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Equals Informal Curriculum

for pupils and students with complex learning difficulties (CLD) who are working consistently and over time
at P4/P5, that is, equivalent to the early reaches of the severe learning difficulties spectrum.
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Foreword

The Equals Informal Curriculum is set in the context of Equals multi-tiered curriculum approach, recognising that differentiation from
England’s (or indeed any) National Curriculum is not sufficient to meet the needs of pupils and students with profound, complex, severe
or global learning difficulties. For these populations, who are all working consistently and over time below or very near the start of their
national curriculum, curricula need to be different rather than differentiated, because the way such pupils learn is different, and often
very, very different from neuro-typical, conventional developing learners for whom the national curriculum was designed. This
difference applies equally whether we are considering England’s National Curriculum, Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence, Australia’s
National Curriculum or the USA’s Common Core State Standards, or for that matter, any other national model.

Fig 1. The relationship between curricula in Equals multi-tiered curriculum approach

Equals Pre-Formal Equals Informal Equals Semi-Formal Equals Formal National
Curriculum Curriculum Curriculum Curriculum Curriculum
PMLD Complex SLD, SLD/ASC SLD, SLD/ASC GLD?, GLD/ASC
Working consistently Working consistently Working consistently and Working consistently Working within
and over time within and over time within P4- | over time within P4 to the and over time typical or near typical
P1to P3 P5 ish early reaches of the NC significantly below age age related
related expectations expectations

" GLD (Global Learning Difficulties) has been introduced as a term covering both severe and moderate learning difficulties (SLD and MLD) to indicate that the learning
difficulties faced will affect all learning, as opposed to a specific learning difficulties (SpLD), such as dyslexia and dyscalculia, which will affect part of learning.
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The P Scales. Equals supports the Rochford Review’s (2016) decision to abandon using the P Scales as a (statutory) comparative
assessment tool in England, but points out that they were never designed with this in mind. Equals regards the P Scales as a very
important common language among professionals and urges schools who have worked with them to continue to use them to give a
common understanding of the broad developmental level being worked within by individual pupils and students. There should be no
formal assessment schema involving them, but they are still by far and away, the best framework to use in order to organise and
implement broad appropriate curricula offerings.

Breadth and Balance. Whilst we accept the desirability of providing a broad and balanced curriculum, it must be wholly appropriate to
the needs of each learner. Ongoing assessment may point to a need for concentration and intensity in one or two particular areas for
some learners for a part, and sometimes a considerable part of their time in education. A learner might, for example, like people and
enjoy spending time with them, but have not yet learned how to take the initiative in engaging with another person. When left to their
own devices, the learner might have a tendency towards stimulatory, repetitive self-injurious behaviour such as biting their own hand,
and staff might therefore consider it essential for the learner's well-being to teach them to positively and clearly indicate that they want
to spend some time with another person(s) and enjoy the process of doing so without any other target in mind. In this instance, we
argue, it is absolutely essential that we narrow the curriculum offered to this particular learner in order to give them the maximum
amount of time for learning, recognising that someone with CLD may need hundreds and perhaps even thousands of opportunities to
learn what for others might be a simple skill.

Generally speaking, for (learners) with the most complex needs ....... we do not believe in a broad and balanced curriculum. Our
view is that (educational establishments) do not have time to offer all (learners) an experiential curriculum - for the most complex
(learners) let’s focus on the things that matter. This is why we advocate a very different personalised curriculum for some learners,
which might be broad and balanced when we can make it so, but above all, is relevant. (Imray and Hinchcliffe, 2014, p46)

Education should not and must not be tokenistic just for the sake of ticking a box. For those with CLD, time in education is
limited and precious, and we are duty bound not to waste it.

Classroom Organisation. An essential part of engagement is to recognise that the complexity of their learning difficulties will mean
that such learners do not, and cannot learn effectively when taught in a compartmentalised and piecemeal manner (Ware, 2003; Welsh
Assembly Government, 2006; Lacey, 2010; Imray and Hinchcliffe, 2014; Imray and Colley, 2017). In practice this means that we have to
aim for as much consistency and continuity as possible, not just in what we teach, but how we teach and who is doing the teaching. With
this in mind, we strongly recommend that the school organises its days around specific Class Groups taught by the same core
staff of Teacher and TAs, and seeks to hold these Class Groups together over time.
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New staff (when needed) can then be supported by the core staff to ensure that strong relationships, trust and consistency continue to
be central. Also key here is a recognition that deep and meaningful knowledge of each individual learner, which can only be gained over
time, is an essential part of the long term teaching and learning experience.

The Equals Informal Curriculum offers six schemes of work (SoW), namely My Communication, My Sensory Play, My Physical Wellbeing,
My Independence, My Creativity and My Outdoor Learning. PLEASE NOTE that these are of course strongly related to the SoW offered in
Equals Semi-Formal Curriculum, but are distinct and have all been separately written. That is, it is not possible to use the SoW from
the Semi-Formal Curriculum and expect the same results!
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Solitary Play

is play which involves only one person and is generally the way neuro-typical babies begin to find out about the immediate world
around them. Everything and anything becomes an object to be reached for, squeezed, banged, crunched, shaken, mouthed, and
generally explored. Solitary Play is the gateway to intellectual and physical maturity and is an essential first step on the road
towards realising the individual learner’s potential to play.

It may be however, that those with learning difficulties struggle even with this first step because of a variety of potential difficulties.
They may, for example,

¢ have physical gross and fine motor, visual, hearing or sensory difficulties;

e be not quite at the intellectual level which promotes curiosity;

e be fearful of the consequences of curiosity and have withdrawn into themselves;

e have additional autism which has a tendency to squeeze solitary play into play which becomes repetitive, stereo-typical,
obsessive and circular;

e have not been given the time and encouragement (the laddering and the scaffolding) which the individual needs because it has
been assumed that the learner cannot play, or only plays in a certain (restricted) way.

This latter point is crucial because conventional curriculum models such as the EYFS (Early Years Foundation Stage) and the National
Curriculum assume that the foundations of play are well established by the time the child reaches the age of six. Not only is Play, as a
subject, not taught within conventional curriculum models, it is positively frowned upon as not ‘work’, as something that is done in
spare time (playtime), as a treat for ‘hard work’ or ‘good work’, but (interestingly) not as work itself!

Time (or rather to give it its true emphasis, TIME) therefore becomes a key factor. For those with complex learning difficulties, it is
a grave mistake to assume that learning, including learning how to play, falls within the time scales that fit into conventional curriculum
models.

Solitary Play Staff member’s (SM’s) Progression
learning opportunities role in enabling (and what it might look like)
Sand and Water Play Unlike Play at later levels, particularly | You will note that there are
with LOTS AND LOTS of buckets, spades, spoons, jugs, parallel, share_d and turn-taklflg, the no Learnl.ng Intentions here,
. . SMs role here is not to be a child and and certainly no targets,
bowls, cups etc. for pouring and digging.
beyond the very broad
intention of being engaged.
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Try to use as large a container as possible - DON'T
BE MEAN WITH THE WATER OR SAND! This is the
equivalent of your learners using paper to write on.
Some is bound to be lost but we can use most of the
sand again. Logically, if the temperature allows,
these are outside activities.

Following water fed round by a pump down long
shutes with little holding pools along the way is
particularly attractive to learners of all ages and
might even be considered as a justifiable item of big
expense ahead of the soft play room or a sensory
room. It is certainly likely to get used a lot
(especially if you can place it indoors), is much less
likely to break down and is not complex to switch
on!

Both sand and water play are excellent vehicles for
converting solitary play to parallel and onto shared
and turn-taking simply because they are so
attractive to learners who are operating at early
developmental levels.

Water play is an excellent ‘excuse’ for dressing and
undressing practice.

Consider also the numerous variations of sand
and water play, such as ‘kinetic sand’ (very fine
sand, corn starch and cheap cooking oil). You can
check on YouTube for exact recipes and there are
various ideas around making the sand more or less
‘gloopy’. And of course water can be easily turned
into all sorts of sensory variations, such as cold,
warm, paste, bubbly, soapy, sticky etc. etc.

play like a child, but to be entirely
divorced from the play itself.

Any play that occurs in solitary play, is
the sole function of the learner. It is
not the SM’s role to play, but to be an
enabler, an inviter, a facilitator.

Start with what interests the learner but
don’t stop there. Introduce new things
and try them often, over a long period of
time. Don’t give up if they're rejected or
ignored.

LEARNERS DON'T KNOW WHAT THEY
DON'T KNOW (I). An individual may
never have experienced working with (for
example) clay, so it cannot be expected to
be on their ‘favourites’ list. We won’t
know the full extent of each learner’s
favourites list until we've tried
everything!

LEARNERS DON'T KNOW WHAT THEY
DON'T KNOW (II). An individual may
never have thought of combining one
favourite thing with another favourite
thing, so we must be constantly thinking
about how we might enable each learner
to extend their play, should they wish to
do so.

The writer of this SoW witnessed a
teacher waiting for a learner to pay

This is after all, the broad
intention of all play at
whatever level.

This work is entirely process
based and the skill of the
teacher lies in constantly
improving the quality of the
process.

We cannot (and must not)
expect the learner to go in one
direction and there must be no
expectation of there being a
correct way of playing.

Once staff accept this, they can
look for:

o Learner (L) accepts the
near presence of the SM.

o Llooks at play objects.

o Lreaches for play objects.**

o L concentrates on solitary
play of own choosing for
increasing lengths of time.

o L accepts different offerings
of opportunities to play (for
example, finding an object
buried in the clay, knocking
over a stack of bricks or
cups set up by the SM,
taking an ‘offering’ placed
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o IMPORTANTLY - don’t mix these up but have a
separate tray and work station for each. You
need to know which are your learner’ favourites.

Play with Foodstuffs, particularly

o uncooked or cooked pasta, rice, beans;

o dry cereals - have water or milk in a separate tin or
bowl to see if the learner mixes the two - wet
cornflakes have a very interesting viscosity;

o dough in various stages of plasticity;

o any foodstuffs such as flour, sugar, honey, butter,
cream which when mixed can form all sorts of
interesting feels, smells and tastes;

o flour and cornflour both offer different and
interesting textures and levels of viscosity when
mixed with water and are wonderfully interesting
when poured from a height;

o fruit salads with different hard and soft fruits;

o jelly (again in all its forms of various solidity and
consistency including raw);

o mashed potato (again, in various levels of
consistency and warmth).

Be prepared for and do not be confounded by the
mess that WILL occur.

DO NOT PREVENT LEARNERS FROM
MAKING A MESS. IF YOU DON'T WANT
THE MESS, DON’T START THE PLAY!!

attention to an object that was blue
tacked to a stick and offered to the
learner at regular intervals for a minute
or two at a time, whilst the learner was
intently engaged in solitary play. The
learner totally ignored the offering for 38
minutes! (it was timed) but eventually
took it and added it to his play.

This, to outside observers (a senior
leader or an Ofsted inspector for
example!) could have given the
appearance of nothing happening, of
no progress being made, of no learning
taking place, but the waiting (the TIME
GIVEN) was crucial to the learner’s
progression and no progress would
have occurred without it.

The second element of TIME is to ensure
that learners are not rushed through the
stages or given up on. This is not a matter
of one size fits all; those with CLD will
probably take several years to move
through the levels and many may well
never move through the levels.

Be courageous!
Be prepared to wait!

Be prepared to accept that the level of
the individual’s play may never
change, but aim to offer opportunities

or held within the learner’s
vision and reach).

o L positively engages with
SM by look or touch
(though not necessarily as
part of the play).

** [t may be for learners with
visual impairments, that the
object will need to be placed in
or very near to the hands, but
be very mindful of not
imposing against the learners
wishes. You may opt for hand
under hand assistance to find
the object, but you should not
use a hand over hand ‘insisting’
action. There is a real
difference between assisting
and insisting!
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Heuristic (Greek for ‘discovery’) Play with lots of
boxes, tins and bags of various sorts and sizes in order
to put in and take out

o wooden clothes pegs, balls of varying sizes, plastic
cups that fit into each other

that might affect the social nature of
the play.

AS A GENERAL RULE WE WOULD
ADVISE THE LEAST AMOUNT OF TALK

o bits of rope POSSIBLE irrespective of the type of free
o space blankets .
play. Take your cues from Intensive
o lycra . . .
. . . . Interaction techniques and recognise that
o plastic chains - anything that rattles, makes a noise, : . .
y : talking will probably not be appropriate
can be squeezed, bounced, banged, fitted into and .
for learners working at these very early
taken out from etc. developmental levels.
o cups or large bricks that stack and can be knocked
over with a touch; Speech can be used in single words to
o bubbles blown from a height; qualify the materials being played with
o various balls of all descriptions and sizes; but non-stop chatter, even when focussed
o seashells; (as for example, in linguistically
o bubble wrap; describing what is happening) is using a
o feathers; medium (speech and language) which the
o hand-cream; learners are unlikely to be expert in. Their
o jack-in-the-boxes; ‘language’ is MUCH MORE LIKELY to be
o scouring pads; ‘doing’ rather than talking about doing.
o stickle bricks;
o Play-Doh;
o clay with various other objects to stick into the clay;
o water filled balloons;
o fine water sprays;
o bells;
o various mobiles;
o leaves;
O mirrors;
o slime pots;
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latch-switch operated fans;

latch-switch operated music;

chime bars and bells and any musical instrument
that the learner can make a sound from
independently;

shaving foam;

vibrating cushions and other vibrating toys such as
snakes;

bumble balls;

sponges;

various materials such as felt, leather, satin, lycra,
hessian, fur etc. etc.

Arrange the whole in a large or small space.

There is room for Conventional Toy Based Play where
the room is set up to provide opportunities as would
typically occur in a nursery, BUT you cannot expect that
your learners with CLD will play with them
conventionally. They may do, but then again, they may
not. These toys may be explored in a sensorimotor,
relational or functional manner, depending upon the
intellectual level the learner has reached and what
interests the individual.

dolls of various shapes and sizes

dolls houses

lego bricks

duplo bricks

mini beasts

super heroes, action figures and playsets
Brio type wooden train and car tracks
Battery operated train sets

It is especially important to remember
that there is no correct way of playing,
even when playing with conventional
toys. Bricks do not have to be stacked
(and knocked down), Lego pieces do not
have to be connected, trains do not have
to run on tracks.

Remember the levels of play, and that
functional play - where specific toys are
used as designed, for a specified purpose
- comes fairly high up the developmental
scale.
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o Cars, garages,
o Kitchens and kitchen equipment, plastic foodstuffs,
tea sets etc., etc.

Kinaesthetic Play using the proprioceptive and
vestibular senses, as in for example sitting on a rocking
chair; swings; hoists; physio balls; trampoline;
secretary’s spinning chair; balance boards; ball pool;
rough and tumble.

Physical Play using climbing frames, slides, swings and
roundabouts.

Bikes, Trikes and Scooters. There are a number of
companies that sell suitable all age trikes, three
wheelers, tomcat bikes, 2 wheel bikes with stabilisers,
pedal powered go carts and hand powered bikes and
trikes. The best ones do tend to be on the expensive
side but are a really good fund-raising programme
because potential doners can see what their putting
their money towards. Be aware however, that fund-
raising will probably also need to take after sales
servicing into consideration and this can be expensive.

Two useful websites are

www.getcycling.org.uk

and

www.skybadger.co.uk

Although the trampoline is mentioned
(fairly casually) here, Equals
STRONGLY RECOMMENDS that schools
invest time in training its staff in
Rebound Therapy.

It is ALWAYS best if staff can
concentrate on teaching learners to
use such equipment independently,
especially swings. We MUST remember
that the long-term aim of any physical
activity taught is for the activity to be
carried on into adulthood and that is
unlikely to happen if individuals are still
reliant on being pushed on a swing by the
time they leave school.

Rebound Therapy courses
specifically designed for those
of all ages with complex
learning difficulties can be
accessed at
www.headstraining.co.uk
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Scooters, 2 and 3 wheeled, are a cheaper and more
sustainable option, or take the pedals off an ordinary
bike (an easy enough option) to turn it into a balance
bike, as these are normally only available in toddler
sizes.

Swimming is obviously a fantastic opportunity for
practising independent dressing and undressing.

Make sure you follow any existing plans for how

with regards to how they will get into the water and
what they will do in the pool.

Look to train staff in Halliwick which is explained in
Equals Informal Curriculum My Physical Well-Being
SoW.

Learners may need incontinence support in the pool.
There is a range of mainstream swimwear available to
support this and there are also specialist websites that
provide larger examples of specialist swimwear for
learners who are adult sized. There are numerous
websites which sell numerous products including re-
usable incontinence pads of all sizes. Just google
incontinence swimwear.

All of the play opportunities listed above under the
various sub-headings can typically occur in other areas
of Equals Informal Curriculum such as Art, Music and
Physical Well-Being, where learners freely explore
materials set before them.

learners get into the water. Have a plan for each learner

Solitary play can still occur when
swimming (in a pool) since the SM may be
fairly regarded as ‘a piece of equipment’!!
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Staff may also just set up Play opportunities as they
might do with a conventional Nursery class. This is
especially useful during the Meet and Greet time set
aside every morning.

However, such Play opportunities MUST NOT be
restricted to early years or even primary education.
For those with CLD, these events may well offer
valuable learning opportunities for the whole of the
learners’ school careers and beyond.
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