effect. By the time we are able to reflect explicitly on our understanding of  how
things happen, we have adopted, unquestioningly, the expectation that every event is somehow
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caused, leading us to explore ways of  controlling aspects of  the environment once we can
attribute the causes. Pupils and older students with learning difficulties may not have reached
this level of  understanding.
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A first step in acquiring the concept of  causality is achieved when an individual recognises
that certain of  her or his personal actions are regularly associated with particular events and
that the events appear to be contingent upon the actions. In the case of  people with profound
and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD) the associations will need to be forged over a period
of  time before contingency awareness is established. Its centrality to concept development
has led practitioners and researchers to investigate ways of  promoting it, often with the
support of  technology. For example, switches can be adapted for use by people with very
limited physical capabilities, who may, in important respects, be considerably empowered
and liberated when they can control the environment in a multi-sensory room by operating
a switch or a series of  switches.
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It is tempting to overestimate the value of  technology alone in bringing about cognitive
development in this group of  learners. This is a major theme of  Bozic and Murdoch’s (1996)
book in which it is suggested that the child, the teacher and the technology (in collaborative
activity towards specified goals) form ‘a functional system’ (p.2). The collaborative activity is
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planned around the identified needs and strengths of  individual children and it derives its
theoretical basis from Vygotsky’s view of  the zone of  proximal development (ZPD).
Accordingly, the teacher must select goals and relevant technology that will extend the learner’s
capabilities but not challenge him or her beyond his or her current ZPD. Initially, the teacher
will mediate learning activities but the clear aim is that the learner should eventually be able
to work independently, supported only by the technology.

By using the Bozic and Murdoch model of  functional systems to conceptualise the dynamic
relationship between teacher, pupil and supportive technology, we can analyse some key
issues. First, as shown in the example below, it is imperative that the teacher or intervener
plans an approach that is firmly based on the needs and capacities of  the pupil.
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This necessarily demands insightful assessment, and we suggest that Vygotsky’s dynamic
assessment is appropriate (see Chapter 5). The principles of  dynamic assessment enmesh
closely with those of  scaffolding, a process of  providing support only when needed. In scaffolding,
the teacher continually assesses the pupil’s responses, checking that she or he is working
within her or his ZPD and gradually phasing out support as the pupil’s competence increases.

Second, a functional systems approach acknowledges the role of  technology but also its
limitations: teaching and learning, particularly as viewed through a Vygotskyan lens, are
essentially processes that involve social interaction. Switches, computers and other tech-
nological support systems are tools that Bruner refers to as ‘amplifiers’ but approaches to
ensuring support for learners should not be driven by the capacities of  the technology.
Therefore, when teachers come under pressure to set targets that justify the purchase of
expensive equipment and specify them in terms that are most easily quantified, it will be
necessary for them to assert their professional judgement of  a child’s needs over organisational
and administrative considerations. In the following scenario, it would be tempting to identify
targets for Kylie in terms of  more talking books as she responds so well to them. In order to
promote lateral development in self-advocacy skills, however, it might be more appropriate
to think about what she has gained cognitively and to seek opportunities for transferring
these gains.
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Finally, we can look critically at the shift in power within the functional system over time.
The intention is, of  course, that the process leads to the greater empowerment of  the learner.
Crucially, it should create opportunities for the exercise of  choice, and therefore allow the
learner to choose whether or not to pursue an activity. This approach contrasts with scaffolding
where there is an expectation that the learner achieves some highly specific goal of  the
teacher’s choosing. Instead, by reviewing the progress that has been made in the personal
development of  the learner, opportunities for generalising skills and knowledge will become
apparent. Re-focusing the discussion on contingency learning, it would be expected that,
from learning how to operate a switch that activates a coloured light, the learner might
demonstrate an awareness that it is her or his activity that initiates the coloured light; a
rudimentary understanding of  causality.

+����"

There are many ways of  conceptualising memory and memory functions. In Freud’s view,
for example, memory operates selectively to repress material that the individual does not
want to recall and so psychotherapy is concerned with uncovering ‘forgotten’ experiences.
For the purposes of  understanding the role of  memory in learning, an information-processing
approach is adopted. Memory is regarded as a system comprising three interrelated processes:
registration is the process in which sensory information is selected for long- or short-term
storage, and retrieval relates to the recall of  stored information for conscious deliberation. The
storage of  selected information has attracted a great deal of  research interest and is particularly
significant for understanding learning needs.

Once incoming information has been selected for attention, it passes to short-term memory
(STM), one component of  which is working memory, a workplace for processing material, in
coded form, that is to be memorised. Working memory comprises a central executive function
that, continuing with the analogy of  a workplace, is the station where the information is
sorted and resources are allocated, depending on whether it requires mainly visual or
phonological processing. Information then passes to two ‘slave’ systems: the phonological
loop for extending the short-term memory of  speech and the visuo-spatial sketchpad that
holds images. Material can pass directly to long-term memory (LTM) from STM or it may
stay for longer than the normal 30-second storage time in STM owing to the operation of
working memory (see Gathercole and Baddeley, 1993, for a full account).

In addition to understanding the components of  memory it is important to be aware that
LTM is believed to process differentially three different types of  information, giving rise to
the notion of  three long-term memories:

• Procedural memory underpins the capacity to remember how to carry out certain activities.
This makes extensive (but not exclusive) use of  ‘muscle’ memory and is best illustrated in
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connection with producing a signature, which may be achieved without any recourse to
imagery (remembering what the signature looks like) or a semantic code (remembering
the names of  component letters, in sequence). Instead, signing one’s name seems to be
an activity that is controlled by the muscles of  the hands and arms ‘remembering’ how
to make appropriate movements.

• Episodic memory records personal experiences and is likely to make use of  imagery: that is,
‘pictures’ (visual or auditory) of  events, places or people.

• Semantic memory, as the name suggests, refers to the memory storing material that has
been built up and categorised largely through symbolic representation, outlining our
knowledge of  the world.

As suggested above, each of  these ‘memories’ helps to support the recall of  different types
of  information but there is also evidence that they emerge developmentally, with semantic
memory as a system that is based on verbally encoded material developing last of  all. As
Goswami (1998) points out, memory structures and functions are closely associated with
other cognitive processes. It is therefore to be expected that, if  there is delay or divergence in
the developmental pathways of  intellectual growth, memory will be affected. At the same
time, memory can be separately affected – for example, by damage to the frontal regions of
the brain – in which case it is poor memory that restricts learning and negatively affects
cognitive development.

It is probably more important to investigate ways of  supporting memory function than to
attempt to establish the direction of  causality with regard to memory and other aspects of
cognition. First, we should examine claims that some children with special educational needs
(SEN) have poor memories. For example, it is widely believed that memory impairment is a
core characteristic of  children with Down syndrome, as is language impairment (Laws et al.,
2000). Laws, Byrne and Buckley reviewed research investigating both areas of  impairment
and they found evidence that the specific locus of  impairment is in phonological memory
and phonological and syntactic aspects of  language, suggesting that the working memory
component underperforms. Basing their own study on these findings, Laws, Byrne and Buckley
compared memory and language development, over a four-and-a-half-year period, in children
with Down syndrome in mainstream and special schools. They found that pupils in mainstream
schools showed significantly greater improvement (initially at least) in grammar, compre-
hension and measures of  short-term memory function that make demands on the phonological
loop. It was suggested that there could be factors associated with mainstream but not with
special schools that create the conditions for promoting language and memory, but do not
make any difference to non-verbal aspects of  cognitive development. It was not the aim of
the study to establish what these factors were, but the authors proposed that there is more
teaching–learning time in mainstream schooling because less time needs to be dedicated to
the physical care of  individual pupils. However, significantly for the issues we are emphasising
here, the authors suggest that the focus of  further research might be the increased opportunities
for participation with typically developing peers and greater expectations of  pupils’ abilities
on the part of  the teachers who, as a result, use more sophisticated language.

It is not only children with Down syndrome who have related memory and language
impairments. Some children have severe but specific memory difficulties with unknown causes
although many may also have a history of  spoken language problems that, in the preschool
years, required speech and language therapy. Children in this group typically experience
difficulties in remembering strings of  instructions, in dealing with sequentially presented
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symbols, and with mental arithmetic. They are also likely to struggle with reading and spelling
and it is probable that they have phonological processing weaknesses or visuo-motor difficulties
that affect working memory function. Whereas the underlying processing weakness cannot
be corrected, the way in which information is presented can substantially change the nature
of  tasks, notably by reducing the cognitive demands placed on learners.
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In Abigail’s case it is evident that there are many facets to the system of  support offered to
her. For example, parental participation is crucial not only to help Abigail to complete the
work that she takes home, but to monitor the situation for signs that pressures are mounting
or that Abigail’s self-esteem is being eroded in some way. In England, the SEN Code of
Practice (DfES, 2001) reminds education professionals about the role of  parents in supporting
children with special educational needs and requires systems to be in place to facilitate parental
participation.

Meanwhile, it is important to view the support that Abigail receives, not simply as a means
of  helping her to ‘get by’ but as teaching mechanisms that promote her cognitive skills. One
outcome is likely to be the reduction of  anxiety which, as Riding (2002) explains, limits
working memory capacity. Another outcome of  the techniques described above is likely to
be the emergence of  ‘metamemory’.
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The term ‘metamemory’ refers to the capacity for reflecting on the operation of  one’s
own memory, usually with a view to improving or supporting its functioning. For example,
most mature thinkers are aware that memory capacity is limited and therefore they must
take deliberate steps to store crucial information, say, by writing it down. Metamemory is
part of  a wider capacity known as metacognition or ‘thinking about thinking’. In the terms
of  the Framework for New Learning, metacognition is developed from ‘gaining skills and
understanding’. That is, having gained skills and understanding, the learner reflects on his or
her capacity to use them. Metacognitive awareness is then more often associated with typically
developing learners, but there is no reason why their spontaneously adopted strategies should
not also be actively taught to people with SEN. Watson (1999; 2001) gives examples of  teachers
modelling metacognition for pupils with moderate learning difficulties and the same approach
can be used for promoting memory strategies.

Powell (2000) acknowledges that teachers might model, for most pupils, the techniques
she or he regularly uses to support memory. For example, she or he might write down stages
of  a learning task or, for non-readers, represent these in pictures. However, Powell points out
that, because of  the rigidity of  the thinking characteristic of  people with autistic spectrum
disorders, pupils in this group should select pictures or other mnemonics for themselves. In
this way, the act of  choosing, signals for the child some control over his or her own learning
and, Powell suggests, sets up notions of  him- or herself  as an active learner.

������������ 
��

Young children do not spontaneously alight on the correct strategy for solving specific
problems. They will experiment during the later stages of  the sensori-motor period but, as
would be expected, this involves physically rehearsing a range of  solutions, and, through trial
and error, the correct solution is discovered. Once the child is capable of  symbolic thought,
she or he can mentally rehearse strategies and explore their potential before enacting a limited
range in order to discover which are successful. At this stage children may have a range of
strategies at their disposal, but as their approach to using them is not systematic, problem-
solving is still lengthy and inefficient.

By applying some of  the issues that have been identified in relation to typically developing
children to those whose development is atypical, it is possible to see how the latter might be
supported in order to problem-solve independently. Lacey (1991) offers scenarios where pupils
with severe learning difficulties are gradually encouraged to take responsibility for solving
problems and one of  the examples, together with some of  her observations, is examined here
to explore possible approaches and how they reflect certain theoretical positions.

Lacey describes a situation in which a pupil is introduced to strategies for crossing the
road. By reference to the Framework for New Learning we might say that the first step is to
arrange for the learner to encounter the road and become aware of  its implications for pedestrians.
It is then necessary for the learner to direct her or his attention to the essential features of  the
road. Lacey suggests that, at this point, the teacher will hold the learner’s hand, which will
not only secure the learner’s safety but will help her or him to orientate herself  or himself  to
the direction of  the traffic flow. She further suggests that, on the next occasion, the teacher
again holds the hand of  the learner, talking through the process and the features of  the task.
We would interpret this as again drawing attention to its key aspects. On the next outing the
teacher walks alongside the learner, providing a running commentary of  what they are doing
and what is significant for crossing the road safely. Lacking physical contact with the teacher,
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the learner must attend fully to what they are both doing and must participate in the task.
Participation is further enhanced at the next stage when the teacher questions the learner
about the sequence of  events. Finally, the learner’s active involvement is assured when she or
he takes responsibility for directing the teacher. Lacey suggests that when this stage has been
successfully achieved the learner is ready to attempt the task independently.

The process of  scaffolding and Bruner’s view on the role of  the teacher are evident in the
teaching–learning situation described by Lacey (1991). Specifically, the teacher:

… serves the learner as a vicarious form of  consciousness until such a time as the learner
is able to master his [sic] own action through his own consciousness and control.

(Bruner, 1985, p.24)

It is significant, however, that the analysis we have provided here stops short of
acknowledging gaining skills and understanding. In order to recognise this level of  achievement it
should be clear that the learner can cross any road under any conditions. It is possible that
the learner develops, as Lacey observes, ‘self-regulatory behaviours in a variety of  contexts’
(1991, p.93). Self-regulation involves reflecting on what one is doing and why, with a view to
problem-solving and, as Vygotsky (1962) emphasises, language has an important role in
supporting self-regulation. Writers (Zarkowska and Clements, 1988, for example) discuss the
challenges of  encouraging some learners to generalise the strategies that they have acquired
in one context to another that is similar but not identical.

Many techniques for teaching people to generalise strategies to solve new problems owe
their theoretical basis to learning theory. In brief, a problem represents a stimulus for a new
behavioural response, which, if  successful, solves the problem. Success reinforces the correct
response that is then established and applied each time the identical problem situation arises.
Effective problem-solvers can recognise when fresh situations are sufficiently similar to the
original to make the same response appropriate. That is, they can overlook variations that
are irrelevant to the resolution of  the present problem. The converse situation requires the
problem-solver to discriminate between the features of  the original stimulus (problem) and a
new problem to discover that a change in behaviour is needed for its resolution.

The approaches that are described here demand a facility for using language or some
other form of  symbolic thought to self-question, self-instruct and self-regulate. However,
cognitive psychologists recognise that all individuals vary in their cognitive styles and that
cognitive style influences the strategies that they adopt for any specific problem or type of
problem. Cognitive styles are usually viewed as varying along two dimensions: the wholist-
analytic dimension and the verbal-imagery dimension (Riding, 2002). The former represents
the tendency for people to view a problem either as a whole or as components leading towards
a whole. The second refers to the disposition of  people either to verbalise problems or to
reflect on them in terms of  mental pictures or images. Additionally, it is known that there
may be typical patterns of  cognitive style associated with certain medical conditions: for
example, Fragile X syndrome (Saunders, 1999). Thus, these dimensions are believed to have
their origins in an individual’s neurological organisation and are, therefore, not responsive to
training. What can be changed is the way in which tasks are presented. That is, in modelling
approaches to problem-solving, teachers can take account of  the two dimensions and
imaginatively create opportunities for each type of  thinker to respond to the task. We may
therefore assume that just as in the population of  people without special needs, there is a sub-
group that prefers not to have problems presented in words or symbols. Individuals with
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limited language abilities may respond better to imagery – for example, pictures – to show a
sequence of  steps.

(��$��$������	�
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In the preceding section, it was argued that most learners tend towards particular learning
styles. Nonetheless, all typically developing learners make some use of  language to support
problem-solving and other intellectual activities. It follows, then, that it is often a restricted
facility for language use or comprehension that gives rise to learning difficulties. Before
continuing with a discussion of  approaches or techniques that have attempted to compensate
for the impact of  language-based difficulties on learning, rather than on communication, it is
necessary to look briefly at possible relationships between language and thought.

Long before questions about language and thought became the topic of  psychological
enquiry, philosophers argued about how far language determines thought or, the opposite
view, reflects the products of  thinking. These broad questions have since been reformulated
to enable their closer examination and we have already represented one set of  opposing
views: Piaget regarded language as the outward expression of  thought, whereas a Vygotskyan
perspective holds that thought only becomes possible through internalised language. For the
purposes of  considering how learning can be supported in the absence of  language compe-
tence, we take the view, with Vygotsky, that reality is constructed for the developing child who
usually gains access to it chiefly by means of  language. As an outcome of  life experiences the
child interprets reality and represents this back to other people and her/himself  principally
through language, in line with Piaget’s view. In this way, individuals adopt culturally relevant
ways of  thinking, but assert their individualism so that societies and cultures themselves
develop. This model allows us to consider the effects of  language difficulties at different
levels.

In Chapter 8 it was proposed that infants come to acquire a sense of  meaning during
interactions with primary caregivers, usually with a parent who imputes meaning even to
very early reflexive behaviours. If  interaction breaks down for any reason, the development,
not only of  communication, but also of  language itself  and its role in cognitive development,
is compromised. In the most extreme circumstances, the child fails to develop intent or meaning
and it becomes a challenge for other people to provide the means whereby the child can
signal her or his apprehension of  stimuli, however limited this might be. Objects of  reference
are widely recognised as indicating an individual’s understanding that one object can stand
for another, just as words stand for ideas. Park (1997) discusses objects of  reference in relation
to communication and provides a framework for analysing object reference use. In thinking
about objects of  reference as tools for thinking that are a precursor to language (Bruner,
1996), it is important to be sure that the object is linked to a specific representation in the
mind of  the individual concerned. The learner must be able to signify that some object is
meaningful for her or him in relation to another object, person or event that is not immediately
present. Without evidence for this, teachers cannot assume that the learner has made the
connections that might be exploited as the basis for further learning.

Throughout this chapter, we have taken the view that teaching should strive to reduce the
negative impact of  within-child factors on learning potential. In this final paragraph we
summarise our views by focusing briefly on specific language difficulties. Difficulties are said
to be specific when they appear as anomalous to a pupil’s normal facility for learning, although
it is no longer widely considered appropriate or helpful to use an IQ score in order to assess



�
�
���

��
������
�
� ))?

the anomaly. The term ‘specific language difficulties’ is often used to suggest that the difficulties
are restricted to language and that other areas of  learning are unimpaired. The reality is,
however, that any language delay or impairment has the potential to interfere with all learning
because of  its dual roles as a tool for thought and as the medium for communication. Moreover,
in relation to learning in the narrower sense of  activities pursued in a dedicated learning
context – for example, a school – a facility for language is highly valued. It follows that the
learning needs of  pupils with language delays or difficulties may challenge conventional
teaching approaches, particularly when the delays, difficulties or impairments also compromise
the acquisition of  fluent and effective reading, writing and spelling skills. As Garton and
Pratt (1998) emphasise, teachers should examine their language use carefully, particularly
when they teach children whose language development is not yet complete, children for
whom the language of  instruction is not their home language, or those with specific language
difficulties.
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Through her professional development programme, Miss Thomas has gained skills and
understanding that enable her to work more effectively with all learners, but particularly
those whose development could be compromised by language difficulties when they are
competent in all other aspects. She now recognises that the ‘problem’ for these children does
not reside in them, but in the interactive context of  the classroom and it is within her capability,
as the more able language user, to manipulate this. She acknowledges that she must identify
individual children’s zones of  proximal development. At the same time, she must look for
ways of  assessing and enhancing their intellectual skills that do not rely exclusively on teacher–
learner talk or – where it is reading, writing and spelling that challenge children – written
language. Working in collaboration with the speech and language therapist, Miss Thomas
uses signing and symbols but also drawings and role-play. Importantly for children with specific
difficulties, she has recognised that they are fully capable of  metacognition, which, in turn,
leads them to devise their own learning strategies and reveal their preferred learning styles.

Many of  the factors that are significant in teaching children with specific language
difficulties will also apply to those with severe dyslexia as a language-based disorder (Layton
and Deeny, 2002). Additionally, however, it is worth remembering that dyslexia is primarily a
difficulty with acquiring fluent and effective reading and spelling skills. As such, some of  the
difficulties that characterise dyslexia will respond to skills training. The principles of  learning
theory require that each skill, competence or knowledge domain to be acquired should be
represented as a series of  components. For behavioural approaches this creates a clear
framework for the application of  reinforcers. In the case of  learners with dyslexia, the same
principles serve to provide a basis for the analysis of  task demands in order to identify written
language demands and to address them, again according to the profile of  strengths, weaknesses
and learning styles that individual learners present (Thomson and Watkins, 1998).

)
����
 �
�

The focus of  interest in this book is children and young people learning in schools. Educational
provision is increasingly determined by external agencies such as governments that set their
own aims and content. However, learning is a lifelong process of  gaining skills and
understanding that lead to personal fulfilment and, in this chapter, we take the view that the
primary responsibility of  teachers is to promote learners’ access to the learning process. This
becomes crucially significant when those individuals are less likely to acquire learning skills
spontaneously and are said to have special educational needs. Teachers have a role in mediating
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a reality that is meaningful to all children, but especially those with severe and complex
needs. For these children it may not be appropriate to conceptualise progression in terms of
a vertical ‘ladder’ towards the attainment of  curriculum targets. Instead lateral progression
will be evident whenever children indicate that they have generalised their learning to apply
it in novel situations. With their knowledge and understanding teachers are uniquely placed
to recognise the capacities of  their pupils and to manipulate the teaching–learning situation
accordingly in order to give all children the opportunities to develop as self-determining
citizens.
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As we stressed at the beginning of  this book, the process of  development is inextricably
linked to the influences of  growth and maturation and to factors external to the child. External
factors (the family, the environment, the culture and community, together with the many
experiences encountered as he or she develops and matures) affect him or her. It is usual to
refer to the process as ‘going through stages of  development’, although Bee, in a 1989 edition
of  her book on child development, uses the term ‘system of  development’ rather than ‘stages’.
The term is broad in extent and is concerned with two distinct elements, rather akin to those
referred to by Erikson as ‘dilemmas’ (Erikson, 1965).

The first element is the importance of  recognising that the child is a ‘joined-up person’
and that all aspects of  development are interlinked and closely associated. Although the
chapters in Part 3 are concerned with four distinct areas of  development based on the Teacher
Training Agency’s (TTA’s) ‘Extension Standards’ within the National Specialist Standards
for Special Educational Needs for England (TTA, 1999), readers will see that all facets of
development are intertwined and that each area interrelates and interacts with all the others.
As we stress throughout the book, cognition is closely related to language and communication
and will influence the behaviour of  the child and the formation of  his or her social relationships;
similarly, sensory experiences, or a lack of  them, will have an impact on physical development.
Lack of  mobility will also affect the formation of  social relationships, and may determine the
child’s behaviour and his or her emotional development.

The second element within Bee’s ‘system’ is a consideration of  the external factors identified
above. The child develops within a structure that involves other people (the family, the
community and society) and this structure entails adapting to different environments. The
environment of  the school may be very different from that of  the home, and the environment
and ethos of  one school may be very different from that of  another. Bee’s ideas take into
account the emphasis Vygotsky places on the socio-cultural aspects (see the discussion on
Vygotsky and empowerment in Chapter 5). The different environments make varied demands
upon the growing child and either support or hinder his or her emerging skills, knowledge
and understanding and, equally importantly, particularly in relation to the themes within
this chapter, the development of  relationships and the fostering of  a good self-image. Naturally
they all impinge on the lifelong process of  empowerment as outlined in Chapter 1.

This chapter is entitled ‘Behavioural, social and emotional development’ and, as in the
two previous chapters in this section, these themes reflect the strands of  the TTA Extension
Standards. It is not our intention to highlight specific aspects of  the Standards (which are an
audit tool for teachers in England only), but it is interesting that in a document that is designed
to enhance professionals’ understanding of  pupils with a wide range of  special educational
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needs, behaviour is placed as the first of  the three strands. Our viewpoint, however, is that a
child’s behaviour results from his or her social and emotional development.

As we have seen in Chapters 4 and 7, learning theorists often refer to behaviour as every-
thing that a child does, but our definition of  behaviour is more in line with dictionary definitions
which highlight certain attributes, such as a person’s:

• treatment of  others;
• consideration of  ‘self ’;
• ability to conform, and contribute, to the formation of  rules;
• conduct in a range of  social situations.

With the possible exception of  the last attribute, they all arise from an individual’s ability
to form relationships and to establish a good self-image. We, therefore, regard the child’s
social development as being of  central importance.
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A normally developing infant has a number of  genetically acquired patterns or rules which
govern the way that he or she behaves in the early days of  life. These reflexes quickly become
what Bee (2000) refers to as ‘the dance of  interaction and attachment’ (p.320), and conse-
quently she and other writers (Flavell, 1963, for example) challenge Piaget’s early writing in
which he suggests that the infant remains a passive individual for some weeks. As will be seen
in the example of  Amy, who is only a few weeks old, the interactions between her and her
mother are reciprocal and each is influenced by the other.
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Chapter 8 gives details of  the development of  early communication, but what is important
here is that Amy’s and her mother’s conduct and treatment of  each other alter as they interact,
and they also become more ‘attached’ to each other through their individual and collective
responses or behaviours. Freud considered the child’s emotional attachment to the mother as
the foundation for the formation of  all relationships (Freud, 1960) and many psychoanalysts
regard the early behaviours of  the mother (or caregiver) and child during feeding as the basis
for building close emotional bonds.

The psychoanalyst John Bowlby (1965), however, did not take this view. His theory of
attachment is not based on behaviours during feeding, but on the biological survival of  the
species that ensures the infant’s safety in a warm and loving environment. In his view, Amy’s
initial signals of  visual focusing, grasping and smiling (as described above) are innate and
help to ensure that other humans respond to her needs. Bowlby calls this the pre-attachment
phase (birth to six weeks), when babies do not mind the presence of  an unfamiliar adult as
long as their needs are met.

However in the next stage, the attachment in the making phases (six weeks to six months) the
infant displays ‘different’ behaviour with an unfamiliar adult, and greater pleasure when in the
company of  the mother or major caregiver. This phase is replaced by the clear-cut attachment
phase (six months to approximately two years) where there is likely to be separation anxiety on
the part of  the child when a familiar adult leaves. Bowlby postulated that the infant can then
reason that the adult continues to exist out of  sight. Berk (2003) links this aspect of  Bowlby’s
theory to Piaget’s theory on the development of  object permanence, and suggests that babies
who are not anxious when separated from their major caregivers are unlikely to have acquired
object permanence; a point made by Warren (1994) and referred to in the last chapter.

In the clear-cut attachment phase infants actively seek contact with the major caregiver that
in turn leads to the last of  Bowlby’s phases: the formation of  reciprocal relationships (from
18 months onwards). Berk (2003, p.419) writes of  this phase:

By the end of  the second year, rapid growth in representation and language permits
toddlers to understand some of  the factors that influence the parent’s coming and going,
and to predict her return … Now children start to negotiate with the caregiver, using
requests and persuasion to alter her goals rather than clinging to her.

Whether or not one agrees with Bowlby’s theory of  the survival of  the species, he, along
with the cognitive developmental theorists, stresses that the formation of  reciprocal relation-
ships are essential for interpersonal communication and stable emotional development.
Erikson, arguing from a psychoanalytical perspective, also emphasises the importance of
such relationships (see Chapter 6) in each person’s search for his or her own identity.
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In contrast to Amy’s and her mother’s mutual involvement and interaction when feeding,
Bryony and her mother are having greater difficulty in responding to each other in the same
way.
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At the end of  the first year it became clear that Bryony had not passed many of  the
developmental milestones usually established by a child like Amy, and a diagnosis of  develop-
mental delay was made. Naturally, growth rates are unpredictable in young children, but
Bryony appeared to be behind other so-called ‘normally developing’ children in major areas
such as mobility and communication. All those who are concerned with the education of
children with special educational needs will recognise that it is important not to become
preoccupied with what children cannot do, but to consider and build upon what they can do.
At the end of  the first year Bryony had achieved the following:

In mobility, she could:

� lift her head when lying on her tummy;
� sit if her back was supported;
� kick when lying on her back.

In social development (early communication) she could:

� make cooing and throaty sounds;
� make noises when talked to;
� turn to loud sounds;
� smile.

Bryony’s mother had learned that in becoming a support for her daughter she had to
provide the opportunities to practise and build on her physical and mobility skills. In doing
so, she began to recognise that physical capacities have a major effect on social development.



1���	�
��������
��

����
���
���� )&-

As Bryony was not ready to sit alone or to crawl she could only explore objects if  they were
brought to her and put into her hands. In the mother’s attempts to provide experiences that
extend her daughter’s motor capacities she became what Bruner calls an ‘amplifier’, and in
Chapter 2 we discussed this aspect of  Bruner’s theory in terms of  teaching children who
have complex needs.

As can be seen by her achievements, Bryony’s social development was at an early stage
and her slowness in responding to her mother’s attempts to communicate with her were
often aborted. For example, her mother would make cooing noises, but Bryony took some
time to respond and, when she did, the sound she made often coincided with the mother’s
next sound. Turn-taking was therefore difficult to establish and her mother, not knowing
how to proceed, became less inclined to communicate in such a way. In learning theorists’
terms, there was a lack of  reward or reinforcement.

However, the mother slowly recognised that she must give more time for her daughter to
respond and, consequently, the pace and pattern of  interaction was gradually adjusted. Over
time, their interactions became reciprocal and they learned from each other, but it is important
to recognise that the growing awareness by Bryony’s mother of  the part she must play in her
daughter’s development formed the culture of  learning that is discussed in the section on
Bruner in Chapter 2. As Bryony matured, her mother altered the quantity and quality of  her
support, and offered an adjustable ‘scaffold’ that fitted Bryony’s level of  performance (Bruner,
1996; Vygotsky, 1962). One outcome of  close, repeated encounters with Bryony was that her
mother had intuitively made use of  operating within Bryony’s zone of  proximal development
(see the discussion on Vygotsky’s work in Chapter 2) and gradually, as Bryony became more
competent, her mother was able to turn some of  the responsibility for social interaction over
to her daughter. Since Bruner and Vygotsky published their views, other cognitive psychologists
have used a range of  terms to illustrate ‘scaffolding’ which broadens and extends the concept.
Rogoff  (1990), for example, uses the term ‘guided participation’, which goes beyond the
physical prompting techniques referred to in the chapters in this book concerned with learning
theory, and suggests greater co-operation and collaboration from the pair.

As a child’s social development extends, he or she may become wary of  strangers. Such a
reaction gradually lessens as he or she enters into more complex and reciprocal relationships
with a range of  people including peers. Social learning theorists (Bandura, 1977 and Sullivan,
1953, in the USA) have emphasised the importance of  peers and early friendships in the
development of  the child as a social being. These theorists, along with Erikson albeit from a
rather different perspective, also highlight how early relationships help to shape both
personality and behaviour.

Learning takes place directly by direct teaching of  the child, but also indirectly by providing
a focus of  observation for the child (a model). Bandura (1977) believes that observing and
imitating adults, and also other children, teaches the child to behave morally and socially,
and such models exert their strongest influence in the preschool years. Repeated observations
of  others allow children to internalise rules of  good conduct and to select behaviours that
they regard as appropriate or inappropriate, and adults and other children are, therefore,
agents of  behavioural and social control. The emphasis on indirect modelling by the social
learning theorists is slightly different from the direct modelling put forward as a technique for
teaching and learning by the classic learning theorists, but the importance of  observation to
both groups of  theorists cannot be denied.
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Play has often been regarded as a way of  exercising skills that will be required in later life: a
sort of  rehearsal. Piaget was, however, more concerned with the development of  cognition
through the content of  play as was Vygotsky, who regarded play as the means by which the
child built mental structures that involved the use of  language and other aspects of  the culture.
Keenan (2002) points out, however, that: ‘play also allows children to explore their social
world by adopting various roles and interaction patterns thereby promoting social
development’ (p.202).

He identifies the following milestones in the social development of  normally developing
children:

• birth–6 months: awarenessof  and interest in other people;
• 6–12 months: clear interest in, and response to, peers;
• 12–14 months: engages in parallel play, understands the rules of  exchange, evidence of

pro-social behaviour such as empathy;
• 3 years: engages in co-operative play, dominance hierarchies are observed (rankings

within the group based on a characteristic such as toughness or bossiness);
• 4 years: engages in associative play, some conflicts occur;
• 6 years: more time spent with peers, group sizes increase, goals of  friendship are defined

by shared interests;
• 7–9 years: peer acceptance is the goal of  friendship;
• early adolescence: friendships centre on intimacy and self-disclosure, peer groups form

cliques;
• late adolescence: friends are seen as a source of  social and emotional support.

(adapted from Keenan, 2002, p.202)

In order to understand the development of  children with special educational needs it is
important to explore some of  these milestones, which may not correspond to the chronological
ages of  normally developing children. Such milestones are better thought of  as ‘signposts’.

If  we consider the first two signposts together, we can see in the example of  Bryony that
she had certain social limitations that made it difficult for her and her mother to interact.
Amy, on the other hand, became an influence on the reciprocal interaction between mother
and daughter in the first few weeks of  life. As the children developed, both passed the signpost
of  becoming aware of  other people, although Bryony did not seem to be aware of  others
until she went to school. ‘Other people’ included other children, and Amy began to show a
fleeting interest in peers from about the age of  two months. By the age of  six months she was
watching them carefully, returning their gaze and gradually responding to their play. In the
following example, two junior-age boys with complex needs were responding to each other,
possibly in a similar way to that of  Amy in her first year of  life. The boys had passed the
‘signpost’ of  just being interested in each other, and had devised a sophisticated, social, co-
operative game, which to the uninitiated could be considered outside their capabilities.
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Danial and Thomas have built on many of  the learning opportunities outlined in the
Framework for New Learning in Chapter 1 (QCA/DfEE, 2001) and are gaining new skills and
understanding through their play. Their play became sophisticated as they encountered playful
experiences, became aware of  toys as vehicles for interaction, attended and responded to each
other and became attuned to each other’s movements. They have engaged in a social activity
that requires participation and involvement. Their learning is more than gaining cognitive skills,
but is equally concerned with the development of  social understanding and competence.

Despite an interest in other children and people, some children may show a fear of
unfamiliar adults (and children); a reaction often referred to as ‘stranger anxiety’. Not all
children show this response, but it is not unusual for such fears to emerge in the second half
of  the first year. A child being picked up by someone he or she does not know, for example,
may cry and become agitated. Erikson stresses the importance of  a healthy sense of  mistrust
in the first of  his psychosocial stages (trust/mistrust, see Chapter 3). The ways in which
babies and young children regulate their reactions depend on the social context in which the
stressful reactions are handled. If  a caregiver overreacts to a situation by, for example, not
intervening in a supportive way, then it is likely that the child’s distress will be reinforced and
emotional development may be affected, in that the child could become more anxious and
overreact to out-of-the-ordinary events. At this stage, children only portray their feelings
through primitive means, such as crying or drawing away, but as they develop language or
learn to communicate, there is a greater possibility that they will be able to describe their
emotional states and to talk about their feelings and the feelings of  others. From the discussion
it is easier to see how social development underpins emotional development.

Using words or gestures to communicate opens up new prospects for interactions, which
become more and more complex as motor skills also increase and, as the child becomes
confident, understanding is established. A signpost (usually within the first 18 months) is that
the child moves from playing alongside others, or in parallel to them, to an understanding of
simple rules. Children co-ordinate their responses in more sophisticated way – ‘your turn’ –
and pretend play begins to emerge.
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Over 20 years ago, Jeffree et al. (1977) outlined the importance of  imaginative play for
children with learning difficulties. Their suggested functions for imaginative play can, of
course, apply to both normally developing children and those with special educational needs.
Their proposals are listed below.

����
��� 
���� ��"������ � ����������������������� ��������

In Piagetian terms the ability to allow one thing to stand for another, to picture something
which is not there, and to talk or communicate about it to another, contributes importantly
to the development of  cognition as discussed in the previous chapter.
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Children learn to put themselves in the place of  others, and they construct a naïve ‘theory of
mind’, which Berk (2003) describes as ‘a coherent understanding of  their own and others’
mental states’ (p.439). As Happe (1994, p.38) reminds us:

… normal children from around the age of  four years, understand (however implicitly)
that people have beliefs and desires about the world, and it is these mental states (rather
than the physical state of  the world) which determines a person’s behaviour.

In Piagetian terms, they are no longer egocentric.
Children with autism, however, often lack the ability to put themselves in the shoes of

another person and ‘theory of  mind’ has become a significant tool in the assessment of
autism. Important work has been carried out by researchers (led by Simon Baron-Cohen)
who have devised a classic false belief  test, widely known as the ‘Sally-Anne’ test. The test
has become a standard tool in the identification of  autism and therefore it is important to
highlight it here.
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The test has been widely used and ‘proven’, but researchers offer different explanations
for the reasons why children with autism have this lack of  understanding. They range from
difficulties with interpersonal relationships at early stages of  development (Tager-Flusher,
2001; Baron-Cohen, 1995), to difficulties in planning behaviour (Russell, 1997), to an
inability perceptually to link information together to form a whole (Happe, 1994). For an
overview of  these discussions, the reader is recommended to consult Lewis’s seminal work
on disability, which includes a chapter on ‘How do children with autism develop?’ (Lewis,
2003, p.249).
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As we can see from the example of  ‘feeding the giraffes’, imagination and inventiveness go
hand in hand. Around 20 per cent of  the free play of  children of  about four and five years
involves complicated imaginative play, and Bee (1989) reminds us that children who exhibit
a great deal of  such play are regarded by nursery staff  as being generally more socially
competent, more popular and less egocentric. This view is supported by Bruner (1996) who
considers play as fundamental to the development of  the child.
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Jeffree et al. (1977) emphasise that imagination can become a safety valve for stressful and
difficult situations. Children are able to escape from themselves into other roles and they –
particularly only children or those who are being bullied – often invent imaginary friends, or
project themselves into more powerful positions.
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This example illustrates a number of  dilemmas for Paul’s parents and the school staff:

• Does Paul’s dependency on an imaginary friend stem from emotional immaturity, or is
there cause for concern in terms of  Paul’s mental health?



),' ������
6���	��
���
�

• Should there be a close monitoring of  his conversations with ‘Ali’ in order to find out if
his imaginary friend is proving an outlet for a deeper problem (is this a strategy for
coping or a way of  regulating feelings?) or whether it is just part of  late development in
one area?

• Is there a connection between Paul’s inability (or reluctance) to make close friends and
his maintenance of  an imaginary friend?

• Does his slightly slurred speech really discourage or inhibit communication?
• Should Paul be made aware of  these concerns, and his views sought?

In the interests of  empowerment the answer to the last question is ‘yes’, but at the time of
writing this book the other questions remain unanswered. These are, however, the questions
that the professionals dealing with Paul need to raise and, of  course, there are no easy answers.

It is important, however, to reflect upon why Paul’s peers may not wish to become close
friends. Although children’s social skills (which include their ability to communicate with
others) are important in the acceptance by a peer group, other less rational characteristics
also have an effect. Unfamiliar factors, including fear of  human difference such as strange
names, unusual accents, and physical unattractiveness, can set children apart (Keenan, 2002).
As Paul’s disability results in unusual facial expressions, it may be that his peers are wary and
embarrassed, and therefore more likely to judge Paul to have other negative characteristics
that he does, in fact, not possess: often termed the ‘spread phenomenon’ (Wright, 1974).
Frances (2000) found that such reactions to an unusual facial appearance by school children
often resulted in staring, teasing, bullying and name-calling. Paul has an additional
disadvantage of  not being interested in the ‘accepted’ sporting interests of  his peer group.

It seems that his immediate peers acknowledge that Paul is a member of  their class, but
true friendships have not developed. The distinction between acknowledgement or acceptance
and friendship is an interesting one (Asher et al., 1996), and it fits in with Keenan’s ‘signpost’
for normally developing children around seven to nine years when it is suggested that peer
acceptance is the goal of  friendship and the beginning of  more intimate relationships. Paul’s
peers’ good-natured recognition of  him could be a positive indication that close friendships
will emerge.

The notion of  ‘difference’, however, will also have an effect on how Paul views himself.
His knowledge of  himself  is being formed through his interaction with others, and his
relationships play an important part in the development of  his personality and character.
Freud’s view of  emotional development suggests that felt emotions can result in inner conflicts
which the child represses because they are unacceptable. It is possible in Paul’s case that his
superego is compelling him to repress his feelings of  hurt and anger at the way in which he is
being treated because these feelings might lead him to ‘lash out’ in an aggressive response.
Instead he resorts to behaviour usually associated with a younger child.

Opportunities to make warm and satisfying friendships are related to emotional well-
being and stable behaviour throughout childhood and adolescence and into adulthood.
Younger children are naturally influenced by the adults around them, but older children care
more about what their peers think about them, and research by Rosenberg (1979) showed
that adolescents are more concerned with their best friends’ opinion of  them than that of
their parents as they enter Erikson’s fifth psychosocial stage of  identity/role diffusion. When
young people with learning difficulties have left school their ‘best friends’ are often those
with similar difficulties in learning. One reason for this can be attributed to the fact that,
through choice, their educational and leisure activities may only include those with similar
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disabilities. Another reason could be that, as part of  the move to maturity, people without
learning difficulties are likely to leave home and establish an existence that is, on the one
hand, self-reliant, and, on the other, encompasses a wide and varied circle of  friends (Lindon,
1996). Many of  these friends may not find it easy to accept someone with a disability, which
may be due to lack of  confidence or negative perceptions. In order to counteract such attitudes
strategies have been devised which help young people to recognise the personal qualities and
inherent abilities of  their peers with learning difficulties. The Fast Friends Programme is one
such strategy that has proved effective (Shevlin, 2003; Shevlin, 2001). Mainstream pupils
view videos of  pupils with learning disabilities achieving in different situations and then take
part in structured curricular activities with them. Viewing the videos has helped many
mainstream pupils to establish positive expectations towards developing relationships with
their peers with learning difficulties. Shevlin (2003, p.96) reports that the following comments,
made after the experience, are typical of  the mainstream pupils’ reactions:

‘I learned how easy it is to get on with them if  you give them a chance’;
‘I learned you could become real friends with someone with a disability.’

Berk (2003) lists four ways in which close friendships help emotional development through:

• an exploration of  self  in relation to another (a process that supports the development of
self-concept and identity);

• the provision of  a foundation for future intimate relationships (through, for example, the
emotion-laden discussions between best friends in adolescence on romance, sex and love
relationships);

• support in dealing with the stresses of  everyday life (in supportive friendships, anxiety
and loneliness are reduced and self-esteem is fostered);

• better adjustments and more positive attitudes towards school (interacting with friends
made at school encourages children and young people to view school more positively).
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Berk’s first point leads us to consider the development of  the self  and the importance of  self-
esteem. In Chapter 3, we mention the importance of  a ‘self-scheme’ in the overall development
of  the child. This ‘self-scheme’ or understanding of  him- or herself  will alter as the child
matures, and it is generally thought of  as a process which involves the self  as a subject of
experience, often referred to as existentialist self  (Lewis, 1990). In this early process, the child
learns that he or she is an agent of  change.

Erikson has shown through his psychosocial stages that the way in which people feel about
themselves influences their achievements in all areas of  development, and there is considerable
evidence to show the correlation between self-esteem and academic achievement (see, for
example, Lawrence, 1996). How others respond to children will inevitably influence their
ideas about them, as the following writing of  a pupil in year 10, taken from an article written
by Indoe et al. (1992; p.151), reveals:

School ain’t much fun
When all the teachers do is
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Tell you off
Couldn’t do better
Just average all they say
Well I’m special mate, unique,
Might not be brilliant at sport
Maths, English or any of  those things
Though I can do ’em
Yer there isn’t another me is there?
I’m unique
You aint seen nothing yet.

Certainly this could have been written by any one of  us, and it reveals, at a basic level, the
notion of  ‘self ’ as being different to others, but at a more sophisticated one, the fragility of
the concept of  ‘self ’. This pupil is angry, resentful and hurt that his ‘performance’ is constantly
being evaluated as inferior alongside his peers. The work illustrates that our understanding
of  ourselves is intertwined with social development and consequently influenced by others’
reactions to us. The pupil, in terms of  Erikson’s theory, is likely to be at the stage of  experi-
encing the tension between ‘industry versus inferiority’, and unfortunately, the balance is
tipped towards the feeling of  inferiority (see the hazards associated with this psychosocial
stage in Chapter 3).

The first step in understanding ‘self ’, however, is an awareness of  a separate identity. In
Piaget’s view, the extreme egocentrism that characterises the thinking of  the very young
infant is only gradually replaced by the ‘self-scheme’. In Freud’s view, separation from the
primary caregiver does not occur until the ego begins to develop and only with the emergence
of  these phases does self-‘awareness’ become evident. The classic test of  self-awareness was
the ‘rouge test’ (Lewis and Brooks-Gunn, 1979) in which a red spot was placed on the noses
of  young children who were then encouraged to look at their reflection in a mirror. It was
found that children around 15 to 20 months would touch the red spot on their own nose
when they saw their image. The researchers concluded that if  the children knew what they
looked like (were ‘self-aware’) then they would be surprised by an addition to their image and
would want to explore it by touch. It is suggested that people brought up totally isolated from
others do not have this self-awareness, which again highlights the importance of  social
interaction in the development of  the ‘self ’.

From this basic awareness of  ‘self ’ emerges a more sophisticated understanding based on
important qualities or characteristics such as gender, name and size. This development is
often referred to as the ‘self  as an object’ or the ‘categorical self ’ (Lewis, 1990). A further
development occurs as social interactions increase and the ‘self ’ begins to take into account
the reactions of  others. As far back as 1902, Cooley introduced the term ‘looking-glass self ’,
meaning that other people reflect back to us their perceptions of  us. Our self-concepts may
then change to accommodate the reflected view. This process is particularly potent when the
reflection comes from ‘significant others’ (Mead, 1934): people whom we are close to or have
regular contact with. As children mature and take on board more and more information
from a range of  ‘others’, they may reject or filter information if  it does not fit with their views
of  ‘self ’. The people who become meaningful to them, and to whom they look for support,
change as they mature. Research carried out by Rosenberg (1979) showed the expected: that
young children relied heavily on adults for their evaluations, but older children cared what
their best friends thought about them. These evaluations of  the ‘self ’ (particularly in terms
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of  others’ perceptions of  our own achievements and competences) become the basis of  ‘self-
esteem’. It is likely that the older pupil who wrote the words above has low self-esteem and,
for all his bravado, the fact that he mentions certain areas of  the curriculum (sport, maths
and English) indicates that these are important to him. Despite his comment ‘Though I can
do ’em’, it is likely that he is constantly being told by his teachers that his performance is poor
and, as already emphasised, in Erikson’s terms he is experiencing the crisis of  industry versus
inferiority; it is possible that, unless his ‘significant others’ change towards him, inferiority
will win.

It is not just negative comments that fuel negative perceptions of  difference. In the case of
Micheline Mason (quoted by Miell in Barnes, 1995), who has a physical disability, her own
realisation of  the enormous hurdles ahead of  her assumed massive proportions and were
likely to have had a bearing on her self-esteem at that time.
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In this example, Micheline’s beliefs, attitudes and values pertaining to herself  (her self-
concept) have been challenged. An evaluative component modified the way in which she saw
herself, and her self-worth or self-esteem were threatened. Early research undertaken in the
1970s and 1980s on the self-esteem of  children with physical disabilities suggested that it was
difficult for them to maintain high self-esteem as they were constantly contrasting themselves
with the able-bodied (Richardson et al., 1964; Henker, 1979). Since writing this, Micheline
Mason has developed her ideas and sees one of  the main problems for people with a disability
as the attitude of  others and the lack of  resources. Now, as a parent of  a child with a disability,
she is dedicated to helping educationalists to embrace full equality for all in all aspects of  the
community life.

In considering the attitudes of  others, Fox (2002, p.7) emphasises that:

… this social model of  disability suggests that the problems of  the child with a physical
disability do not reside in their disability but rather are located within their social world,
for example, the lack of  facilities at school or the attitude of  their teachers.
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Lack of  facilities and ‘set’ attitudes of  the staff  at schools to pupils apply to all children
(but particularly to those with difficulties in learning), and the need for acceptance, love and
approval in order to foster self-esteem is stressed by both the psychoanalytical and develop-
mental theorists.

It would be wrong in a chapter with emotional development as part of  its title not to make
explicit reference to the development of  emotional expression and understanding. Keenan
(2002), in an excellent chapter encompassing all aspects of  emotional regulation, takes a
functionalist view of  emotional development. Such a view stresses that emotions are adaptive
processes that are influenced by development in other areas, particularly in the social, cognitive
and perceptual domains. As the child matures, emotion becomes the regulator of  social and
cognitive behaviour; a point that we will return to later. He provides a succinct summary of
the milestones in the development of  emotional expression and understanding and his mile-
stones for social development have already been discussed in this chapter. It is easy to see
how the two areas overlap.

Some of  the early emotional expressions, such as stranger distress, have been discussed
already. Envy, guilt and embarrassment, however, have their roots in the evaluative component
we made reference to when discussing Micheline Mason’s writing. At around two to three
years, a child begins to evaluate his or her behaviour against a perceived standard. He or she
may feel embarrassed if  the behaviour does not match up to the standard or, in the case of
becoming envious, if  the behaviour does not match up to another person who is held in high
esteem. As the child matures, there is the realisation that two emotions can occur together. In
normally developing children at around adolescence there is the recognition that different
‘sets’ of  emotions can occur from a single event and these can disrupt or disorganize func-
tioning. If  we are happy as a result of  something, but at the same time a little nervous (for
example, being given an award and having to make a speech in recognition of  it), we will
experience a range of  emotions during a block of  time: pleasure, pride, embarrassment, fear
and relief  are just some of  the possibilities of  emotions felt during the award ceremony.
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In Paul’s case (described earlier in this chapter), the name-calling by his peers evoked
feelings of  both anger and distress, but his apparent nonchalant attitude could be a product
of  his ability to regulate his emotions. His emotional arousal is controlled by his capacity to
cope. The research into the regulation of  emotions suggests that a number of  factors come
into play, some of  which are intrinsic, others extrinsic. The development of  the central nervous
system, the changes in cognitive functioning and the growth of  linguistic skills are some of
the intrinsic processes which aid regulation. Extrinsic processes can be identified as those
influential ‘outside’ factors, such as the love and understanding of  parents and other key
individuals, opportunities to talk about feelings to a ‘best’ friend, and the expectations of
society (or in Bruner’s term ‘the culture’). From a basic regulation of  both the intrinsic and
the extrinsic factors comes an understanding of  an emotional self  that is shaped by the
reaction of  others. A person may perceive herself  or himself  as quiet or diffident and therefore
bring conscious strategies into play in order to confirm his or her beliefs. As we mature, a
complex network of  self-belief  systems is incorporated into our ‘self-awareness’.

+�����
��

Our development as a social being and the way in which we deal with our emotions, and
establish a self-image, to a large extent determines our behaviour. Some children exhibit
behaviours which are out of  the ordinary, or difficult to interpret, and are therefore regarded
as ‘challenging’. Such an expression is important as it implies that difficulties arise because
of  the way in which the child and the ‘system’ interrelate. The system may be the application
of  ‘standards’ by parents, school or society, which are ill-matched to the child’s abilities and
understanding.

David, discussed in Chapter 4, struggles to understand what is expected of  him and,
therefore, exhibits ‘challenging’ behaviour as a protest against his inhibiting learning environ-
ment. In an effort to allow him to ‘cool down’, the staff  often send him out of  the room,
which gives him an opportunity to escape from the work he does not understand, and offers
them some respite from his behaviour. In David’s case the responsibility for his behaviour is
placed on his shoulders (‘conform or else’) without taking into consideration the responsibilities
that staff  have to differentiate experiences and to provide pupils with the opportunities to
learn and to achieve. For him, the seemingly inflexible system is likely to be a major reason
for the increase in challenging behaviour. The Index for Inclusion, which has been sent to all
maintained schools in Britain, provides materials to support staff  in building on their own
knowledge about what impedes learning (Booth et al., 2000). Below are some of  the examples
of  questions (taken from a variety of  sections of  the materials) that the staff  teaching David
may wish to consider.

3����

N 4�����������	���
��
6������
���	�������
�������

��
�������
�
��
���%������������������
����

�����	���
���
6�
�����I

N �
����66����������
��
�
����
�����	��	�����
6������
�����
�6�
������

����66�����I

N 4���������
����������

�����%����
����66���
�������������
�����
����H

�������JI

N �
������
���6��������������������/������I

N �
����66��
������
���������
��
�����6
�����	�
��
�������
����66��������I



),> ������
6���	��
���
�

N �
����66�
%���	������

���
�
������
���6�����

��������������	��
6������
��I

N ������66���������
6�%���	�
������������
������������6
������
	�
��������

���
��������
�
�

�3�����
��I

N ���� ���� �


����

�� ���
�
����� %�����
� ��	������

� 
6� �����
���� �
�� ����66����

�

��������

��
����������
�����3�����

I

N �
����������
�������������

��%������6
�������
���
�
	���
���������66����������3�����
���

%���
��������
����
�����

�I

N ������������������
����
	��%���������
�����
�
���
�������������

�
6�

�������
�����
���


��
���
������6
������
	�
������������

���3�����
���
6����������
��I

Embedded in many of  these questions is an emphasis on the development of  the individual
and, for David, his teachers and his peers, attempting to answer questions such as these will
encourage a consideration of  each person’s individual strengths, feelings and preconceptions.
Putting the answers into practice will also bring about change in the social and emotional
development of  the ‘group’. These reflections can also lead to the building of  a web of
interrelated support systems (ecosystems) that enable children to feel valued, safe and important
partners in the structure of  the learning and teaching environment.

Schools often use Circle Time to encourage pupils to explore their own feelings and conflicts
in a non-blaming, non-punitive way. Such a process can enhance self-esteem and encourage
self-worth but, at the same time, help to develop a better understanding of  the feelings of
others. Circle Time is used in primary and secondary schools and the structure varies
depending on the age of  the pupils and their experiences of  working together. The pupils sit
in a ‘circle’ which ensures that everyone is in the best position to be seen and heard. The
school rules on bullying presented in Chapter 3 were devised by Year 7 pupils in this way.
Curry and Bromfield (1994) provide useful activities for the development of  the personal and
social education of  primary age pupils, including those whose behaviour is disruptive. Circle
Time, however, can also be an effective way of  helping pupils with other forms of  ‘challenging’
behaviour: the withdrawn child and the pupil who is isolated from his or her peer group, for
example.

It can be said that all children who present challenging behaviour are trying to ‘commu-
nicate’ something. David was ‘communicating’ his concern about the inappropriate, possibly
unstructured, learning activities that were often presented to him. Ranjit, detailed below,
communicates in a similar way, but his ‘challenging’ behaviour is more intense and has the
potential to hurt others.
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It is likely that the latter will involve a consideration of  the development of  a communication
system that is recognised by all staff. In a survey on the identification of  the challenging
behaviour of  pupils with severe learning difficulties in special schools (Harris et al., 1996), it
was found that a possible reason for the challenging behaviour of  many children was a lack
of  a recognisable system of  communication for each child. Such a finding is surprising when
considerable research has been carried out into the development of  alternative and
augmentative systems of  communication. The staff  of  the special schools taking part in the
research (considered to be good schools) were aware of  developments in these areas, but had
made little attempt to establish such systems for all pupils. Harris et al. (1996) emphasise that
when pupils are provided with the skills and opportunities to make their needs known, there
is always a considerable reduction in the levels of  challenging behaviour. Ian, in Chapter 8,
was given the skills to make his needs known when he lost his favourite toy, and consequently
his challenging behaviour was reduced.

For some children, however, there may be physiological or neurological reasons for specific
behaviours which challenge the system. Pupils with Prader–Willi syndrome, for example, are
prone to excessive eating, which can present health problems. Girls with Rett syndrome
develop ‘hand-wringing’, which inhibits the development of  fine motor skills, and a high
proportion of  children with Lesch–Nyhan syndrome self-injure. It is also important to
emphasise that social and family difficulties contribute to emotional disturbance and have a
direct effect on the way in which the child behaves, and on his or her social development.

����
���� ����������
����� �� 
 � � 
���� 
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‘Emotional and behavioural difficulties’ (commonly referred to, as we write, as EBD) is a
term that is often used to describe a specific group of  children with special educational needs
whose ‘needs’ are often thought best met by special provision. But how do these children’s
needs differ from those of  David and Ranjit described earlier in this chapter? In 1994 a
DfEE Circular described such difficulties as those that: ‘lie on a continuum between behaviour
which challenges teachers, but is within the normal, albeit unacceptable, bounds and that
which is indicative of  serious mental illness’ (p. 7, para.2).
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Such a definition is socially constructed; a label of  EBD will evoke a different response in
each adult involved with the child and, as Cole et al. (1999) stress, ‘the lively youngsters in one
setting can be deemed a major problem in another’ (p.22). EBD does not arise from committing
certain acts, but arises when other people define the act as serious. Visser and Rayner (1999)
point out that the term draws on ‘societal, cultural and individual histories and perspectives’
(p.14). Such individual histories may, of  course, involve difficult family backgrounds or physical
or sexual abuse and, as Cooper et al. (1994) emphasise, acts of  antisocial behaviour, violence
and aggression may be the norm in a pupil’s family or social subgroup and may consequently
result in disruptive behaviour in school. However, they also state that matters of  individual and
family pathology have often been overplayed in attempts to understand the cause of  emotional
and behavioural problems and attention should now turn to a consideration of  how schools
exacerbate, and sometimes cause, such problems. Historically, terminology used to describe
pupils with EBD ascribed blame to the pupils only. Terms such as ‘maladjusted’, ‘disturbed’,
‘disruptive’ or ‘psychiatric’ imply that the child is at fault and by focusing the blame on the
pupil the need to consider the structure and regimes of  the school does not arise. Only a small
proportion of  children labelled EBD require therapeutic or medical help. The rest are locked,
with their family and the staff  of  their schools, into an inescapable chain of  negative reactions:
the disruptive behaviour of  pupils results in negative reactions from adults; such negative reactions
produce more disruptive behaviour in the pupils. Research shows that pupils who are deemed
to have emotional and behavioural difficulties often underachieve and have some difficulties in
sustaining concentration, which results in difficulties in learning. These pupils are often acutely
aware of  their ‘failures’ (Daniels et al., 1998; Cole and Visser, 2000) and are often concerned
that their peers also recognise them in such a way. In order to be considered ‘hard’ and ‘cool’ by
other pupils they resort to even more ‘disruptive’ behaviour. Another cause of  action is that of
‘flight’, and pupils with EBD often resort to truanting as an escape mechanism.

In the past, three separate ways of  intervening with such children, which are directly
related to the theorists we have considered, have been documented by writers such as Wolfgang
and Glickman, 1986; and Cooper et al., 1994. Put simply these involve:

�*��� 8 ��#���� � ���� �*� 4 �2"���� Draws on behavioural principles where external
rewards (which are reviewed and changed) shape and alter behaviour. Intervention requires
a controlled environment ‘which shapes the academic skills required by society’ (Cooper et
al.,1994, p.118).

�O�$�O�� 4� ������O������ 4� Stems, according to these writers, from the work of
Bruner and the notion that development is based on a relationship between individual growth
and the influences of  society. Intervention is different from the examples of  behavioural
contracting that we have given in Chapter 7, which rely on rewards to change behaviour. In
the views of  Wolfgang and Glickman and Cooper et al. the ‘confronting and contracting’
perspective involves a consideration of  the development of  the child alongside the external
forces of  ‘the culture’, and when challenges arise teacher and pupil have a shared responsibility
to find a mutually acceptable solution.

����� 4O��2 4 � D � 4 � � �� 4� Based on Freudian psychoanalysis where the expression of
feelings is seen as crucial to development and staff  provide an environment which encourages
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pupils to take control of  their own emotions. Intervention includes listening, reflecting feelings,
and avoiding judgements.

Rather than considering these interventions as separate from each other, staff  of  schools
will bring into play aspects of  each in their interactions with pupils. Indeed, as Cole (2003)
emphasises, where staff  are seen as coping well with ‘difficult’ children a climate of  ‘listening’
is evident. Cole (2003) suggests that staff  do not ‘need to be masters of  psychoanalysis or of
therapies’. Like all teachers, ‘they should be well-organised, consistent, humorous, calm,
enthusiastic; skilful in delivering their curriculum subjects; set clear boundaries; (and be) flexible
…’ (p.70). In addition, they should be positive in their approach and willing to consider the
behaviour of  their pupils from different perspectives, and above all they should be good listeners.
Cole (2003) gives an indication of  what pupils are looking for in their teachers in this description
given by a Year 10 girl with a statement of  EBD from research undertaken by Daniels et al.
(1998): ‘… teachers who understand you and take an interest in you. After you have finished
your work they ask you who you are. They socialise. You get to like them …’ (p.70).

Such teachers will undoubtedly analyse the behaviour of  their pupils in context and consider
such questions as whether he or she is:

• protesting about uninspired and boring teaching;
• not understanding the content of  the lessons;
• making a political or personal statement;
• reflecting models of  behaviour which are the norm in his or her family or circle of

friends;
• communicating distress because of  disturbing experiences;
• displaying behaviour which is being ‘modelled’ by members of  staff  (for example, verbal

aggression).
(adapted from Upton, 1992)

The staff  of  the school are well aware that these are only some of  the questions that need
considering, but it is important to stress that they are seeking to understand the behaviour in
terms of  the interactions of  all involved, either within the school or in the community. They
will then be concerned to break the chain of  negative reactions described above. Specific
programmes may be brought into play. One such programme is Stop, Think, and Do (Petersen,
2003) which combines the development of  cognitive problem-solving with the learning of
new behavioural skills to help pupils to improve their relationship with people and to make,
and keep, friends.

Whatever specific strategies are used, it is clear that theory and practice are giving out
messages that schools will only be successful in alleviating the challenges brought about by
children who are considered to have emotional and behavioural difficulties if  the ethos of
the establishment encourages members of  staff  to listen and talk to children in order to seek
greater insights into the behaviour and actions of  all involved.
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A central theme running throughout this chapter has been the importance of  social interaction
and its bearing on the development of  the emotions and behaviour. Pupils with special
educational needs require, more than others, an environment which encourages and supports
social development, and also encourages them to take responsibility for their own actions.
They also need to be given clear messages that they are valued as individuals in their own
right, and that their achievements in all areas of  development are of  significance. Poor skills
of  interaction can be seen to be a cause of  rejection which, in turn, leads to the development
of  poor self-esteem and possible antisocial behaviour.

Our examples in this chapter highlight the need for staff  and caregivers to provide targeted
help in order to address the developmental needs of  pupils with a range of  difficulties in
learning. As we have emphasised, the work of  the theorists in the promotion of  behavioural,
emotional and social development provides a firm foundation for the consideration of  such
specific and appropriate support. In no way are we suggesting that one theorist (or group of
theorists) can provide all the answers in every area, and obviously the views of  some theorists
are of  greater help in one area of  development than another. Used sensitively, and inter-
changeably, the work of  each theorist makes a valuable contribution to providing the targeted
support needed to ensure the development of  behaviour, emotion and social interaction. As
we have stressed in relation to the emotional and behavioural difficulties experienced by
some pupils, targeted support needs to be placed within an ecosystemic approach where all
interactions, negative and positive, of  those involved (pupils, peers, caregivers and school
staff) are seen as influencing behaviour and fostering social development. Such an approach
requires a degree of  self-analysis by all parties where personal constructs and perceptions are
considered against the perceptions of  others within the social system (Stakes, 1999). Only
then can mutual respect be encouraged and a foundation for mutual support be established
which provide sound foundations for the process of  empowerment.
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Historically, the effects of  sensory and physical impairments have often been studied in order
to extend our understanding of  typical development. For example, it has been argued that
research on the effects of  blindness on language and communication development provides
fresh insights into language acquisition (Lewis, 2003). As we have shown in the other chapters,
our intention in writing this book is to reverse this trend: we believe that we should explore
the developmental progression of  children with special educational needs within the frame-
works that seek to explain development in all children. Our commitment to including all
children within the same explanatory frameworks is linked to our conviction that, regardless
of  physical capabilities or the status of  sight and hearing, all individuals strive towards personal
autonomy.

We recognise that developmental processes are complex and it is often difficult, and indeed
in many cases impossible and not desirable, to determine which area of  development causes
changes in other areas. For example, what prerequisites are necessary in the area of  vision
and hearing for physical development to occur, and vice versa? In the previous chapter we
emphasised the need to understand the ‘signposts’ children encounter as they grow and
mature, and we stressed the importance for professionals to have knowledge of  the patterns
of  normal development in order to take appropriate action. In the areas of  development
discussed in this chapter, in particular, ‘appropriate action’ relates to the management of,
and the provision for, the functional and educational difficulties that can result from sensory
impairments and physical disabilities. However, as we demonstrate, other effects, apart from
those of  the physical disabilities themselves, influence the way in which the individual grows
and adapts. For example, the way in which modifications are made or the manner in which
possible aids are presented may have profound implications for the development of  learning
abilities or for personal development. Similarly, as we point out, the manner in which other
people build on the person’s spontaneous response to a lack of  ability in some areas will
shape (or inhibit) the development, not only of  physical skills, but also of  conceptual
understandings in relation to that area.

Throughout the book we have illustrated the overlaps in areas of  development and have
shown that each has an impact on another. Sharman et al. (1995, p.93), in offering the following
‘signposts’ (which they refer to as milestones) for gross and fine motor skills, highlight the
interweaving of  physical and sensory development. For example, the following are some of
the abilities infants between the ages of  one and six months have usually acquired:

� lift his or her head to change position;
� wave arms and hands;
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� kick legs alternately when placed on his or her back;
� watch main caregiver;
� follow movements;
� absorb visual stimuli.

And some of  the abilities usually acquired by children between 18 months and five years
are:

� run safely;
� ride a tricycle;
� stand on tiptoe, hop, jump and skip;
� enjoy music and movement;
� show hand preference;
� build a tower of  bricks;
� use scissors;
� thread beads.

People use a range of  headings in order to highlight patterns of  development. Sheridan
(1997), for example, chooses to describe posture and large movements and vision and fine movements,
and Griffiths (1967) uses the terms locomotor and eye and hand co-ordination. The descriptors, or
targets, within the various categories demonstrate the close relationships between one area
and another, although we are not advocating a ‘tick list’ approach to recording development.
All children vary at the age at which they acquire the same skill or piece of  knowledge, or
understand a particular concept, and it is not unusual for activities highlighted by ‘experts’ as
important to be missed out altogether. We regard detailed charts of  developmental progress of
limited use, but ‘signposts’ illustrating broad bands of  development can provide important
guidelines for:

• considering appropriate teaching and learning experiences regardless of  chronological
age;

• utilising information on what may be achieved in order to plan accordingly;
• a focus for the application of  the Framework for New Learning;
• the identification of  marked differences.

To help children with sensory impairments and physical disabilities to become empowered,
staff, parents and caregivers will need to carefully consider appropriate aids and adaptations
to the learning environment to support development. For pupils with physical disabilities,
wheelchairs, standing frames and prostheses are important amplifiers for motor capabilities,
and glasses and hearing aids can assist the development of  the senses of  those with vision
and hearing losses. Detailed analysis of  the physical environment will also be necessary in
order to reduce the impact of  the disabilities. For example, Wendy, a pupil with visual
impairment and a physical disability, referred to in Chapter 3, needs to be placed in the best
possible position to ensure that her limited vision is used to good effect and that she is given
every opportunity to extend her fine motor skills. At present, a standing frame, with bright
light coming from the right-hand side, is her best ‘aid’ for the acquisition of  knowledge, skills
and understanding. As she matures and develops physically, other ‘aids’ for learning will
become important. Although Toby, in Chapter 7, has vision and hearing impairments, he
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enjoys exploring his immediate environment through touch using the soles of  his feet and his
hands. The examples of  Kirsty in the same chapter, and Jasmin in Chapter 4, illustrate the
importance of  adaptations of  classroom equipment, furniture and the environment. The
adapted volley ball (a balloon filled with dried pasta) allows Tom, in Chapter 3, to take part
in a game with his peers that would otherwise not be accessible to him. Ramps, uncluttered
corridors and wide doors with handles at a convenient height need to be considered if  Jasmin
is to travel independently in her wheelchair.

It might appear that the issues surrounding the physical development of  children whose
special educational needs stem from physical disabilities are different from those we have
discussed in relation to other aspects of  development. For example, access to buildings is of
crucial concern, as are the correct positioning of  pupils and the administration of  passive
movement regimes in order to maintain good body posture and to prevent contractures. In
addition, specific physiotherapy may be required for particular conditions (chest physiotherapy
for children with cystic fibrosis, for example) and staff  may need to be trained to move and
handle children in certain ways ( Jackson, 2000). However, in presenting and examining the
case studies we return to the main theme of  this book, which focuses on self-advocacy. When
physical abilities are compromised there may be a tendency for physically able people to
assume the role of  advocate for the child or adult who has a disability. By effectively denying
people the opportunity to negotiate a position from which they can take control, even in
limited ways, over their own lives, well-meaning parents, professionals or peers can prevent
the child or adult from encountering certain experiences. These, as the Framework for New
Learning emphasises, are crucial to ongoing development in all areas. In relation to physical
disabilities, as we will show, encountering experiences is often perceived as ‘facing challenges’
but, we assert, it is necessary if  all concerned are going to maximise and consolidate the
physical potential of  the child or adult with the disability.

���
���� ������
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As already stated at the beginning of  this chapter, knowledge of  basic patterns of  gross and
fine motor development help to identify differences that may become apparent in the develop-
mental patterns of  children who have specific disabilities, particularly those with motor
impairments. Many children with physical disabilities, especially those with cerebral palsy,
have atypical motor patterns and consequently have particular problems in executing
movements and in gaining specific motor skills. Some motor skills require a high degree of
precision: for example, picking up a paper clip from the table, or cutting with a knife.

Motor patterns are less precise and Lerner (1997) gives the example of  throwing a ball at a
target which may be a motor skill, but the ability of  utilising this skill as part of  a baseball
game involves a motoric pattern which brings into play hand–eye co-ordination and many
sets of  complicated movements.

Movements take place in response to signals from the brain that alter the tension of  specific
groups of  muscles. Such tensions are co-ordinated in set patterns or sequences, often involving
different parts of  the body. Sitting up, for example, requires a sequence of  movement that
involves the head, shoulders, hips and back (Glenn and Robertson, 2001). Brain damage can
inhibit muscle co-ordination and consequently synchronised movements, such as sitting up,
may be difficult. Children and adults with cerebral palsy are likely to find co-ordinated
movements problematic and, as eye defects are common in people with this condition, orienta-
tion is also affected. Cerebral palsy can be classified in one or more of  three general types
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(spasticity, athetosis and ataxia), each of  which is characterised by a particular state of  muscle
tone and associated patterns of  movement (for a detailed description, see Bleck and Nagel,
1982). Reasons for cerebral palsy are many and some of  the causes include a lack of  oxygen
at birth, prematurity, infection, trauma and hereditary malformation (Miller, 1992). Those
with cerebral palsy who are hypertonic (have increased muscle tension and tone) will have
difficulty in carrying out smooth movements, and those who have a lack of  muscle tone and
are ‘floppy’ (hypotonic) will have difficulty in initiating or directing movement. In the case of
Jaz, it is easy to see the implications of  the lack of  co-ordinated movements for the majority
of  classroom activities.
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Jaz, in comparison with a child without such disabilities, is more dependent on the help of
staff  to enable him to develop, learn and progress. The aids to movement (fixtures to ensure
that work does not move) and mobility (callipers, adapted footwear and non-slip flooring) are
enhancing Jaz’s competence. Such support systems, as we have pointed out earlier, are, in
Bruner’s terms, ‘amplifiers’ or tools for learning, which in Jaz’s case are constructed by other
people. Piaget emphasises the importance of  action for perceptual development, and although
not specifically emphasised in the example, it is likely that Jaz’s orientation and spatial problems
have added to his inability to control his movements. In their research, Foreman et al. (1989)
found that children with cerebral palsy had difficulties in reconstructing accurate ‘maps’ of
familiar places, and adding landmarks to them. Thus, when Jaz is working in collaboration
with his peers, they are able to ‘model’ the correct responses for the correct placing of  the
parts (a technique discussed in relation to the learning theorists in Chapter 7).

In his interactions with his peers it is important that Jaz feels positive about his contribution
to the work of  others and that his self-esteem is preserved. Despite his motor difficulties, he
has made a valuable contribution to the planning and design of  the activity and his work is
valued by his peers. They are allowing him (possibly without realising it) to control parts of
the interaction. Research by Dallas et al. (1993) shows that children with cerebral palsy are
often passive in their interactions, and other children (in their research, the siblings of  the
children under scrutiny) tended to control the situation. In terms of  Erikson’s first psychosocial
stage, his peers’ trust in Jaz’s planning ability outweighs their healthy mistrust of  his motor
ability and, in turn, their trust in his capabilities encourages his own capacity to cope with
the negative experiences of  his body, and therefore helps him to ‘trust’ himself. His peers’
positive but critical attitude towards the contribution Jaz can make to the work of  the group
‘challenges’ him to take on board their views and encourages him to reorganise his thoughts.
As Flanagan (1996, p.73) points out: ‘children working together may promote learning not
just because others may have greater knowledge but also because conflicting views necessitate
negotiation which forces the individuals to reconstruct their ideas’.

Such socially supportive climates for learning have direct links to the Vygotskyan social-
constructivist theory of  learning (Watson, 1999). In addition, the collaborative approach
taken by Jaz’s teachers and physiotherapists in drawing up his specific physiotherapy
programme helps to ensure that it becomes a basic part of  teaching and learning which
transcends all areas of  the curriculum. The programme is designed to help Jaz to control his
voluntary movements and to establish specific motor behaviours. In Piaget’s view, motor
behaviour linked to sensory stimulation is the basis of  the development of  cognition, and by
careful consideration of  his environment by the staff  of  the school and the provision of
correct ‘aids’ to support his learning as he matures, Jaz is developing physically despite his
physical impairments. It is important to emphasise that disorders of  the nervous system,
such as cerebral palsy, have encouraged many approaches to therapy and some, such as the
particular patterning techniques of  Doman–Delacato (Ziegler and Victoria, 1975) are not
only highly invasive to the child and the family, but are considered by many researchers to be
theoretically unsound (Cogher et al., 1992).

Many therapists and teachers, however, have adapted some of  the methods of  the rehabili-
tation system conductive education (an approach developed in Budapest by Dr Andras Peto
1903–67). Conductive education is based on the notion of  ‘orthofunction’ which aims to
develop physical and emotional independence. As Coles and Zsargo (1998) emphasise, ortho-
function is not a cure for disordered motor function but, they believe, helps the child to find
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some solutions to the problems of  everyday life. Attitude is seen as vital: the ability to solve
problems and to apply solutions based on one situation to another is very much part of  the
philosophy of  the approach. Coles and Zsargo (1998) explain that children are ‘taught to
roll, crawl, and hold onto furniture and generally move as actively as possible’ (p.71). The
approach sets out to develop motor function and cognition holistically (for a full account of
the theoretical framework on which the approach is based see Hari and Akos, 1988). However,
research on an evaluation of  the achievements of  UK children using the original Hungarian
approach showed that progress was modest and the claims made by the major educational
establishment to use the approach in England were not realised (Bairstow et al., 1993).
Nevertheless, many schools have incorporated parts of  the Peto methods (often called motor-
based learning or motor education) into their curriculum. We mention it here because some
of  the strategies used by adults and caregivers to promote the development of  the whole
child resonate with the work of  the theorists explored in this book, two of  which are:

• the role of  the conductor (the person in charge of  the delivery of  the programme);
• rhythmical intention.

The work of  the conductor is to ensure that the individual capabilities and difficulties of
each child are considered holistically. Coles and Zsargo (1998) explain that the children are
given tasks that are just achievable and are therefore, in Vygotskian terms, within the child’s
ZPD. In addition, rhythmical intention involves all the children verbalising a goal set by the
conductor. For example, the children may verbalise the goal ‘I raise my right arm’ and carry
out the action to rhythmic counting. It is thought that verbalisation prepares the central
nervous system for action and helps the pupil to create an internal picture: a ‘motor memory’
(Wilson, 2001). Such a process is in line with the Vygotskian mediation where the use of  language
is used to clarify, extend and make thoughts explicit (Hodapp, 1998).

In this approach, there is an emphasis on a teaching environment that promotes the
application of  the learned skills across all areas of  the curriculum and Wilson suggests, for
example, that a child in a design and technology lesson may require a specific grab rail in
order to access tools. Group work is encouraged and, in line with the principles of  the learning
theorists, children are encouraged to model ways in which they have developed (or are going
about the development of ) motor skills in specific tasks. As in all group activities, there is the
potential for developing interpersonal relationships and the facilitation of  group practices.
The emphasis on orthofunction means that children are taught to adapt, to cope and to be
creative in order to ‘find a way around a problem’ (Coles and Zsargo, 1998, p.71). In other
words, they are striving for independence, self-advocacy and autonomy.
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As we have stated, we are not necessarily recommending such approaches to motor
education: indeed we have emphasised that many researchers have serious reservations about
its overall effectiveness (Bairstow et al., 1993), as have people with a disability themselves
(Oliver, 1989). We do, however, encourage an investigation of  all classroom practices,
particularly in terms of  their potential for promoting self-advocacy and autonomy within the
theoretical frameworks that we have explored.

In a consideration of  physical development so far, we have only discussed the motor impair-
ments of  cerebral palsy and we wish to stress that this is only one of  the many physical
disabilities that result in barriers to learning and has the potential to affect normal
development. It is important to bear in mind that the implications of  one disability cannot
unquestionably be generalised to others, but as a guiding principle, development which
naturally enhances self-advocacy is the result of  a complex interaction between the environ-
ment and the child and his or her own physical challenges.

The ‘challenges’ for Sue during her time in school were demanding for her and the staff.
Now in her forties, Sue’s physical disabilities were an outcome of  the drug thalidomide (given
to her mother during pregnancy) and resulted in Sue’s arms (flippers) being attached directly
to her torso. She also had some difficulties in learning, but these were unlikely to be related
to the drug, although research by Decarie (1969) found that a high proportion of  the
thalidomide children she studied did have some difficulties in language and cognitive
development. The example below, taken from a long list, shows some of  the ‘challenges’
revealed by a functional assessment of  Sue’s daily living activities at the start of  secondary
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education, undertaken by Sue herself, with the help of  her teacher (one of  the authors of  this
book).
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Many of  Sue’s challenges were, however, ‘inconveniences’ and were overcome with the
help of  an occupational therapist and the provision of  appropriate aids, adapted clothing
(particularly important in enabling full use of  her ‘flippers’), tall working surfaces, and an
adapted environment. Although some of  the ‘challenges’ on Sue’s list may look trivial in
today’s climate, at the time (without appropriate management) they could have quickly
accumulated into an unnecessary pattern of  dependency and greater disability. Sue would
not, for example, be able to zip up her jeans without the long hook which was made especially
for her and which she controlled by her teeth. Despite being labelled in the 1970s as having
learning difficulties, Sue proved to be a self-directed learner, who was keen to take care of
her physical management and therefore become more autonomous. Although her physical
disabilities had the potential to inhibit other areas of  development, her keenness to be
autonomous meant, albeit unintentionally, that she made every effort to engage in activities
that fostered physical development. For example, in learning to put her socks on by substituting
her mouth for her hands, she was able to demonstrate greatly advanced motor skills (she
could position her feet under her chin).

Steel (1996) gives an example of  another teenager, Robert, whose physical challenges
were different to Sue’s but who took control of  his own physical management in other ways,
and whose physical development was of  a very different order. Robert had brittle bones, and
extreme care had to be undertaken in any physical manoeuvres, such as transferring Robert
from his wheelchair onto a padded seat, as any pressure could result in painful fractures.
Throughout his schooling, Robert had been encouraged to take charge of  the situation, and
as a teenager he was able to:

… advise and direct his helpers, instruct them as to when he was ready for a particular
manoeuvre, and thus ensure that transfers were effected smoothly and with appropriate
care. Such tasks were never rushed and never undertaken until Robert was fully prepared.

(Steel, 1996, p.62)
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As a teenager with a physical disability Robert had learned to express his needs and then
to anticipate the required manoeuvre, which resulted in minimal physical damage. He was
his own advocate and earned the respect of  the adults he was in contact with for his opinions,
his efforts and hard work. He, like any teenager, resented being on the receiving end of
discourtesies or disrespectful actions.

Our final example of  a pupil with motor difficulties is that of  James who was diagnosed as
having dyspraxia. In the past he may have been considered to be a ‘clumsy child’, but it has
been found that a number of  children have difficulties carrying out a consistent range of
motor behaviours (usually throughout their lives) for unexplained reasons. Consequently,
terms such as dyspraxia, developmental co-ordination disorder (DCD) or specific develop-
mental disorder (SDD) have replaced the notion of  ‘clumsiness’. It is worth noting here that
dyspraxia comes within the category of  specific learning difficulties: that is, it is not expected
that dyspraxia will have any significant effect on general learning ability.

Some examples of  the motor difficulties these children may have are in the following
areas:

• self-help (for example, dressing, co-ordinating cutlery, cleaning teeth);
• dexterity (such as cutting with scissors, writing, using a ruler);
• carrying out spatial tasks (following maps or diagrams);
• organising themselves or being tidy;
• planning motor movements;
• balancing (riding a bicycle, roller skating), playing ball games;
• understanding or following rules (particularly games which require motor co-ordination).

(adapted from the information from the Dyspraxia Foundation website
http://www.dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk/)
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Throughout this chapter we have emphasised that physically able people must not deny
children and young people with physical disabilities opportunities to negotiate a position
from which they can take control. Writers who are physically disabled themselves are quick
to point out the social restrictions and the oppression they face from well-meaning but ill-
informed individuals who fail to take account of  their needs within the structures and
organisation of  society and, consequently, inhibit their participation within it (Oliver, 1996;
Morris, 1991; Shakespeare, 1996). They, and others like them, constantly remind us that it is
the collective responsibility of  all to create an environment where physical disabilities are not
an important issue and that enables those with such disabilities to contribute to society.

���
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Although the majority of  this section will focus on vision and hearing, it should be stressed
that in order to make sense of  the world a normally developing baby utilises the whole range
of  sensory input including touch, taste and smell, and it is important that these components
are not overlooked. Piaget stressed that throughout infancy the child will be instrumental in
procuring and organising all the experiences he or she encounters and Isaacs (1966, p.9)
points out that the child:

follows with his eyes, explores with them, turns his head; explores with his hands, grips,
lets go, pulls, pushes; explores with his mouth; moves his body and limbs; explores jointly
and alternately with eye and hand etc.

For many children with special educational needs, particularly those with profound and
multiple learning disabilities, caregivers will need to help them to assimilate and accommodate
their experiences through the exploitation of  touch, taste and smell. The following example
of  the experiences offered to Mercy in an effort to help her to recognise her environment as
she enters her school gives some indication of  the importance of  the involvement of  all
senses, and of  the role the adult plays in helping her to structure her thinking.
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For Mercy to access the curriculum, sensory experiences are used throughout the day, but
are structured with great care. The possibilities are endless: for example, the sense of  touch
is not just confined to sensations presented to her through her hands, but other areas of  her
skin (the sense organ that allows the discrimination of  touch) such as feet and lips are brought
into play. Smells are also used to alert her to the commencement of  activities: a waft of  her
talcum powder indicates that it is time for her toilet routine; pine air freshener signifies ‘home
time’. It is possible to bombard Mercy with too many experiences which could result in
confusion (Brown et al., 1998; Davis, 2001). In another child, too many stimuli may result in
hyperactivity or complete withdrawal. Initially, Mercy’s efforts to communicate intentionally
have been limited to the few staff  who ensure that she receives consistent signals and that her
emotional development is not impaired.
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In a number of  schools, particularly special schools, specific sensory environments are con-
structed which have a range of  functions. Some (white rooms, for example) are often made
available for leisure, relaxation, aromatherapy and massage (Pagliano, 1999). Dark rooms,
which cut down glare and reflection, are sometimes used with children with severe visual
impairments, and enable them to focus on areas of  bright light created by the use of  such
equipment as fibre optics or ultraviolet light (Best, 1992). Other specially constructed rooms
are used for exploration, investigation and problem-solving, all of  which lead to a sense of
control and empowerment. If  constructed and managed with skill and care, the sensory
experiences which they provide can encourage the child to, in Piagetian terms, ‘act upon the
world’, albeit a ‘world’ that has been carefully engineered by adults to meet particular needs.
But caution is needed, as children may be faced with an overwhelming array of  stimuli that
are difficult to interpret (Porter and Ashdown, 2002).

It is also important to remember that when children need a great deal of  support to
explore the environment, as in Mercy’s case, it is vital that changes are made in subtle ways
in order to encourage them to adapt and build on their responses to gain the optimum
measure of  control. Adults will need to ensure that at all times Mercy’s environment provides
opportunities for stimulation and reinforcement coupled with both the right amount of
challenge and the right level of  expectation. In Vygotskian terms, the adults around her must
be especially attentive and well-attuned to Mercy’s zone of  proximal development.

%����������������� �� 
 � 
��

The visual skills of  newborn infants are relatively underdeveloped, in contrast to hearing,
although babies seem to be innately prepared to see what is crucial for their survival in the
earliest weeks and months. Thus, their near vision functions effectively, but their visual acuity
for stimuli at a distance is poor and the capacity of  their eyes to accommodate to different
focal lengths is restricted. Increased efficiency of  the muscles that control focusing and the
postnatal development of  the retina, together with developments in the optic nerve and
other neural pathways, bring about a gradual refinement of  vision, but mature levels of
functioning are not attained until about the age of  five years. The relatively immature state
of  the visual system at birth means that it is vulnerable and can easily be damaged when
infants are born prematurely, the most severe effects of  which may result in blindness.
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Degrees of  loss of  sight can be considered as points on a continuum and visual impairment
is used as a generic term to cover all sight loss. Mason and McCall (1997) use the term ‘blind’
to describe children whose main access to learning is predominately tactile, and ‘low vision’
for children who are taught through methods that rely on sight (Mason and McCall, 1997,
pp.xv–xvi). For children who have multiple disabilities and visual impairment the initials
MDVI are often adopted (McLinden, 1999). The term does not, however, indicate an
homogenous group as the combination and severity of  each aspect of  the disability and the
totality of  difficulties is unique to each person. The Royal National Institute for the Blind
(1990, p.14) defines a child with MDVI as:

… one whose additional disabilities, physical, sensory, mental or behavioural are severe
enough in themselves or in combination with their diminished vision to interfere with
normal development or education … The common factor in the diverse group is a
visual impairment.

Such a definition would certainly apply to Mercy as her situation highlights her need for
support from the staff  of  her school, the parents and caregivers, not only to gather sufficient
information from the environment to learn independently, but also to make use of  the environ-
ment to function independently (McLinden, 1999). The adults in Mercy’s life are responsible
for producing the ‘culture’ which Bruner sees as vital to foster maturity and growth.

As far back as 1948, Lowenfeld identified three limitations that were likely to affect the
development of  children and young people with visual impairment:

• the variety and range of  the child’s experience;
• the ability to move around (which includes orientation and mobility);
• his or her interaction with the environment.

However, as Kingsley (1997) points out, there is no firm evidence that these limitations
restrict potential, and since Lowenfeld’s work other researchers have attempted to analyse
how visual impairment affects development. Opinions are divided and Stone (1997) identifies
three main views:

• overall developmental delay, sometimes overcome by the time pupils reach adolescence
(Tobin, 1979);

• detours taken to the developmental paths followed by most children with sight (Frailberg,
1977);

• no deviance from normal pathways as long as appropriate intervention is provided (Norris,
Spaulding and Brodie,1957).

The research is inconclusive and in our view it is more important for practitioners to analyse
how the child responds to external stimuli, and what support is necessary to encourage overall
development, than to engage in comparisons between the three positions.

How children with visual impairments respond to stimuli will depend on the onset of  the
disability and the opportunities presented to them by other people. A child who is born blind
will have a different perception of  the world to one who loses his or her vision during infancy
or in the teenage years. Such perceptions will be different from those of  children whose
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visual impairment results in tunnel vision, lack of  colour perception or acute problems with
distance vision (for a comprehensive account of  common eye defects and their educational
implications readers are referred to Mason, 1997).

What is important to acknowledge is that experience will be unique to the individual and
cannot be generalised. Take for example the visual differences experienced by two friends of
one of  the authors of  this book. Both men had the same eye condition and the retinas in both
eyes detached in the same way and at the same time in their careers (when they had just
taken up their first jobs). In the case of  the first, the onset of  blindness was rapid and although
he has visual knowledge acquired before his loss of  sight, he has no idea of  what his children,
his wife and many of  his friends look like. In contrast, although the second friend has a
prosthesis in one eye socket, he retained some sight in the other eye up until his retirement.
Consequently he has a visual image of  all his family and friends. Both, however, rely heavily
on sophisticated technology, mobility aids, a familiar environment and other people to create
what Bozic and Murdoch (1996) term a ‘functional system’ for living, thinking and controlling
events.

Vision helps us make sense of  information received through the other senses and conse-
quently to gather information on such attributes as size, colour, shape, use or location. As
children who are blind cannot look around and experience objects visually, their experience
of  objects will be sequential, and will occur, in the main, through touching parts of  an object.
Not only is it more difficult to relate one part to another, but without vision it is also more
difficult to become motivated to move or to extract the rules by which things happen. Lewis
(2003, pp.55–6) gives an example of  the latter in her comment on a sighted child watching
an adult put up a picture:

The sighted child can see all the preparations and can watch her parent line up the nail
and raise the hammer to hit it. The sound of  the hammer hitting the nail may be the
first thing the blind child experiences. In this sort of  way vision can often provide the
context for events which helps the child make sense of  them. In such a situation the child
who is visually impaired will have to rely on verbal commentary in order to make sense
of  what is occurring. Such a commentary, in addition to contributing to Bruner’s culture
for learning, can also involve a task analysis approach to learning as advocated by the
learning theorists.

The opportunities a child has for actively experimenting in the environment and the
encouragement he or she receives are major determinants for development. In line with
Lowenfeld’s (1948) views it has been found that, in general, children with a visual impairment
of  greater or lesser severity are slower to crawl and walk, and they play less with other children.
Turn-taking and games where social interaction depends on the sharing of  toys and objects
are activities that will be particularly difficult and may need to be ‘stage managed’ by an
adult. Frailberg (1968, cited in Lewis 2003) found that object permanence occurred
considerably later in children with a visual impairment; not surprising when, without the aid
of  vision, objects will cease to exist once they have left the grasp. In Piaget’s view object
permanence is crucial to the development of  concept formation, but as we have pointed out
in Chapter 9, when there are changed circumstances (that is, a lack of  vision) it may be
possible, as long as no other disabilities interfere with the visual impairment, to engage the
other senses to allow conceptual structures to emerge intact (Warren, 1994). This is not to
imply that children with a visual impairment have highly developed sensory skills (such as
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listening and exploring by touch) but, as we have implied throughout this section, greater
emphasis needs to be given to enable these skills to be developed to the full. Once again, we
emphasise the important role that the staff  of  schools have in becoming the facilitators for
the pupil’s own developmental processes.

As we have highlighted at the beginning of  this chapter, vision and movement are major
factors in learning, and visual impairment may restrict the quality and variety of  experiences
in exploring the environment. In some situations, as in the example of  the child experiencing
an adult putting up a picture, knowledge of  the environment may only be gained second
hand through verbal commentaries. Orientation, which involves the ability to understand
where the body is in space, and mobility are important factors in acquiring such knowledge.
As orientation and mobility are integral to overall development and learning, many children
with visual impairment will require help to move in and around the environment. For many
children, caregivers and staff  can help to encourage these essential skills, but in some situations,
where, for example, mastery of  a long cane is required, expert help will be needed.

It is also important to bear in mind that the faces of  some children with visual impairments,
particularly those who are blind, may lack expression, which will impact on the way in which
they are perceived by caregivers, staff  and their peers who will need to be aware that lack of
animation in the face does not mean lack of  interest. Consequently they should not attach
particular significance to the facial expressions of  children who are blind but look for other
indicators of  interest and understanding. Children with visual impairments may also have
difficulty in recognizing emotions and will lack information on the context in which particular
emotions occur (Minter et al., 1991).

At some stage in their development children who are blind are likely to be confused about
their identity. A clear idea of  the physical features of  male and female, for example, is not
helped by our culture taboos on touching the bodies of  others, and the onset of  adolescence
is, in particular, likely to be a time of  anxiety and bewilderment. Freud regarded the sight of
body parts as an important element in a healthy attitude towards the body and sexuality, and
Stafford-Clark (1965), writing on Freud’s work, points out that ‘to see and be seen are important
parts of  the emotional fulfilment and sexual excitation of  children’ (p.102). But as Warren
(1994) points out, for children and young people who are visually impaired it is not the lack
of  vision that determines capacities and capabilities but the lack of  opportunities. And as we
have already highlighted in the discussion on physical development above, restriction of
opportunity can be a major block to full and meaningful development.

%����������������� ����� 
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Recent evidence suggests that the hearing of  newborn babies is very well developed (Aslin et
al., 1998, cited by Keenan, 2002), and it has been found that neonates can hear almost as
well as adults. There are, however, differences, one of  which relates to the infant’s greater
sensitivity to higher-pitched voices in comparison to low-pitched sounds. Such sensitivity
may explain a feature of  ‘motherese’ (see Chapter 8) in which mothers modify their normal
speech in order to make it accessible to very young babies, and mature speakers (including
young children) spontaneously raise the pitch of  their voices. From an evolutionary perspective,
it is likely that the predisposition towards female voices in preference to those of  males arose
in connection with the nurturing role of  mothers.

Many children with hearing impairments have difficulty in hearing higher-pitch sounds,
but in addition the quality and amount of  language offered by mothers or caregivers to children
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with hearing impairments may be different to the language presented by mothers of  children
without such impairments. Cheskin (1982), for example, found that mothers of  children with
a hearing loss are less likely to speak to their children if  they feel that little of  what they say
is being heard or to return verbal exchanges if  they cannot make sense of  their children’s
imprecise sounds. In such situations, common elements of  experience may not be built upon
and, as we have seen in our discussions on the development of  language and communication,
a lack of  shared experiences is likely to lead to a lack of  shared understandings which can
seriously affect the nature of  bonding between mother and child in the early years.

The state of  an infant’s hearing at birth is, therefore, crucial for many reasons, because of
its impact not only on mother–child interaction, but on the acquisition of  language and
communication and on the development of  cognition and social behaviour. In the first year,
normally developing babies are able to pick up frequently occurring sounds and relationships
between sounds, and they are able to ‘screen out’ sounds that are not in regular use by their
caregivers. At the end of  the first year, most are able to detect meaningful speech units, such
as clause and word boundaries (Berk, 2003), and such sensitivity indicates how well prepared
they are to acquire spoken language. At this stage, they understand and obey simple
instructions, respond to their own name, listen with pleasure to sound-making toys, play pat-
a-cake or wave goodbye on request.

Mercer (2000) makes the point that developmental psychologists (Bruner, in particular)
have revealed how the individual development of  children is shaped by dialogues with people
around them. Children learn language through engaging in conversation with others and
Mercer quotes the linguist Halliday who suggests that ‘when children learn language they
are learning the foundation of  learning itself ’ (Mercer, 2000, p.11). There are, of  course,
important implications if  the child has a hearing loss.

As in the case of  visual impairment, children will vary in the degree of  the loss they
experience. Some may hear only loud sounds and not spoken language; others will hear
some speech sounds when amplification is used; and background noise, or crowded rooms
(where many conversations take place) may make it difficult for some children to decipher
sounds. In the UK four categories of  hearing loss are used to indicate the severity in terms of
decibel (dB) loss:

• mild: 20dB to 40dB
• moderate: 41dB to 70dB
• severe: 71dB to 95dB
• profound: in excess of  95dB

(BATOD, 1997)

As with visual impairments many reasons and conditions can cause hearing impairments.
Sensori-neural losses (including nerve damage and cochlea mechanism loss) can be caused
by hereditary factors, or conditions that affect the foetus, or as a result of  diseases contracted
after birth (such as meningitis). Sensori-neural difficulties tend to result in the most severe or
profound hearing loss and for some children cochlear implants can give some sensation of
sound. The implants, however, do not restore hearing, and cannot be used at all times: they
have to be removed at night or when the child swims or is out in the rain. The procedure is a
relatively new intervention, but the results of  some recent studies indicate that if  the child
receives the implant as early as possible the outcomes are generally favourable (Archibold,
1997; Robinson, 1998).
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In contrast to sensori-neural losses, conductive deafness is often caused by problems in the
outer or middle ear systems (such as blockages or damage to the ear drum) when the energy
from the sound waves cannot activate the sensori-neural mechanisms. The results of
conductive deafness are generally less severe than those of  sensori-neural loss, and are often
not permanent, but the amount of  loss can vary from day to day and week to week and will
influence the amount of  support necessary (Fraser,1992).

Whatever the type of  hearing loss, Meadow (1980) and Lewis (2003) emphasise that
‘support’ is needed in terms of  skilled auditory assessment as soon as there is any indication
of  a hearing problem. Subsequently, it is likely that additional ‘support’ such as the use of
hearing aids for some children and/or training in residual hearing will be necessary to
encourage a child’s response to sound and to help to promote the development of  language
and communication. Not all ‘support’ mechanisms need to be ‘high tech’: simple procedures,
such as ensuring that the child can see the communicator’s face and eliminating background
noise, can greatly assist the developing child.

Greg, however, does have a severe hearing loss and a mixture of  ‘high-tech’ and ‘low-
tech’ support is necessary to allow him to be empowered.
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In the early years there is evidence to suggest that the ‘supporter’, the person who spends
most time with the young child with a hearing loss (usually the mother), takes on the unnatural
and unfamiliar roles of  ‘interpreter and intermediary’ for her son or daughter, first within
the immediate family and later with the outside world (Gregory, 1998). It is likely that the
parenting of  children with a severe and profound hearing loss, as with children with other
disabilities, will take on a sharper dimension of  ‘teaching’ not usually required in caregivers
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of  normally developing children. As Gregory (1998) suggests, such a change in the parenting
role has implications for changes in child–parent relationships and the dynamics of  family
life, and a fine balance needs to be struck between providing ‘support’ and inhibiting the
child’s opportunities to progress towards personal autonomy. As we have pointed out in our
discussion on the educational implications of  the learning theorists, the child may be denied
the opportunity to take an active part in learning.

The majority of  children who have severe hearing impairments (almost 90 per cent) are
born to hearing parents and consequently grow up in a world dominated by spoken language,
but it is likely that deaf  children (usually those with a profound hearing loss) born to deaf
parents will use sign language as their main means of  communication. The efficacy of  various
methods of  teaching language and communication to children with the full range of  hearing
loss has been hotly debated for many years (Meadow, 1980; Fraser, 1992; Gregory et al.,
1998) but the three main modes are:

• oral methods;
• sign language;
• total communication.

The latter is a combined method of  speaking and signing, and a full account is given by
Baker and Knight (1998). The other approaches are also discussed in depth in the same
edited volume (Gregory et al., 1998; for oral methods see Watson, 1998; for the development
of  signed languages see Woll, 1998).

Deaf  children have the option of  becoming part of  a deaf  community in which deafness
is not regarded as an impairment, but as a culture. Deaf  culture has its own language (sign
language) and its users have come to be considered as an important linguistic minority group.
Ridgeway (1998), using a capital D to provide emphasis, points out that members of  the
Deaf  community have developed their own Deaf  identity based on:

• interaction with others who are deaf  and share similar beliefs and values;
• the identification of  issues peculiar to the specific culture (such as feeling detached from

those who do not have a hearing impairment);
• the use of sign language;
• pride in their separate identity.

In Ridgeway’s view, Deaf  culture contributes to a positive self-identity which is sought
after by many other minority groups. Cass (1979) sees the development of  the identity of  any
minority group as going through a number of  stages: confusion, comparison, tolerance,
acceptance, pride and finally synthesis. Cass’s model appears to resonate with Erikson’s stages
of  the development of  identity outlined in Chapter 3. For example, it is possible to see the
link between:

• confusion and Erikson’s first stage of  Trust versus Mistrust;
• comparison and Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt;
• tolerance and Initiative versus Guilt;
• acceptance and Industry versus Inferiority;
• pride and eventual synthesis and Identity versus Role diffusion.
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From the research evidence, the accepted use of  sign language, as a first language and as
a means of  natural communication, appears to contribute to the positive views many children
and young people have about themselves in the deaf  community, and how they adjust to
their hearing loss. It is not only the deaf  children of  deaf  parents who regard signing as
important. Birkett (2003), in an article on the educational needs of  deaf  children, notes how
the hearing parents of  a seven-year-old boy with a profound hearing loss chose to send their
son to a school for the deaf  where signing was taught as a first language. Tyler’s father
argues: ‘At his current school, the kids chat away in the playground in sign language. There
are no communication problems. He needed a full language, with all its arts and poetry, and
he has that now’ (Birkett, 2003, p.2).

Other parents take a different stance: about 95 per cent of  children are born into families
where sign language is not an option and Birkett (2003) also documents Ellen, with a severe
loss, now in a mainstream school where signing is not used. Ellen can hear certain frequencies
through a digital hearing aid and lip-reads well. Her additional ‘support’ in helping her to
develop language is through weekly sessions from:

• a speech and language therapist;
• a specialist teacher of  the hearing impaired;
• a SENCo (special educational needs co-ordinator).

The arguments surrounding which of  the three modes of  communication is the most
effective are inconclusive and will depend on particular circumstances. There is evidence to
suggest that some children become proficient oral language users (Watson, 1998), but it has
also been suggested that sign language is easier for some deaf  children to acquire than spoken
language. Indeed there is a strong argument that its use may actually facilitate spoken language.

However, the factors that influence the whole development of  children with a hearing loss
are, with the exception of  the first two points, the same for all children:

• the hearing status of  the parents, and the guidance provided to them to help them choose
the most effective communication system for them and their child;

• the attitude communicators have towards the notion of  deafness (in the past, to be deaf
was linked to the concept of  dumbness);

• the emotional support available;
• information on appropriate childrearing strategies;
• the provision of  an environment that optimises development and gives high priority to

opportunities for shared experiences and shared understandings.

As we have already stressed in this chapter, it is not the disability, in this case the hearing
loss, itself  that inhibits development, but the restriction of  opportunities.
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A small number of  children have a loss of  both vision and hearing and are considered to be
multi-sensorily impaired (deafblind). Best (1994) suggests that the percentage is around 0.018,
but as there is no agreed definition of  either multi-sensory impairments or deafblindness, the
figures are approximate. Such terms are generally used to describe the continuum of
individuals with congenital vision and hearing loss (Murdoch, 1997) and are in contrast to
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those with MDVI, previously discussed, where the loss of  vision is the principal impairment
amongst other disabilities. At one time the most prevalent cause of  multi-sensory impairment
was the viral infection rubella, contracted during pregnancy, but, as Murdoch (1997) points
out, owing to medical advances and the increased survival rate of  premature and vulnerable
babies, the causes are now wide ranging. She emphasises that aetiological damage to both
hearing and vision in these frail babies, or to the neurological systems that support the distance
senses, tend to be very severe and can also damage other systems. Consequently some of  the
‘non-rubella’ population may have other disabilities, but all children who are deafblind will
have impairments of  both distance senses which will drastically influence the quality of  informa-
tion they receive from the environment. McInnes and Treffrey (1982) emphasise that multi-
sensory impairment cannot be considered as a combination of  visual and hearing impairment:
‘the deafblind child is not a deaf  child who cannot see or a blind child who cannot hear’ (p.2),
but one who will receive distorted, unpredictable and very confused information through
their damaged distance senses. For some children, the losses are so great that they receive no
information at all, or they may develop unique learning styles in order to compensate for
their difficulties. These authors suggest that children with multi-sensory impairments may
experience acute problems in the following ways:

• establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships;
• interacting with their environment in a meaningful way;
• gaining a perception of  their world that is not distorted;
• anticipating future events or the results of  their actions;
• becoming extrinsically motivated.

As we have shown above, this list could equally apply to children with visual or hearing
problems only, but the developmental needs of  the child who experiences losses in both
distance senses are different and sharply focused. Without vision and hearing he or she will
be limited to reacting to each passing event only, and will not have the sensory information to
even begin to relate one event to another without the help of  a partner with sight and hearing
(Murdoch, 2001; Nafstad and Rødbroe, 1999). Vygotsky (1978) emphasised the role of  other
people, particularly adults, in the development of  all children but their involvement is so
critical to children with multi-sensory impairments that researchers use terms such as
‘intervener’ or ‘co-creator’ (Nafstad and Rødbroe, 1999) to describe the person who will help
to interpret the physical and social world. For the majority of  children with multi-sensory
impairments, initial help to make sense of  their environment and to progress towards
autonomy will be through encouraging them to move around their surroundings and to react
to the effects of  their movements. Murdoch (2001) cites the five-stage movement approach
developed by Writer (1987) as a useful model for the staff  of  schools to consider, and the
approach has obvious links to the work of  the theorists described in this book. It involves:

�*��*����� � A ��� � � O��B The development of  attachment between the child and a
restricted number of  adults who work in close proximity with him or her. Close proximity will
help to signal the presence of  another person, and allow the adult to help the child to repeat
movements, particularly ones that he or she finds pleasurable. In addition, the adult and
child will share the experience and there will be a greater chance of  the development of
shared understandings.



)>( ������
6���	��
���
�

9���

O����A�����-B�����%��
��������
������

��6
����6������/�����
����������
�����	��
�����

H��%��J�
6��
�
���
�����������

���
���

���
������
���
������������
������
��
�/�
����������

�������5�4
�������������
�������������
������
������
���	����O���J������
��

������6�
�������

�

�������

�������������������H
��J�%���	�
����
�%�����
�
�������
���
���%��������������5

1��
%���	�
����������

�����
�����
�
�����

��
	�����6����������
��	�������

������������

��
�����
���������������
���
���
������������
����
�������������������������

�

�������

�
���%��� �3�����
��
�� �� ������� ���
��� �
� ������ %�����
� ���� ������

�� �
�� ���� �
����
�5�2�

�

�����������������������
����

�����

6���
��� �
� ������������

����� 6
�������
��3��
����

�����������
6������
	��

��
����
��%���
	�
�����
�������������������
	����
��
	�������
����

����%���

�
���
���/����
���
6�

���������
6���5�����������
�����
�����
������%���	�
�����

%���
��
����������5

4
������
�/������O������������������������
��

���
��
6�����������
66�����%���������
�����

�����	�����������5����������
�������������
6��
�������
�/�
���
�����
��������
�������	�����
/

�


������
���6
��%
���
6�������
�����������
���
�������O���J�����������
���

��������������������

%�7���������

�����%��
��������	�
���%��������������������������
�����
�
�5������%�������	���������

����%������� �� ������

����� %����� 

� ������ �
�� ��� ���
6
���
�� ���� �

6���
��� �
� ���� %�� ���
�

%���	�
������ ����
�F���� �
� ��	��
�� ���� �/�������������
�/�
�������
� ���� 7

�� 
6� ��
3����

��	��
���
���%����������������%���%����
����������
�/�
6��������
�������
���
	������������

�
������5

��� 4� 4 ��� 4O��A ��� � ��#OB Using the same stimulation to enable the child to anticipate
events. In the example of  Mercy (in this chapter), particular smells were used to alert her to
the commencement of  activities: talcum powder indicated her toilet routine; pine air freshener
suggested home time. Routines which help to create ‘memory scripts’ are important and
allow the child opportunities to anticipate events.

�OD��� 4 P � � "OP �"��� � A � �� � � �2 � � � B Total body movements or limb and hand
movements are introduced. Murdoch (2001) suggests that co-active hand movements might
involve the adult and child washing their hands at the same time, but hand over hand, or
hand under hand, movements can provide the stimulus for children to explore.

��$����� � 4" 4 ��� 4O� � A � �� � � $O*� B The child imitates the adults’ movements and
activities after a period of  time. At first the imitation happens almost spontaneously, but
gradually lengthens.

���*��� �  ���*��� � A ��� � � $ 4 P� B The child communicates spontaneously to indicate
wants or needs (pulling an adult towards an object, for example, or pointing to a toy). Such
natural gestures can lead to more formal systems of  communication.

The five-stage model presented above reinforces the need for children with multi-sensory
impairments to receive appropriate mediation in order to access and control their environment.
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The examples of  the children’s ‘challenges’ in this chapter (linked to their difficulties) highlight
the need for the children and their peers to have:

• a basic understanding of  the nature of  the difficulties;
• chances to express their feelings and to consider sameness and difference;
• appropriate educational opportunities;
• opportunities to make friendships;
• every possibility to be independent;
• practical and emotional coping strategies;
• plans for the future with positive outcomes.

(adapted from Closs, 1998; p.114)

Equally importantly, children with sensory and physical disabilities will, at some stages of
their lives, need the assistance of  others to access the opportunities that they need to assume
control and to become autonomous. But, as we have stressed, the assistance should be offered
with caution and within a culture of  ‘valuing’. As Elizabeth Broberg (1996), a Swedish woman
who was the first person with a range of  disabilities (including intellectual disabilities) to
become ‘Woman of  the Year’, reminds us: ‘One doesn’t feel very valued when one constantly
is anchored in situations where one cannot do for oneself ’ (p.56).

In this chapter we are aware that we have revisited many of  the ideas raised in earlier
chapters: for example, we have considered the cognitive development of  pupils with sensory
difficulties although it is discussed in Chapter 9. By re-examining these issues, together with
the provision of  more case study examples detailing the ‘what to do’, we hope that we have
given readers an additional impetus to reflect upon the links between theory and everyday
practice.
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Many of  the writers whose theories about development have been interpreted in this book
lived and worked in another age. In some cases, theorists did not see it as necessary or
appropriate to extend their research frameworks to consider outcomes for children whose
development does not follow typical patterns. Those who did include a focus on children
with difficulties in learning, wrote without the insights that support the approaches and
pedagogies of  the twenty-first century. For example, we recognise that the current emphasis
on the inclusion in mainstream schooling of  children with a range of  medical conditions that
give rise to special educational needs stems, in part, from improvements in the medical
management of  the conditions. Similarly, greater optimism about the potential of  people
with a range of  severe and complex learning needs arises as a result of  a more differentiated
understanding of  those needs that, in turn, derives from the findings of  extensive psychological
and educational research. Furthermore, the progressive deployment of  sophisticated and
imaginative technology has supported and enhanced the value of  skilled teaching. These
advancements have gone hand-in-hand with expressions of  political will to promote the
capacity of  all individuals to assume full citizenship.

The aim of  this book, therefore, has been to examine, within the framework of  current
knowledge and attitudes, seminal theories on development for their application to learners
whose potential as autonomous citizens could be restricted. In England and Wales, following
the Crick Report (DfEE, 1998), general principles of  teaching that promote the active involve-
ment of  all individuals in public life were recently given added impetus when citizenship,
along with personal, social and health education (PSHE), was designated a curriculum subject
in the revised National Curriculum (DfEE/QCA, 1999). The extension of  the National
Curriculum to include Citizenship/PSHE may owe more to concerns about social control
and aspirations for economic prosperity than to humanitarian considerations. Nonetheless,
in considering the relationship between the individual and her or his society, it raised the
profile of  personal development, particularly with regard to personal autonomy, decision-
making and empowerment, and Lawson and Fergusson (2001; Fergusson and Lawson 2003)
have discussed these aspects in relation to pupils with learning difficulties. Elsewhere, Potter
(2002) notes the type of  individualism that has emerged in modern democratic societies. He
observes that individuals, less constrained now by family ties or traditional class values, for
example, expect the freedom and flexibility to choose and change the direction of  their lives,
pursuing personal goals through the exercise of  autonomy. It is this notion of  autonomy that
Robertson (2001) attacks when he questions its centrality as ‘an underlying goal of  education’
(p.121) in social systems where the principal purpose of  education is to support economic
growth.
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We have, throughout this book, returned time and again to the theme of  autonomy, arguing
that striving to gain mastery over one’s environment is a defining human activity. Further, we
have made it our task to interpret developmental theories in terms that show how the young
child is steadily empowered by his or her increasing competence, to assume a variety of  roles
in society. We have not, however, proposed that any individual can, or should, aspire to assert
individualism as Potter has described it. Instead we align our view with that of  Robertson
(2001), as he develops his argument to propose that an essential dimension to human existence
is dependency. According to this view, each of  us, at some time or in some situations, has
need of  other people and so total empowerment remains beyond our grasp. This apparent
individual frailty serves to strengthen social bonds, and interdependence results. As Sachs
(2002, p.101), quoting Althusius (1603), acknowledges: ‘Everyone … needs the experience
and contributions of  others, and no one lives to be himself  [sic] alone.’

Much of  our discussion of  developmental theories has focused on the extent to which
they promote the individual, first and foremost, as a social being. Further, we have considered
the view that individuals build up their identity through the processes involved in social
interaction, adopting and acting out the ‘self ’ that they see reflected in the way other people
respond to them. Along with this self-concept, the developing child starts to value him- or
herself  to acquire a level of  self-esteem according to how parents and other caregivers meet
his or her basic needs. Pringle (1986) asserts that, in meeting physical needs, sensitive caregivers
will also meet the child’s needs for optimal learning, which she summarises as the following:

• love and security
• new experiences
• praise and recognition
• responsibility.

We have argued, throughout, for these needs to be recognised, and met, in all children,
including those with learning difficulties. However, the needs remain throughout the entire
lifespan of  every individual, taking different forms and requiring different responses as she
or he moves into fresh environments. The first major step away from the familiarity of  the
home environment comes when the child enters school where learning, as the principal
objective, takes on a formal quality. Here teachers are simultaneously agents through which
formal learning will take place, and mediators of  the new environment. Among all caring
and guiding adults they are uniquely placed to promote learning and development, but we
argue that this privileged position makes special demands in relation to children whose
potential for learning may be compromised.

Current directives in England assert that ‘all teachers are teachers of  children with special
educational needs’ (DfES, 2001). We would like to propose possible implications of  the
assertion in terms of  the themes developed in this book. First, we have presented an
interpretation of  teaching as the process of  enabling a social dialogue with the purpose of
enhancing knowledge and understanding. This social constructivist view importantly breaks
down the traditional barrier between ‘learner’ and ‘teacher’ and in our case studies there are
examples of  where the two roles are indistinguishable, one from the other. Second, if  all
teachers are to ‘enable a social dialogue’ involving pupils with a diversity of  abilities and a
range of  needs beyond those highlighted by Pringle, their own knowledge and understanding
must be assured. Again in England, the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) has provided a
framework, the ‘Specialist Standards’ (TTA, 1999), through which teachers can assess their
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competence to teach pupils with a range of  special educational needs, and to identify where
they need further training. However, while acknowledging the contribution that initial and
post-experience training can make, we maintain that it constitutes only a part of  the route to
teachers’ enhanced knowledge. Teachers’ learning is set out, as it is for all learners, in the
Framework for New Learning and is largely achieved through the teacher’s openness to new
experiences. Accordingly, we recognise that in the current climate all teachers are likely to
encounter pupils with significant learning needs and, with successive encounters, to develop an
awareness of  those needs. Through increasing engagement with the range of  pupil-profiles and
participation and involvement with other professionals and the parents of  pupils, teachers will
gain skills and understanding. It is on this experience that formal training builds, but training can
only be effective when teachers reflect on their experience, and how to apply their knowledge
and understanding. It is our fervent hope that this book allows the staff  of  schools greater
insights into the development and learning of  all their pupils and equips them to reflect on
ways of  improving their own practice.
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