“Touch: Physical Contact and People with Severe, Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties”

A discussion paper produced by staff at Riverside School – January 2008
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The context

In January 2008, approximately 70 members of staff from Riverside School participated in ten multi-agency discussion groups to discuss the following: “Touch: Physical Contact and People with Severe, Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties”. As one might expect, there were levels of agreement and disagreement relating to the different points and the following paper is a summary of responses from the discussion groups. This paper will highlight some of the issues surrounding touch, rather than serve as a definitive guide to the use of touch at Riverside School. By using all responses verbatim, this paper is aimed to ensure whole staff ownership.

Montague (1986) asserts that:

“Touch is a basic behavioural need, in much the same way as breathing is a basic physical need” (p14).

The importance of touch for both physical and mental health has been the subject of much interest and research. Montague (1986) found that gentle handling of rats produced gentle, unexcitable animals, whereas a lack of touch resulted in frightened, nervous and agitated rats, and Harlow (1965) found similar results with infant monkeys.

Spitz (1946) found that premature babies and children in hospital thrived at a much faster rate if touched and cuddled, and Prescot (1963), McCray (1978) and Hooper (1988) found that the presence of positive touching experiences and physical affection in early life resulted in children growing up happier and less likely to display aggressive or violent behaviour in adulthood.

Since touch may be one of the most effective ways to enable children with severe, profound and multiple learning difficulties develop their understanding about the world, the quality of touch a child receives is therefore extremely significant. This notion is reflected in the “gentle teaching” approach advocated by McGee et al (1987) in which the development of relationships is placed at the centre of human development. Touch is used as a method of demonstrating a belief in the person’s value, and to develop a warm relationship. Gentle teaching stresses the need to move away from relationships in which the adult has the authority and power, and to focus on developing more equal relationships, from which real learning can occur. This approach can be applied to children with autistic spectrum disorders (Solomons, 2005) and a range of complex needs. As Sanderson & Harrison (1991) suggest:

“Touch is a way of connecting, exchanging information and building a relationship – this forms the basis of all communication” (p11). 

Hewett (2007) asserts that there can be difficulties with the complexities of physical contact in our work, however, these difficulties should be addressed on a person-by-person basis, within a framework of professional collaboration. In this spirit, staff at Riverside School looked at the following ten questions to guide the discussions and a summary of responses is outlined below:
The questions

1. How important (do you feel) is the role of touch in working with children with young people with PMLD, complex needs and/or those who are difficult to reach?

“We all agreed that touch was very important and part of daily life”

“We agreed with the importance of massage and we discussed examples of children who were tactile defensive but had benefited from massage. As a result, we agreed that we would benefit from training on massage techniques”

“There can be ways we can touch without directly touching children who are resistant to direct touch, such as squashing between soft mats or tapping on body braces”

“We felt touch is very important for all pupils and especially for pupils who have sensory impairments. The use of touch can calm pupils when upset; can be important for communication and gaining eye contact; and is used by some pupils to initiate contact with others. Touch is very individual – some pupils may touch others and like to experience contact themselves while others may resist, dislike or be physically unable to reach out and touch”

“There was a group consensus that touch was important for many as a reassurance and comfort”

“Respecting personal space is always extremely important”

“Touch and contact can support the attainment of learning outcomes”

“It was agreed by all that physical contact for pupils with PMLD is very important in terms of communication, a sense of being and physical presence in the world”

“It is impossible not to touch … different people give different types of touch although there are some commonalities, such as the “touch signing” system”

2. Dave Hewett (2007) writes about the role and function of touch or physical contact with people with PMLD, but suggests that it has equal implication for people who have SLD and/or ASD. What are your views about this?

“For some pupils with ASD, touch is important and may help to de-sensitize them in time”

“There was a view that some older “more able” pupils should not receive much touch, whilst others felt that all students needed cuddles at times”

“As with the rest of the curriculum, the use of touch should be personalised and based on individual pupil preferences … we should assess how individual pupils respond to touch in order to guide our approaches”

“Many autistic children may be touch sensitive, therefore we need to know the child well and tread carefully”

“If we know that some of the approaches that use touch as a “way in” for certain pupil populations are effective, then we should be open to the idea that they are likely to be applicable to other pupil populations”

3. Do you feel that there may be children and young people in Riverside School who are “untouched”?

“We didn’t feel that any student was untouched, but there are some students that shy away from being touched” 

“Some students were considered largely untouched and some may prefer not to be touched”

“Some pupils with ASD may choose not to be touched but may benefit socially from touch during play / intensive interaction / rough and tumble. It could be important to develop tolerance to touch”

“We felt that some wheelchair users experienced more touch”  

“A lot of our children have grown up having things “done to them” (such as changing and feeding). Equally they may have missed out on opportunities such as rough and tumble play or physical games, therefore it is important to be mindful of the function of touch for all our children”

“Respecting personal space is very important”

“Touch should always been meaningful as well as being functional”

“We didn’t think that there were pupils who were untouched at Riverside but recognised that some pupils may have more physical contact than others. We discussed the fact that some adults find particular things challenging, for example constant dribbling and recognised that this could sometimes lead to a child having less physical contact than others”

4. What are your views about “developmental appropriateness” and “age-appropriateness” in relation to this topic?

“Younger children with PMLD / SLD are often only comforted by being cuddled and developmentally and chronologically older pupils still need touch”

“We discussed what is deemed socially acceptable and age-appropriate and how to protect and equip our students with skills so as not to be vulnerable as an adult or when meeting strangers”

“We discussed whether FE students with PMLD should receive the same level of touch as younger students with PMLD and agreed that this should be decided on an individual basis considering the needs and preferences of each student”

“We have to be aware of age-appropriateness because students learn social norms in school. However, developmental appropriateness has to be borne in mind”

“We discussed age-appropriateness and felt that a cuddle is needed at any age. However, we recognised that a different approach may be required as pupils move through the school to enable them to feel comfortable. We recognised that some older pupils may continue to need additional support in particular contexts, such as having their hands held when out in order to feel safe and secure”

“How to greet people appropriately is part of education for our pupils”  

“There should be less focus on “developmental” and “age” and more on “appropriate”

“Developmental appropriateness is more important than age-appropriateness”

5. What practical safeguards can we build into our approaches?

“Most agreed that it is difficult to form a blanket policy related to touch”

“We discussed whether staff should be alone with students in particular situations but recognised that this is not possible in practice”

“We felt that it may be useful to develop a whole school policy on touch”

“Parents need to be kept informed of our approaches to touch”

“It will be difficult to get a unanimous decision on issues around touch but some general principles could be agreed”
“Teamwork is vital and some staff felt that there was a bit too much individual choice on boundaries with regard to touch”

“Safeguards could include: carrying out intensive interaction sessions in open environments; ensuring other adults were present during these sessions and ensuring appropriate male / female presence during personal care routines”.

“A policy may be useful but interpretation of this can be subjective”

“Part of safeguarding could include regular, transparent discussions amongst all staff about the use of touch in different situations”

6. Are there professional boundaries? What if the child / young person during the close physical contact turns to the adult for a kiss? Do we give it?

“Some people felt that public perception is very different to what we feel as staff is acceptable in terms of levels of touch. Some were not comfortable with students and staff communicating through touch when out in public or when attending events involving mainstream peers due to public perception. Others agreed that our perception as staff is more important and the individual needs of the student should be paramount in any given situation”

“We discussed kissing and most agreed that if it is initiated by a student in an appropriate context (such as a greeting or a birthday) it should be allowed. All agreed that it should not be initiated by an adult”

“We discussed whether there should be a cut-off age for kissing and most agreed that the distancing of kissing should be a gradual process and should be learnt through PSHE lessons rather than just eliminated at a particular age”

“We talked about kissing and cuddling and about being mindful of not pushing children away. However, we also agreed that for some pupils, they should be taught that sometimes a handshake or a “high five” is a more appropriate greeting”

“We agreed that kissing was OK if initiated by a child only. None of us felt kissing was appropriate when initiated by an adult, in any situation. Age and level of development will always play a part in determining our response to kisses offered by children and we should always consider how we teach children about kissing, kissing on the lips, etc”

“There was a feeling that we should be teaching our students not to kiss from an early stage as it may be more difficult to stop when the student is older”

“Some of us felt that kissing is not appropriate in school and we should be encouraging alternative ways to communicate”
“Some people said that they would never give or accept a kiss in any circumstances as it would cross professional boundaries and would leave the adult in a vulnerable position”

“As far as receiving a kiss is concerned, we should always know why we are doing it”
7. Should there be any differences in our approach regarding male or female members of staff or male or female pupils?

“The group discussed whether gender makes a difference to interactions through touch. Most agreed that there isn’t a difference although there could be age-appropriateness issues”

“Some male staff were more uneasy about touch and avoided some forms of touch particularly with girls”

“Different men respond in different ways – for example to female students with ASD who initiate contact through touch and have different levels of comfort / discomfort in certain situations”

“Some of us felt slightly uncomfortable with men working very closely with young women”

“There shouldn’t be any difference to how male and female members of staff approach touch but there may well be a gender difference”

“We discussed older girls who are at the early stages of “flirting” and how it is very important in these situations to be aware of appropriate touch”

“We had an interesting talk about male and female members of staff changing pupils. We agreed that if there are two members of staff changing a pupil, then gender shouldn’t come into it. We felt that further discussion on this issue would be useful”
8. Should / how do we take on board the views of parents?

“All agreed that we should always carry out parental wishes with regard to touch and that we should consult with parents if we felt a different approach would benefit the student”

“It is very important to understand and respect the cultural beliefs of individual families when it comes to touch”

“Some parents would hate to think that their child isn’t touched at school and are looking for their child to be cared for in this way”

“We all agreed that parental views should definitely be sought and respected”

“Parents must be consulted so that everyone knows where each other stands”
9. How should the school be up front and confident about its approaches?

“Throughout our discussions, we kept coming back to putting the needs of the children first. We are here to provide a safe and happy environment for them and whilst we must always be safety conscious, we should also not panic because of fear of repercussions”
“We could use video footage to highlight some of approaches to touch” 

“We should always maintain good channels of communication in this area, involving pupils, staff, parents and governors”

10. Do you think you need further training on “Intensive Interaction”?

There was a consistent response that further training on intensive interaction / massage / approaches to touch would be valued.

Action points:

As a result of these discussions, we will:

1. Organise a coffee morning for parents to discuss some of the issues highlighted above.

2. Provide staff training on massage and intensive interaction within the next academic year.

3. Elicit parental views on touch as part of the IEP consultation / annual review process.

4. Involve all stakeholders (pupils, staff, parents, governors and members of the local community) in follow up discussions on issues surrounding touch and physical contact with a view to writing a policy on how we use touch in our work with clear terms of reference.

5. Continue to debate and revise our curriculum in a creative and innovative way to ensure pupil-centred approaches to teaching and learning remain at the forefront of our practice.
     Steve Solomons – February 2008
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