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“What is ‘contingency awareness’, how does it develop and what factors inhibit its development in learners with profound and multiple learning difficulties?
What can schools do to maximise the potential for learners with PMLD to develop contingency awareness?”













This report will reflect upon the understanding of Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD) and Contingency Awareness (CA).  Following on from this, how a learning environment can maximise the potential for learners with PMLD to develop CA will be examined. 
[bookmark: _Hlk45891377]Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties
Whilst there is currently no definitive definition of the term PMLD, there are many classifications that share similarities.  PMLD was first coined as a term by Evans and Ware (1987) (cited in Imray and Hinchcliffe 2014, p.7).  It is accepted across the U.K as a term for a group of learners who are functioning at the very earliest stage of intellectual development and have multiple physical and sensory impairments (Imray and Hinchcliffe, 2014).  Male (2015) agrees that learners with PMLD have complex learning needs as well as having other significant difficulties, such as physical disabilities, sensory impairments, or severe medical conditions.  Cartwright and Wind-Cowie (2005, p.1) also write that PMLD ‘describes pupils who have profound intellectual impairment and more than one disability’.  In addition, Doukas et al (2017) suggest that learners with PMLD have multiple disabilities; the most profound being an intellectual disability.  They acknowledge that learners with PMLD have other disabilities which include physical impairments, sensory impairments, sensory processing difficulties and complex health needs.  The terminology has been disputed by some researchers (such as Hogg 1991) with the reasoning that the disabilities experienced go beyond learning difficulties and have a profound effect on every aspect of an individual’s life. However, Ware (2005, p.67) reasons that ‘in an educational context what is important about disabilities and difficulties, however caused, is their impact on learning’.  
In the Routes for Learning (RfL) guidance, a working definition of PMLD was compiled (Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), 2006).  It suggests that learners with PMLD have profound cognitive impairments, operate at an early development level, and display significant motor impairments, significant sensory impairments, and complex health needs, which in turn affect all areas of learning.  Ware (2003, p.5) provides a more specific definition of PMLD stating learners are ‘functioning at a developmental level of 2 years old or less’. Imray (2008, p.11) elaborates further that the term PMLD defines anyone ‘whose intellectual development is equivalent to a conventionally developing child of under 18 months’, irrespective of their chronological age. Imray (2008) also supplements this with a number of defining characteristics including being; pre-verbal in terms of intent with no formal means of communication; unable to imitate others; totally physically reliant on others;  having numerous sensory difficulties; unable to conceptualise abstract concepts and have a limited CA and an unrefined sense of cause and effect.  However, it is important to note that this does not correspond with the RfL definition as the point of CA differs.  The RfL (WAG 2006, p.19) document states that 
‘in order to achieve contingency awareness, learners need something that they find rewarding, an action that they can perform and an ability to repeat this action while they can still remember the effect it had on the previous occasion.’  
Imray and Coley (2017, p.29) when writing about the defining characteristics of PMLD note that ‘in order to know what a person can do and what a person can be, it is essential to separate disability from impairment’. Imray and Coley (2017) explain that is important to recognise that learners with PMLD have limitations and it is not appropriate for these individuals to be taught on the same learning continuum as others. There are no unachievable ideologies if it is known what learners cannot do and instead a focus is placed on how education can support learners in what they can achieve.  WAG (2006) recognise the dangers of labelling learners and stress that flexibility is required to prevent limitations.  This is an indication as to why there is not a universal definition of PMLD.   
The numbers of learners with PMLD in Special Schools was discussed in a trust group session and based on Special Schools of a similar size, the number of learners with PMLD is twenty percent.  However, this percentage is based on large Special Schools in South Wales and there were some people in the trust group where the numbers of learners with PMLD were much lower due to the capacity and specialist resources available.   The number of learners with PMLD is calculated from their diagnosis and classification identified on their statement of special needs.  However, this is not precise as from personal experience I have observed a learner with a diagnosis of cerebral palsy who classified as having PMLD as a primary need achieve PIVATS P8 - Level 1 and similarly, there are learners whose primary need on their statement is medical, yet would primarily be considered PMLD in a typical school context.  Since the exact numbers of learners with PMLD may differ, as a school, it is agreed that learners working within the RfL Routemap (Appendix 1), covering the P scales one to three, are those categorised as having PMLD (Department for Education 2017).  The P scales ‘provide valuable feedback on different approaches to teaching and learning’ (Stobbs 2013, p.1).  From a discussion, it was determined that all the different Special Schools within the trust group use P scales to assess progress for learners with PMLD working within P3 or below.  Generally, it was also found that these learners had more than one diagnosis that affects their cognitive function.  
A lack of an agreed definition of PMLD makes it difficult to ascertain what are the best teaching approaches and how they should be assessed.  As Grace (2015, p. 42) points out the term PMLD ‘is inconsistently applied across the literature surrounding special educational needs and disabilities’.  Grace (2015, p. 42) also highlights that unfortunately it was not long ago that learners with PMLD were deemed as ‘incapable of learning’.  Thankfully, practice has come along way and there is recognition of progressive teaching approaches.  In the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, the forty two rights include an individual with PMLD’s rights, such as in Article 23: ‘Your right to special care and support if you are disabled so that you can lead a full and independent life’ (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2019, p.1).  Overall, it is important to consider that learners with PMLD have individual abilities and ways of learning and any pedagogical approaches or frameworks used must be tailored to meet their needs. 
[bookmark: _Hlk45891390]Contingency Awareness
[bookmark: _Hlk511311078]A contingency is a situation that is reliant on upon or related to something else and so CA or contingency responding (CR) can be explained as understanding and responding more because of a contingency.  CA, referred to as understanding cause and effect ‘ is a consciousness of a relationship between two different events; that is, an understanding of a relationship between actions and the outcomes those actions elicit in the environment’ (TalkSense 2015, p.1).  Watson (1966, p.123) first described CA as ‘an organism’s functional knowledge that the nature of the stimuli received is sometimes affected by the nature of the behavior the organism is emitting’.  The Welsh government RfL guidance (WAG 2006, p.19) clarifies CR is when the learner realises that performing a particular action causes an effect, though has yet to make the one to one association and CA is when the learner knows that an action will cause a particular response to happen.  The RfL guidance goes onto explain that CA involves learners acting with intent and consistency by waiting for the reward to end, before trying to get the reward to start again.  This demonstrates that the learner understands that there is a link between actions and consequences.  The RfL Routemap (Appendix 1) assessment tool is used alongside the RfL guidance to support knowledge and understanding of how to measure each learner’s performance and provides a broader view of what progress can be observed for learners with PMLD.  CR is step twenty-two on the RfL Routemap and CA is step twenty-five; the two stages in between being ‘purposeful action on everyday environment’ and ‘changes behaviour in response to interesting event nearby’ (OGL 2019, P.1) In order to demonstrate CR the learner is required to demonstrate they can make something happen independently and CA builds on this as the learner is required to demonstrate a consistent response and act with intent.  Ware and Thorpe (2007) highlight the significance of CA as it allows learners with PMLD to access a diverse range of learning opportunities. They stress that CA is a ‘necessary pre-condition of the expression of choice and the development of object permanence’ (Ware and Thorpe 2007, p.132) and is linked to the development of play.  Coupe O’Kane and Golbart (1998) also consider CA as a process in which the learner makes a connection between their actions and subsequent consequences.  In addition, TalkSense (2015) regard CA an important milestone for learners with PMLD. 
[bookmark: _Hlk45891404]Assessment
[bookmark: _Hlk45098059]My school’s Sensory Policy cites RfL (WAG, 2006) as a framework upon which to base planning and assessment for learners with PMLD.  The RfL Routemap is an invaluable assessment tool to measure a learner with PMLD’s progress as any route can be taken, steps can be skipped, and it can be tailored for an individual’s needs.  The RfL sets out the mapping of small steps and progression in development is evidenced in a web style design, which is not categorised, so learners can follow individual routes.  Learning is encouraged through shared routines structured by an adult, which falls in line with the work of Vygotsky, who developed the theory the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which looks at the gap between what a learner can do by themselves and what they can do with the help of someone with more experience.  The ZPD highlights the importance of scaffolding and Vygotsky emphasises the social components of experiences.  Vygotsky’s theories ‘changed the way educators think about children’s interactions with others’ (Pound, 2006, p.41).  However, Vygotsky’s methodologies also received criticism as much of his work was not based on empirical evidence and were untested hypotheses (Pound, 2006).  
To ascertain how CA develops, it is important to consider how learning takes place. When looking at early social behaviour and interactions, Smith, Cowie, and Blades (2015) note that babies are helpless and dependent upon parents or caregivers for their needs to be met and because of this is it important that attachment develops between the infant and the adult.  Following on from this, Smith, Cowie, and Blades (2015) point out that babies do have reflexive, instinctive abilities that assist the development of social interactions with adults that includes an enjoyment of contingent responding by others. 
Historically Piaget proposed a framework for cognitive stages of development.  Piaget’s belief is that the construction of knowledge is based on an individual’s experiences, which are influenced by emotional, biological, and mental stage of development (Bates 2019).  Piaget sets out distinct areas of development, which feature direct progression of steps.  Each step sets out the developmental norms, in which progression in one area cannot be achieved until progression has been made in another area. Therefore, it assumes that all learners develop and progress in a linear approach in all domains.  Piaget’s work has been criticised for a lack of emphasis placed on social and emotional aspects of thought, the stages only offering a glimpse of development and there being no recognition of the fact that cognitive development continues after adolescence.  Despite these criticisms, Piagetian models of learning have essentially influenced understanding of cognition and the early stages of development.  In particular, the sensorimotor period, which refers to the earliest stage, from birth to two years.  During this stage learning occurs through sensory and motor interactions with the environment.  The interactions are referred to as circular reactions and are a way of developing schemes in which learners try to repeat a chance event caused by their own motor activity (Spencer 2011).  According to Ware (2003) during the first three months social co-occurrences are the key types of contingencies experienced, since people surrounding a baby are social and responsive to their behaviours.  Physical co-occurrences become more important as the babies motor functions develop. According to Hogg (2009) physical co-occurrences are easier to detect than social cooccurrences as they are more reliable and are more likely to have instantaneous consequences. 
[bookmark: _Hlk45110292][bookmark: _Hlk511311201]However, learners with PMLD will have difficulty retaining and analysing information such as this due to impaired motor and sensory abilities.  According to Ware (2003, p.8) those with disabilities are less likely to experience a less responsive environment than non-disabled infants.  Therefore, learners with PMLD face a far greater challenge acquiring CA than others.  In a trust group discussion, most practitioners agreed it is hard to measure how difficult it is for each learner with PMLD to develop CA because it very much depends on the individual; each learner is unique and their CA will develop differently.  This is apparent in the way the RfL Routemap is not linear (OGL 2019).    Imray and Hinchcliffe (2014, pp.8-9) support that the cognitive abilities of those with PMLD will vary from one learner to another; pointing out that there will be ‘fractured learning and spiky profiles’ due to the nature of a learner’s intellectual, physical and sensory difficulties.  
There are several factors to consider when supporting learners with PMLD to develop CA.  Dunst and Trivette (2009, p.44) note that:
‘contingency learning and its concomitants (detection and social-emotional behavior) are more likely to occur when an environmental consequence is delivered or made available following but not concurrent with the child contingency behavior’. 
If the time between the cause and effect is longer than six seconds or more seconds it will impede learning.  Therefore, to ensure learning is enhanced, the time between the learner making the connection and the consequence should be that happen within two - three seconds.  Learners with PMLD benefit from learning experiences being repeated and the same activities that develop CA need to be carried out several times.  Keirnan, Reid & Goldbart (1987) state it is imperative to provide learners with PMLD frequent opportunities to develop CA and that it should be involved in daily routines.  Lacey & Ouvry (1998) also support that repeated interaction with events encourages a positive and successful involvement in future learning and the more consistent and frequent a learner makes an action, the more likely they are to learn this action.  Therefore, it is important that learners are motivated by the stimuli presented to ensure increased interest and attention.  Goswami & Bryant (2007) support that frequency and motivation are crucial to the acquisition of CA.  Any adult working with a learner with PMLD needs to be mindful that they do not interfere in this process.  TalkSense (2015, p.1) note that ‘any distraction in the learner's environment is likely to reduce the likelihood of learner cognition’. So, though an adult may think they are being helpful by offering repeated verbal prompts, it can disrupt the individual’s learning process.  It is imperative for adults to understand that learners with PMLD require time to process information and similarly time to respond.  
[bookmark: _Hlk45891419]Sensory systems 
For those with PMLD, Sensory Integration (SI) affects the development of CR and CA in comparison to a typically developing child. Ayres (1972) coined the term SI defining it as 
‘The neurological process that organises sensation from one’s own body and from the environment and makes it possible to use the body effectively within the environment’ (Ayres, 1972, p11).
Sensation is the pathway the human system can use to receive information from the environment through any of the other senses.  The seven different sensory inputs are sight, smell, taste, hearing, touch, vestibular and proprioception.  7 Senses (2013, p.1) explains that SI is the processing of sensory stimuli in the brain and ‘sensory processing is the brain receiving, interpreting, and organizing input from all of the active senses at any given moment’.  Careful thought needs to be placed regarding the number of senses that are receiving input at one time.  For every activity optimal organisation of sensory information is required because if the sensory information received in the brain is incorrect, an appropriate reaction or behaviour relating to the stimuli is not possible (7 Senses 2013).  In addition, research by Goswami & Bryant (2007, p.20) reported that ‘learning by the brain depends on the development of multisensory networks of neurons distributed across the entire brain’.  Subsequently, it could be determined that disfunction in any area of sensory information could cause interference to the development of CA.  Sensory impairments may cause a learners vision or hearing to fluctuate, they may not respond to unsuitable environmental conditions, such as lighting and noise levels and also learners may not respond if over stimulated or too many conflicting demands are made.  Therefore, an accurate assessment of a learner’s needs is required as without this the learning opportunities presented may not be appropriate and in turn will limit any progress made.  As the RfL guidance stresses staff need to make sure that 
‘before being asked to look or listen, the learner is in an appropriate state to attend (i.e. quiet/active alert) and not engaged in stereotyped behaviour or engrossed in another activity’ (WAG 2006, p.22).
RfL (WAG 2006, p.22) further suggest barriers to learning and consequently CA by noting that visual or hearing impairments can be overlooked in learners who have complex needs.  It is imperative to obtain specialist assessment and advice from those qualified in visual impairments, hearing impairments and multisensory impairments.  Carpenter et.al (2015, p. 97) stress that collaborative approaches are key to unlocking the innate abilities of learners with PMLD.  
[bookmark: _Hlk45891435]Strategies to develop Contingency Awareness
There are a range of disabilities and impairments that learners with PMLD may have which act as a potential barrier to learning.  Therefore, if an accurate assessment of the learner’s needs is not provided, their developmental progress or engagement is limited.  Providing an appropriate and varied curriculum for learners with PMLD is a complex process.  There are many different factors to take into consideration to ensure all areas of learning are being developed.  For example, it is important to have access to specialist facilities such as the hydrotherapy pool, rebound room and sensory room.  There are also specialist activities to consider, such as physiotherapy sessions and Touch Trust sessions.   Hurst (2014, p.1) states that multi-sensory environments provide opportunities for learners to ‘regulate their alertness levels throughout the day to ensure that they can focus on making use of learning experiences’.  In addition, time for personal care routines is required in setting out a daily timetable.  When determining what the priorities are for each learner, a focus on meeting the learner’s basic needs, interests and abilities is required.  Maslow (cited in Pichère 2015, p.5) structured human needs into five levels: physiological, security, recognition, esteem, and accomplishment (Appendix 2).   Toileting needs and hunger needs are at the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.  In a trust group discussion, there were practitioners that found attending to basic care needs as a barrier to learning because of the amount of time they take.  However, in line with hierarchy of needs, most learners with PMLD require support with these needs and if not met, the barriers to learning would be even greater.  Imray and Hinchcliffe (2014, p.108) stress the importance of care playing a part in the curriculum as it is ‘far too important to be relegated as a side issue’.  As a result, learning opportunities should be offered in a variety of situations using a multifaceted approach.  For example, communication skills can be developed whilst meeting a learner’s personal care needs.  
[bookmark: _Hlk511311270]From a discussion in a trust group session and my own experiences of working with learners with PMLD, it was found that CR and CA take a long time to develop.  Especially as there are many factors that impede development, including physical barriers.  For example, if using a switch with a PMLD learner it is important to ensure you are using the correct type as there is not simply one switch that fits all.  It can take time to find a suitable switch and in a busy class switches easily get misplaced or borrowed.  In addition, due to the poor mobility, some learners are not able to use BIGmacks or Jellybean Twist Switches (Inclusive Technology 2001-2020).  Schweiger and Rowlands (1992) similarly point out that sometimes it can take months to find a suitable switch set up for a learner.  In addition, CENMAC (2020) add that establishing the best switch position is imperative for users to be able to access the technology whilst being comfortable and supported.  However, ensuring the best switch position is not that straightforward in practice.  In my previous class a learner had positioning issues and to get a highly specialised seat their parents were required to raise a large sum of money for the item.  This took a considerable amount of time and when the chair did arrive, there was no tray slot so when using a tray it had to be balanced on an adults lap, which meant the surface was not always steady.  
[bookmark: _Hlk45891445]Responsive environment
It is imperative to create a responsive environment to deal with the barriers of learning that those with PMLD face.  A responsive environment ensures that learners get responses to their actions and are given the opportunity to give responses to the actions of others (Ware 2003).  An important process that embodies this view is assessment for learning.  Assessment for learning strategies help to; determine a learner’s current position; move on towards the next step (ZPD); act as checkpoints on the journey to achieving the next step and help determine if the next steps have been achieved (WAG 2010, p. 30).  When assessing the development of learners with PMLD, accurate observation skills are required to fully comprehend the process of learning.  It cannot be established that a learner has achieved something or demonstrated a skill without having a clear knowledge and understanding of responses from a learner and how they present themselves.  If an inaccurate assessment of the learner’s needs is made, this will detrimentally affect the developmental progress.  If an adult does not correctly anticipate the needs of the learner, the learner will not able to make a request or attempt to express what they want or need.  Adults also need to be mindful to provide opportunities that encourage learners to experiment.  If everything is done for a learner this instils that they are not making an active contribution in controlling the environment. Golbart and Ware (2015, p. 274) stress that 
‘learners with PMLD need to be assessed over time, by familiar people and in supportive environments that allow them to demonstrate both the best they can achieve and more typical levels of performance’. 
[bookmark: _Hlk45891465]The role of technology  
[bookmark: _Hlk511311332][bookmark: _Hlk511311339]In my school a range of Alternative and Augmentative Communication systems (AAC) are available to learners with PMLD.  The use of AAC enhances the development of CA by providing opportunities for CR.  Switch technology provides the necessary conditions for the development of CA (Hogg 2009).  Switch technology enables learners to activate a stimulus and demonstrate control of the environment which supports the development of CA.  There is vast range of stimuli that can be activated via a switch, whether it be auditory, visual, or tactile stimuli.  Schweigert (2009) carried out a study that examined the use of switches to facilitate the awareness of social contingencies as a potential foundation to the development of intentional communicative behaviour. The results indicated that the learners increased activation of the switch when the reward involved social contingencies but did not increase with non-social contingencies.  Goldbart and Ware (2015) agree that switches help learners with PMLD understand their actions have consequences; learning to make things happen is a beginning step in understanding that you can communicate with another person and make things happen.  Learners with PMLD can use switches ‘to make and convey choices and attract the attention of other people’ (Goldbart and Ware 2015, p.265).  Goldbart and Ware (2015) also note that learners with PMLD are likely to need sensory experiences to be motivated, such as a fan, lights, sounds and vibrations.  In addition, they note learners with PMLD are likely to need a lot of experience before they understand the association between action and consequence when using a switch. 
     
In a trust group discussion, the use of switches in schools was discussed.  It was found that most teachers within the trust group use switches as part of everyday practice.  Each school has access to a variety of different switches and teachers can consult with specialist staff, such as the speech and language or sensory team, to ensure switches are used effectively.     If a learner uses a switch to communicate, it is important to ensure they have access to their own switch and the use of switches should be encouraged across a range of different contexts, such as during assembly, rather than being simply confined to being used in the classroom.  A switch should not be used with a learner as a once a week activity simply to tick a box and adults need to be mindful to incorporate the use of a switch in all aspects of learning.  As Reed and Addis (1998, p.98) agree ‘the way the teacher and others assess, monitor and evaluate children’s abilities so that meaningful switching activities can be developed for them’ is of key importance.  In addition, Information and Communication Technology (ICT) facilitates access to learning for those with physical or sensory impairments as it provides a range of mechanisms that simply processes.  With the support of various technologies, the difficulties experienced for this group of learners can be overcome.  As Detheridge (2012, p.137) points out those with learning disabilities are put ‘on a more equal footing with their peers’ and are provided ‘the means to engage in the same educational, work social and personal opportunities as everybody else’.     
In my school, there are various other ways that technology is used to develop CA.  There is a member of the Senior Leadership Team (Rhys 2013) whose role directly specialises in ICT.  The school is sector leading for the use of technology with learners with PMLD; in addition to switches, gesture-based technology (GBT) is also widely used.  This technology includes specialised computer packages and software, such as the use of Eyegaze (Tobii AB 2020), Kinect (Rouse 2011), Virtual Reality (Virtual Reality Society 2017) and interactive floor projectors (Sensory Technology 2020).  GBT does not require the learner to make physical movements or sounds to create a response, which provides more inclusive opportunities for learners with a wider range of needs.  For example, those learners with physical disabilities and limited movements can demonstrate CA whilst using GBT such as an Eyegaze.   Eyegaze uses eye tracking as a direct control medium.  
“A person's point of gaze can be used in a variety of ways to control user interfaces, alone or in combination with other input modalities, such as a mouse, keyboard, sensors, or other devices” (Tobii AB 2020, p.1).
I have used an Eyegaze to support communication for a learner with PMLD during circle time.  As a whole school approach, for circle time a PowerPoint for each day is used that includes what day it is, the colour of the day, who is in school and dinner choices (Appendix 3).  I put the same format onto the Eyegaze technology to make it inclusive for the learner so he could independently choose and communicate his preferences, such as whose turn was next.  
There are many ways in which learners with PMLD demonstrate intentional behaviour and I have also experienced a learner with PMLD use an Eyegaze to demonstrate intentional behaviour when interacting with people and objects.  The learner could look at an image on a screen to receive a reward of a clip of a song, practising their cause and effect skills.  In this example the learning objective was to generalise CA skills in different contexts.  However, it is important to note in this situation, it was difficult to determine whether CA or CR was being demonstrated as unlike using switches, it was not clear as to whether the learner was continually pressing or looking at the screen to activate the response.  To overcome this issue, eye tracking can be set on the Eyegaze so that the learner’s gaze can be monitored.  Though, it is important to recognise that a learner can quickly become fatigued when using the Eyegaze, which may be a potential barrier for the learner developing their CA.
The use of iPads or tablets are another technology used to develop CA.  Unlike switch technology, they are quick to set up and easier for a learner with minimal movement as they respond to pressure, motion and the number of fingers (or a nose, elbow, wrist or cheek) used in touching them (Rhys 2013).  In addition, they are portable and can be used in different areas of the school both inside and outdoors.  Importantly, though, unlike a switch, the input is not limited to on or off as learners can move from side to side and up and down; thereby creating a different response each time (Rhys 2013).   On an iPad or tablet, the cause and effect processes are in one place and give more of an immediate and rewarding cause and effect response, as opposed to two points like with the switch and the screen.  In addition, iPads or tablets can be used as the learner progresses past CA. For example, during a class observation a girl working within the RfL level was observed. The teacher explained that she can use a switch or tablet mounted by her head or elbow to engage in cause and effect activities.  She was able to move her head in different directions and on the screen in different directions.  Instead of having one option being the press of a switch, her movements caused different effects each time she moved, so the effects were much more varied. As Rhys (2013, p.1) stresses iPads or tablets are ‘an important piece of equipment that can do many things that other devices simply cannot do’. 
My school also provides opportunities to develop CA for learners with PMLD in music therapy through sensology workouts, Atmospherics and Touch Trust sessions. The sensology workout (Longhorn, 2008) is a programme which aims to wake up the senses through sensory stimulation, experiences, and multisensory environments. Atmospherics is designed to develop body and spatial awareness though using a combination of music, colour, fragrance, and fabrics to stimulate the senses within a relaxed environment (Ysgol Maes Hyfryd 2020).  Touch Trust sessions provide unique creative movement programmes (Touch Trust 2020) are led by specialist teaching assistants trained to deliver weekly sessions to learners with PMLD.  
Within my school there are set intervention times where learners with PMLD work with specialist sensory teaching assistants.  The specialist TAs deliver individual programmes to learners with PMLD as well as providing assessments using Individual Education Plans (IEP’s) and route maps.  A sensory portfolio is created for each learner which informs other staff of any targets and evidence of progress is recorded.  In addition, Objects of Reference (OoR) are used with learners with PMLD as part of a whole school approach.  Each learner has easy access to their own set of OoR and are used to transition between rooms and activities (totalcommunciation.org.uk 2015).  RfL (WAG 2006, p.35) supports the use of OoR stating that they ‘bridge the gap between non-symbolic and symbolic communication’.   In contrast, Goldbart and Caton (2010) observed that whilst commonly used, there is limited evidence for the effectiveness of OoR and there is a great need for further research regarding this approach.    Goldbart and Caton (2010) also found that cause and effect activities, including use of switches, has the most research supporting its effectiveness as a route to communication for learners with PMLD.
In conclusion, though there is not one agreed definition on PMLD, most agree that these learners have little or no CA. In addition, the way that CA develops in typically developing infants is different from learners with PMLD. Learners with PMLD may take a long time to develop the skill but this depends upon the individual. A learner with PMLD may face many barriers in developing CA, however, with the correct support, these learners can develop this early communication skill, as well as generalising the skill to other areas of their learning.  There are many ways in which learners with PMLD can develop their CA, including switches and the use of other technology.  The best way to maximise the potential for learners with PMLD to develop CA is to get to know the learner to gain a strong knowledge and understanding of what motivates the learner, the barriers they may face and the best method to support to develop CA.  As Martin (2017, p.1) encapsulates ‘acting ‘minute by minute’ or even ‘second by second’ is fundamental to the human interaction which lies at the heart of early learning and teaching of learners with PMLD’.  





	



Appendices
Appendix 1 – RfL Routemap




Appendix 2 - Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs
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Appendix 3- Circle Time
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