Including the Excluded through the Arts : Play as a vehicle to facilitate inclusion
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Inclusion: a societal need and a human right, but for some it may seem impossible. Many students with severe learning disabilities display challenging behaviours that impede access to education, the curriculum, learning and living. These students may not have developed the appropriate skills that would celebrate and facilitate inclusion, rather their challenging behaviours may function as a means to avoid and escape integration. The starting point for these students is to address challenging behaviours and encourage inclusion into a special educational environment. This paper focuses on how Sunfield School as an organization utilizes play to develop skills that break down behavioural barriers, increasing opportunities for learning within this special setting. 
Sunfield is a 52 week residential school providing care and education for student with severe learning disabilities, and challenging behaviours, many of whom have an additional diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Disorder. Sunfield offers a 24 hour curriculum whereby learning opportunities are not only provided in school, but also the residential setting. Sunfield strives to conduct research into innovative ways of working with students with such complex needs to ensure each child fulfils their true potential, thereby enhancing their well-being and behaviour.
Many aspects influence behaviour including; internal factors such as medical/physical, cognitive/developmental impairments, communicative difficulties  social/emotional issues, and external factors such as demands and environmental aspects (Trott, 2002).  The interaction between these factors can result in either positive well-being or challenging behaviours. The term ‘challenging behaviour’ refers to a diverse range of actions including self injurious, aggressive, destructive, disruptive, socially undesirable and socially isolating behaviours.  It has been defined as;

‘Culturally abnormal behaviour(s) of such an intensity, frequency or duration that the physical safety of the person or others is likely to be placed in serious jeopardy’ (Emerson 2001 p1).

Therefore, the presence of challenging behaviour indicates a disparity between internal factors (personal skills) and external factors (environmental demands) (Maclean-Wood 2003). 

Although influences can appear endless, all challenging behaviours have  common elements; they are meaningful, relate to the needs and wants of a child, and are a means of communication and control.

“The child who has learnt to be violent has often learnt an effective way to control the environment, to gain attention, have needs met and avoid demands” (Jordan and Cornick 2000 in Maclean-Wood, 2003).
It is essential to explore different ways of reducing challenging behaviours due to their restrictions on learning, well-being, interaction with others and daily living experiences. Play is one medium that can be promoted to explore and modify challenging behaviours, as it can focus on the enhancement of under-developed skills that are essential for facilitating inclusion and increasing ability to access educational, leisure and social opportunities. 
Facilitating inclusion: Reducing challenging behaviours through promoting developmental skills
Play can firstly facilitate inclusion through reducing the need for challenging behaviours and promoting development of self regulatory behaviours. This is achieved through influencing internal factors that affect behaviour and enhancing the students social, emotional, cognitive and personal development.
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Facilitating inclusion: Reducing challenging behaviour through exploring behaviour management strategies
Play can also aid facilitation of inclusion by providing a teaching tool for exploration of behaviour management strategies which attempt to reduce challenging behaviours and teach the student more appropriate ways of meeting their needs.
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Facilitating inclusion: Adults role in play intervention
In order for play to break down behavioural barriers to inclusion, play needs to be facilitated, guided, and supported by adult intervention. Within atypical development, some students will not experience intrinsic motivation to progress to more complex levels of development. Therefore adults need to be responsible for;

· Stimulating the students thoughts and curiosity (Bruner, 1966), beyond their current obsessions
· Engaging the child

· Enhancing positive emotions (Sherratt & Peter, 2002)
· Making play positive and emotionally rewarding

· Provide stimulating play opportunities and equipment

· Model new behaviours and extend skills

· Deliberately challenge and encourage the student to move beyond their current grasp, competence, capability (Vygotsky, 1966)
· Adjust type and amount of support through assessment and evaluations
· Broadening the students play experiences

Play also needs to be tailored to the individual student, whereby play is centered toward the student’s developmental age rather than their chronological age. It is also required to be utilized creatively in conjunction with a structured approach. 

Evidence-based model of the play process
In order to attempt to illustrate the therapeutic value of play within our organisation, an evidence based model of the play process has been developed and explored.  
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Initially the process begins with a referral for play intervention resulting from behavioural and play concerns that are impeding access to the curriculum and learning opportunities. Students are referred for play owing to several reasons which affect behaviour including low self esteem or self confidence, lack of self occupational play skills, inability to exercise control appropriately, inability to develop rapport with peers, limited understanding of emotions, anxiety associated with school phobias, inability to self calm appropriately. These behaviours then influence the success of inclusion into different environments and situations, such as inclusion into the classroom, inclusion into the dining room at mealtimes, inclusion into community outings. For many of these students, behaviours function as a means to avoid or escape the anxiety and pressure often associated with inclusion as they have not developed appropriate skills or have the intrinsic motivation to be with others.
Before play sessions begin, an analysis of the antecedents, functions and consequences to challenging behaviours will aid assessment of whether play sessions will be beneficial in aiding behavioural support and facilitating inclusion.  If this analysis deems play to be beneficial, various play techniques are explored to increase understanding of the child’s needs and build a rapport between staff and student.   

The three play techniques which are currently being explored to enhance relationships and aid behavioural improvement are as follows:

Intensive interaction (Hewett & Nind, 2001):

Intensive interaction is an approach for assisting people with severe learning difficulties in facilitating learning, communication and relating to others.  Intensive interaction is an approach that attempts to support the person in acquiring knowledge about the essentials of communication such as eye contact, facial expressions, turn-taking.

Play and Drama Intervention (Peters & Sherratt, 2002):

Play seeks to promote the ability of the child with ASD to engage in pretence by gradually expanding boundaries for creative choices and decisions by providing structured social play situations.

Drama offers an opportunity for reflection through an investigative structure where student may discover their influence on others and learn to understand and manage their own feeling responses to similar life situations.

The key elements to this play intervention are structure, capturing the child’s interests, 

affective engagement and affective attunement.

Sherborne (Sherborne 2001):

Sherborne Developmental Movement places emphasis on movement in an individual’s development. The heart of the approach is the belief that student:

“need to feel at home with their bodies and so gain body mastery, and they need to be able to form relationships”(Sherborne 2001 pg. xiii)

Through movement, relationships are formed and the child develops an awareness of self and others.  Movement, spatial and body exploration and experimentation encourages relationships and self awareness which enhances trust, confidence, independence, initiative and positive self image.

Through these approaches, behaviour management strategies are investigated to address the challenging behaviours that are impacting on learning and living.  For example, a student may be referred for play as their behaviour is of such intensity and frequency that it is affecting access to the curriculum and they are becoming increasingly isolated from others. Analysis of behaviour may reveal that behaviours function as a means of gaining interaction and communication. They may then receive play sessions to explore differential reinforcement of other behaviour, where interaction is removed if the student engages in challenging behaviour, but all positive social behaviours are celebrated and reinforced. The student then learns alternative ways of gaining interaction and communicating appropriately. 

These sessions then provide the opportunity for skills that aid the enhancement of social, cognitive, emotional and personal development to mature.  This in turn will promote positive play experiences and positive behaviours thereby reducing the need for challenging behaviours and encouraging involvement in inclusion. 
Once these skills and strategies are emerging, they are practised, rehearsed and reinforced in further play sessions. Evidence is then distributed through video footage, and play reports, and incorporated into Behaviour Development Plans which address a specific behaviour through clearly stating proactive and reactive strategies in a step by step guide to ensure consistency of learning style and approach across all  environments. 

From Theory to Practice
Example: Thomas










Applying Evidence Based Model to Practical Example

Thomas was referred for self injurious behaviours, specifically taking the form of biting his fingers and applying very firm pressure to his forehead with his fist. Observational analysis indicated that primary antecedents appeared to be; 

· the request to partake in group activities such as circle time in school, or mealtimes 

· having to wait in group situations; an increase in environmental stressors (such as noise level and number of people)

· anxiety or frustration due to not understanding verbal input

· having a request denied

 Self injurious behaviours generally occurred before lunchtimes whilst at the group table in the classroom.  Overall, Thomas’ behaviours appeared to be an attempt at self regulation by providing particular sensory input which he required to become calm when stressed or anxious.  His behaviours and anxiety levels were impacting on his learning as Thomas was;

· Unable to process information due to heightened anxiety levels

· He was unable to focus and concentrate in group situations

· When intensity of behaviours increased, Thomas was removed from the group table due to health and safety issues.

· Thomas appeared more comfortable with learning in his individual work area rather than with other peers or staff, therefore, he was becoming increasingly isolated from group activities

Regular play sessions commenced in order to explore sensory games and equipment and investigate their impact on Thomas’ well being and behaviour, with a view to developing strategies that could be generalised to the classroom and home environments.  Sessions aimed at teaching Thomas alternative and appropriate means of gaining sensory input.

Sessions were also aimed at Thomas’ ability to communicate, especially with regard to spontaneously communicating his need for alternative sensory input to calm.  Furthermore sessions were aimed at reducing inappropriate behaviours and to increase tolerance and willingness to be involved in social situations through the exploration of proactive and reactive strategies. 

Accompanied by video footage demonstrating proactive and reactive strategies, findings from sessions were discussed with parents, school and care staff.  Findings were also formulated into a BDP to aid consistency of approach.  The use of all recommended sensory equipment, techniques and communication aids was implemented into all three environmental settings; residential house, parental home and classroom.   

Subsequently, observations were completed to monitor progress and success of recommended strategies.  It was evident that there was;

· a significant decrease in the frequency and intensity of self injurious behaviours compared to baseline observations.  

· Thomas appeared much calmer and settled throughout the day.  

· Thomas had generalised the learning outcomes from his play sessions into these environments and was responding positively.

·   During group times, Thomas again was significantly calmer and more settled.  His focus and participation in the group activity had increased.  When he did display signs of distress, he was able to request appropriately the desired sensory input he required to calm.  He was then able to refocus on the group activity and continue to participate appropriately.

· Thomas was showing more willingness to be included in group activities, and less time was spent in his individual work area.

Psychological findings and outcomes from play sessions were then integrated into a report and again disseminated to all involved to clarify and summarise in detail all relevant input into Thomas’ referral.


Concluding comments

As practitioners we need to be diverse in our approaches to including those with  atypical development, as they do not experience intrinsic motivation or willingness or want to learn from and with others. We need to explore innovative ways of engaging the student and increasing the appeal of being included in shared learning and living experiences. 
Play is one vehicle that can be utilised as a means of encouraging joint experiences, as it can address challenging behaviours that may impede and disrupt inclusive goals and outcomes. Play can be used as a teaching tool that encourages the development of skills that are required for inclusion to be a successful experience. It can also assist in the development of self regulatory behaviours that can reduce the pressures and anxieties often associated with inclusive situations by those with atypical development.
Inclusion is not the same for every student and therefore, inclusion needs to be tailored to and centered around the individual. Inclusion for those with severe learning disabilities and challenging behaviours extends far beyond integration within the classroom setting, to the residential home, parental home and the community. For many it needs to encompass and empower not only the child, but their families, and society. For inclusion to be successful the student needs to reach and maintain their optimum development and wellbeing, allowing them to become full participants in their family, community and culture.

References
Bruner, J.S (1966) Towards a Theory of Instruction. United States of America. Harvard University Press.

Emerson, E. (2001) Challenging Behaviour-analysis and Intervention in People with Severe Intellectual Disabilities (Second Edition). Cambridge:Cambridge University Press. Cited in P. Fox and E. Emerson (2002) Positive Goals Interventions For People With Learning Disabilities Whose Behaviour Challenges. Brighton: Pavillion Publishing Ltd. 

Jordan, R.R & Cornick, M. (2000) Challenging Behaviour unit 5, module 11 11475/11 05542, University of Birmingham, Distance Learning Course in Autism (Children). Birmingham:University of Birmingham. Cited in Maclean-Wood, A. (2003). Challenging behaviour: Understanding and Prevention. Good Autism Practice, 4,(2),  21-26.

Maclean-Wood, A. (2003). Challenging behaviour: Understanding and Prevention. Good Autism Practice, 4,(2),  21-26.

Nind, M & Hewitt, D (2001) A Practical Guide to Intensive Interaction. BILD publishers. United Kingdom.

Sherratt, D. & Peters, M. (2002) Developing Play and Drama in Children with Autistic Spectrum Disorders.  David Fulton Publishers, London.

Sherborne, V. (2001) Developmental Movement for Children. Mainstream, Special Needs and Pre-school. Second Edition. Worth Publishing. Great Britain.

Trott, M. C. (2002). ‘Oh Behave! Sensory processing and behavioural strategies’. The Psychological Corporation, USA.
Vygotsky, L.S 1966 (1933) Play and its Mental Role in the Mental Development of the Child, Vropsky Psikhologii, 12, 62-76. Cited in P.K. Smith, H. Cowie,  & M. Blades, (1988) Understanding Children’s Development (Third Edition) United Kingdom, Blackwell Publishers.

Skills





Play





Personal Development





Self esteem


Self confidence


Self worth


Self identity


Sense of achievement








Emotional Development





Express/explore own and others emotions


Discover coping strategies for anxiety and inner conflict





Social Development





Learn from others


Enhance social skills


Shared meanings


Co-operation


Compromise


Negotiation


Trust








Cognitive development





Explore environment


Learn about objects


Problem solving


Enhance language 


Explore object permanance





Play





Inclusion





Reduction in Challenging Behaviour





Exploration of Behaviour management strategies





6. Findings/behavioural and play improvement


recommendations/reports/annual reviews


Generalising across environments





Reduction in challenging behaviour





5. Reviewing


Modification


Continual assessment


Evaluation





Inclusion





Examples of Behaviour Management strategies





Anger Management


Positive mood management


Increasing confidence


Self esteem building


Self calming strategies


Appropriate peer interactions


Reinforcements


Consequences to behaviour


Differential reinforcement 


Compliance training


Distraction and disruption techniques


Teaching alternatives





 Behaviour of Concern


Triggers


Functions


Consequences








Rapport building and play techniques


Intensive interaction


Play and Drama Intervention


Sherborne Developmental Movement





Exploration of Behaviour Management Strategies


Anger management


Positive mood management


Calming strategies





4. Developing Skills


Personal skills


Cognitive skills


Emotional skills


Social skills











Behaviour of Concern


Self Injurious Behaviours


Triggers: Request denied, waiting, sitting at group table, unable to self calm appropriately


Functions: Sensory stimulation, self calming strategy, communicate anxiety and frustration





Focusing on strategies that could be implemented once Thomas engages in self injurious behaviours, it became clear that Thomas would use a vibrating teether appropriately. During sessions, Thomas was then given the teether every time he attempted to bite his finger, or apply pressure to his forehead. This was extremely successful in reducing duration of SIB and the intensity of this behaviour. Thomas has learned to use the teether instead of biting his finger. However, on occasions he still needs limited verbal prompting, e.g. if he does begin to bite his finger, staff say ‘Thomas bite teether’. During the sessions, the teether is always available in the room, and another member of staff also carries it around in their back pocket to make it readily accessible. It is also used on transitions.


Another reactive strategy explored when Thomas attempted to self injure involved asking Thomas to put his hands up. Thomas was extremely responsive to this request and generally complied immediately. Once he had his hands up, staff either tickled under his arms or gave him a hug to provide proprioceptive input. Initially this was successful as a distraction and disruption technique, however, it became clear during sessions that Thomas was incorporating this strategy into a game, and therefore, this was reinforcing his behaviours. The ‘hands up’ strategy is therefore only used when the teether is not available or easily accessible.








Challenging behaviours that function as a means of avoiding or escaping inclusion











































































































Facilitating inclusion





 Rapport Building/play techniques


Intensive interaction, Play and Drama Intervention, Sherborne








Extracts from Thomas’ report





As play is used as a teaching tool, sessions begin with activities to induce a positive mood, i.e. positive mood management. This then increases Thomas’s receptiveness and willingness to learn. The following findings have been obtained;


An activity used to help induce a positive mood and provide appropriate sensory stimulation involves spinning Thomas around and side to side in a duvet singing the theme tunes to Batman and Superman. During the tunes, there is gradual acceleration in movement, building to one big final movement. Thomas thoroughly enjoys the movement and suspense of this activity. He will spontaneously verbally request it. This activity may therefore provide an appropriate alternative means of gaining visual and sensory input.


Thomas also explored various pieces of sensory equipment, again providing alternatives to self injurious behaviour. When relaxed, Thomas appears to have a hierarchy of preference to the different types of equipment. He will generally firstly request the massage brush, then the vibrating snake, pillow, and then teether. As time has progressed, Thomas has learnt how to communicate appropriately which piece of equipment he wants through PECS. Although Thomas will occupy himself with these pieces of equipment, he also enjoys using the equipment as a means of exploring social interaction. As this provides appropriate sensory alternatives to self injurious behaviours, it was suggested that Thomas have access to all these pieces of equipment throughout the day to maintain equilibrium of physiological arousal levels. 


Dance sacks (Lycra flexible sacks) have also been explored during sessions as this piece of equipment provides proprioceptive input. Thomas immerses his whole body, including his head and then explores gross motor movements in it. He will also walk over to the mirror and look at himself. 


Deep pressure touch has also been explored during sessions. As sessions have progressed, Thomas will spontaneously initiate this activity, holding onto staff’s hands and then moving them to where he wants gentle pressure to be applied. If this activity is done on the floor, Thomas completely relaxes and remains calm. It also became clear during sessions that Thomas enjoys this activity when you sing the song ‘heads, shoulders, knees and toes’ whilst applying gentle touch to the corresponding part of his body. This strategy has been implemented during sessions when he has attempted to self injure. Again once the strategy was implemented, Thomas’s arousal levels dramatically reduced and self injurious behaviours stopped.











Exploration of Behaviour Management Strategies


Exploring coping strategies for anxiety


Investigate self regulatory behaviurs


Teaching alternative equipment that could provide the same sensory input


Teaching him how to communicate appropriately that he needed this type of input.





Developing skills


 Cognitively: Improved communication skills


Emotionally: Express, explore and communicate his emotions appropriately.


Personally: Increased confidence in his ability to self calm


appropriately


Socially: Being able to join in social activities











 Findings/behavioural and play improvement


BDP, annual review reports, video footage, generalsiation of equipment and communication aids into other environments.





Increase in prosocial behaviours








