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Introduction

Pathological Demand Avoidance Syndrome (PDA) is a condition on the higher

end of the Autistic Spectrum. Children with PDA suffer with extremely high

levels of anxiety that often result in them displaying challenging and violent

behaviours (PDA Society, 2018). They face many barriers during their

education, many people fail to recognise any special educational need and

simply class the child as ‘naughty’, many practitioners do not know how to deal

with these children and often the children suffer, this results in a gradual decline

in attendance at school. A recent survey undertaken by PDA Society (2018)

found that seventy percent of these children were not attending school.

PDA in the Early Years

The Association of Teachers and Lecturers (2016) believe the majority of children

on the autistic spectrum would have been identified in their pre-school years,

however, children with PDA may not be identified until they are at school, where

it is possible their behaviours can be mistaken for ‘being naughty’ or displaying

emotional and behavioural difficulties. According to The National Autistic Society

(2018) PDA children would have experienced delays in reaching milestones and

would have been quiet baby’s, often happy to just sit and watch. The demand

avoidant behaviours show as the children develop and grow and they begin to

object and resist everyday demands (Green et al., 2018).

Demand Avoidance

One of the main characteristics of PDA is a high level of anxiety when children

feel they are having demands placed upon them, this is a trigger for their anxiety

(The National Autistic Society, 2018). Every day demands can be anything and

can be what the child actually wants to do, it is the way it is worded to them that

can make them see it as a demand. Although this type of behaviour can be seen

in the development of the majority of children, it is the extent and nature of this

avoidance that makes it stand out (The National Autistic Society, 2018). Children

with PDA can avoid doing something by straight forward refusal or at times show

outbursts of behaviour and aggression with a sudden onset of screaming,

shouting, throwing things or physically lashing out. Practitioners must treat this

outburst of behaviour as a panic attack, it must be remembered that children are

not acting this way because they do not want to do something, it is because their

anxiety prevents them to do it (PDA Society, 2018).

One to One Teaching Assistant Support

A strategy that can help children with PDA in school is to designate a one to one teaching

assistant. When a child has high levels of anxiety and is struggling to access the curriculum,

Whitebread (2017) and Blatchford et al. (2010) agree that one to one support allows for

individual attention that can build the child’s self-esteem, without support from a teaching

assistant inclusion would never be successful (Wren, 2017). PDA Society (2018) believes that

with PDA children, it is not about the actual learning environment that contributes to a child’s

educational attainment, it is the quality of the relationship they have with the adults that makes

the difference. Fidler (2016) agrees and states that PDA children experience difficulties in

school due to practitioners often assuming the child is choosing not to engage. The invisible

barrier of anxiety and the demand avoidance is often overlooked or forgotten (Syson and

Langton, No date).
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Barriers to education

Many children with PDA struggle with school attendance due to their high anxiety. It is common

for parents to be expected to force their children into school, often resulting in the child having a

meltdown. Many children struggle with attendance due to practitioners not knowing how to

speak with them and understanding their difficulties. Seventy percent of these children are now

home educated as a result (PDA Society, 2018). Many children also struggle as practitioners fail

to recognize that children are experiencing difficulties, the invisible barrier of anxiety and

demand avoidance is forgotten and practitioners assume that the child is refusing to engage or

are ‘being naughty’ (Syson and Langton, No date).

Critique

PDA is a complex condition that needs support. However, getting the right support is a

problem. Many teaching assistants are not qualified and do not receive relevant training to

be able to effectively support these children in mainstream schools (Unison, 2013). Many of

these inexperienced and unqualified teaching assistants just shout at children and fail to

understand the need for behavior management, strategies and techniques. This impacts

directly on the child as they are not having the right support to access education, it also

affects the teaching assistants as they are not experiencing job satisfaction. When you

consider this and the fact that Unison (2016) believes teaching assistants are among the

lowest paid workers in the UK it is not surprising that many are seeking employment

elsewhere, low pay is the main reason why there are high levels of staff turnover among

teaching assistants (Chakrabortty, 2016). This does not provide continuity for children.

Conclusion

It is clear there are a number of children struggling to access education due

to high anxiety levels and the demand avoidant profile of PDA. More

awareness of PDA is needed and teaching assistants need to have the

training to enable them to better cope with the children. Suitable training and

highly trained teaching assistants will enable many children access to an

education that they are currently not receiving.
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