Gentle Teaching – a non aversive approach to visually impaired children and youth with challenging behaviours and their staff – keeping the highest ethical standards
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Living in a changing Europe makes the demand for highly specialised pedagogical intervention grow as globalisation increases, but so does the need for the highest ethical awareness in doing so. Gentle Teaching meets both. This presentation describes both the background theories on which Gentle Teaching is based and how Gentle Teaching is practiced at Synscenter Refsnæs, the national centre for blind and partially sighted children and youth in Denmark. This includes the education and training of staff as well as explaining how focus on social ethics is maintained.                                                                                                                

Children with challenging behaviour such as aggression and self-mutilation are rather demanding for staff to address without using too much force or getting hurt themselves, and often leave the children in a state of perplexity, escalating problems further. This calls for a practical method as well as a philosophy based on human rights. Gentle Teaching is based on a psychology of human interdependence and the central intention is to focus on a mutual change process leading to companionship. Gentle Teaching focuses on essential feelings of being safe, being unconditionally accepted and appreciated (loved) and being engaged as an active participant in companionship and community. In the process of teaching Gentle Teaching to children, staff use their presence, hands, words and eyes to communicate calmness and acceptance. Gentle Teaching offers improved quality of life and further the education of the children. 
Originally founded by Dr. John McGee (USA) Gentle Teaching is a result of some of his first experiences working with marginalised people. As a young man he went to Brazil to help work with children living on the streets of Sao Paulo. This was followed by a period of working in an institution for mentally deficient people in his home state. The difference was for obvious reasons enormous, but what struck him most was the difference in values. In Brazil, people were economically extremely poor but had formed a community of their own taking care of each other being warm and gentle. In the US, there was wealth but the people in the institution were often isolated, sad and selfmutilating. The staff appeared to be emotionally distanced and focused on the behavioural problems of the children. The huge difference in emotional currency between these two became the starting point of Gentle Teaching.
Gentle Teaching is based on the psychology of interdependence. It operates with the following three assumptions: Aggression and violence are expressions of fear and frustration, not of people being evil. The longing for connectedness: to feel safe and unconditionally accepted and appreciated is basic to the human condition and is the foundation of all learning. The personal relation between the child and the staff is as crucial as it is essential for the development of strong values and social standards. The third assumption is to acknowledge that we are equal as human beings and that our values should reflect that. Progress commences in the process of mutual change. It is therefore essential never to use force, restraints or harsh disparaging words.
Gentle Teaching is centred on essential feelings. Feeling safe: The children we work with usually are safe but there is a huge difference between being safe and feeling safe. We, as the staff, must nurture this by just offering our presence with no additional demands or expectations making this the sole purpose. Visually impaired children with additional disabilities such as e.g. autism often have experienced to be handled roughly, grabbed or made to comply with things or tasks they did not understand. This makes them suspicious and sometimes fearful or aggressive and they need to create new good memories of being together to feel safe with us. 

Feeling unconditionally accepted and appreciated: Our approach is to value and be positive in all interactions with the children. Unconditionally accepted and appreciated means that it is given because the children are equal to us (staff) and worthy as human beings. It connects to the individual child as a person, regardless of behaviour.
Feeling engaged as an active participant in companionship and community:
In the psychology of interdependence, companionship is used to illustrate the relation between staff and child in which both feel safe, unconditionally accepted, appreciated and connected with each other. Forming this relation enables us to help the child overcome difficult moments in life and become engaged in living and learning. 
The elements of companionship are usually taught to children from the beginning of their life. The child develops a bonded relation with its parents and experiences the feeling of companionship not only with them, but also with siblings, grandparents and other important people. The child thereby has a number of companions who will provide help when needed. When children are less fortunate because of multiple disabilities or due to social circumstances, they may not experience the feeling of companionship. This often results in emotional isolation and a lack of ability to accept help when the child is emotionally stressed. Consequently, lack of companionship is often the real cause of what is seen as challenging behaviours. Controlling or modifying these behaviours makes the child even more afraid of others and increases the feeling of distress and isolation. Rather than suppressing or modifying behaviour, the child needs to feel safe, unconditionally accepted, appreciated and connected with others. 
In the process of working with Gentle Teaching, the tools are always at hand. Staffs use their own presence, hands, words and eyes as a strong on-going sign of unconditional acceptance and appreciation. Hands are used to touch lightly and protect the child from selfmutilation. Words are used to uplift and be positive, calm and reassuring. Gentle Teachers speak “mother-ese”- the tone and rhythm being like a mother to an infant. The eyes of the staff are important as the gaze and focus signals attention and warmth. It calls for reflection on the meaning of our presence and urges us to find ways to make sure that the presence signals safety. Teachers and staff observe and supervise each other interacting with the children, keeping a focus on mutual change. 
At Synscenter Refsnæs we have more than 100 years of experience in the caring for and educating visually impaired children and youth. During that time, the vast majority of the children attending the centre had no additional impairments but. In the eighties, however, we started having children with more complex needs, some of them with challenging behaviours. In the beginning the pedagogical intervention was simple behaviour modification which produced mixed results: Although it was possible to stop certain self mutilating behaviours soon after new ones occurred and the teachers and staff felt uncomfortable with the ethics of the method.
In 1994 Gentle Teaching was introduced with special reference to the group of blind and partially sighted children with multiple disabilities. It was accepted because of the high ethical standard and the focus on interdependence. Today the philosophy of Gentle Teaching is reflected in the core values of the boardinghouses at Synscenter Refsnæs. Staff receive training and education in practising the tools of Gentle Teaching.  The presentation will contain case stories and show how staff is trained and explain how relations are established through an individual project plan.
 Although this may seem fairly simple and easy, reality shows otherwise. It holds great demands on teachers and staff to uphold high ethical standard and to always be willing to engage themselves. It requires hard work and discipline on behalf of the staff to refrain from using power and seize being in control. However the non-aversive approach of Gentle Teaching has improved the life of both children and staff as they move forward keeping high ethical standards.
