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Introduction 
 
This paper is in three parts. The first is written by Isabel Jones and explains the 

philosophical thinking behind the way in which she works. The second is by Nick 

Hodge who discusses a research project conducted by Sheffield Hallam University 

with Isabel Jones that explored using body and voice to establish a connection 

between Isabel and Paul, a 10 year old child who is on the autistic spectrum. The 

final part is an outline of an 8-step process devised by Nick and Isabel to aid 

practitioners engaged in similar work.  

 

The videotape (26 minutes in length) referred to in this paper, is available from 
Sheffield Hallam University, Autism Research within the Department for Education.   



 
 

 

 

Part 1. A philosophy 

Isabel Jones 

In this paper I will propose a philosophy of exchange and dialogue as a means to 

develop communication with a person who is defined as on the autistic spectrum. I 

will show how: (i) communication is not just based on language but a whole body and 

voice experience in which touch plays a vital role;  (ii) the essential building blocks of 

communication develop through a relationship from a very early age and that people 

across the spectrum probably missed out on these (iii) how body and voice can be 

used interactively by teachers and parents to become partners in the development of 

communication; (iv) how exchange and dialogue through the body and voice can 

contribute to a successful learning relationship; (v) that it is not only pre -school 

children on the autistic spectrum that can develop skills; (vi) that physical 

connections can be made in age appropriate ways and finally (vi) that the arts could 

have an important role to play in the lives of people on the spectrum.        

 
 

 “We can now see that one cannot change a child unless one begins within 
the context of his own behaviour. Change cannot be imposed from the 
outside; it can only start from within the relationship……….and thus 
becomes a matter of mutual adjustment.” (Shaffer 1977) 

 

 

Communication is a fundamental ingredient in our expression of what it is to be 

human. Most of us do not need to be taught how to communicate, we seem to learn 



by instinct. Communication and contact with other human beings is innately 

rewarding to us, it is a part of the essence of life and without it we are truly alone.  

 
“ It all makes me very sad because I’m getting older and older and I continue 
not to meet anyone….. I hope someone that can offer me some love and 
affection will get in touch….. Yes, I think anyone normal would find it hard to 
lead the kind of existence I have.”  

 
 
 This extract from David’s Autobiography (Frith 1992), describes the isolation  
that people on the autistic spectrum often experience. 
 

Lack of communicative means greatly affects our ability to make connections with 

people, restricting the range of opportunities open to us as developing children and 

adults, and limiting our capacity to interact socially. The lack of such opportunities 

influences how autism eventually manifests itself (Baron - Cohen and Bolton 1992) 

 

Impairments in communication and social interaction are identified as key ingredients 

that define the disabilities known as autistic spectrum disorders  (Wing 1988). These 

disabilities interfere with the child’s ability to make sense of all forms of 

communication including body language, facial expression and gesture. We are not 

just talking about spoken language here: there is a close connection between the 

learning of all facets of communication and the development of relationships and 

social interactions.  

 
 

“…. in terms of an order of events, the failure of the child to tune-in to body 
language is crucial; because it is through body language, not through 
meaningful speech, that the baby first learns that people are worth getting to 
know.”  
(Newson 1984)  

 
 



Being ‘worth getting to know’ means being able to share a language. The most 

fundamental language is spoken in the world of the body. The body has to be the 

place to start.    

 

I first discovered the potential of Movement and Sound as tools in the development 

of communication in the early 1980s when I began using music to help facilitate play 

and interaction with young children with autism. Encouraged by the principal of 

Sutherland House School, Phil Christie, and Dr Elizabeth Newson director of the 

Nottingham University Child Research Unit at that time, I was given the space to 

experiment and to work with staff and parents. Over a four year period, I laid down 

the practical foundations for an approach, which later became known as Musical 

Interaction Therapy (Newson 1993) and has become well recognised and practised 

by musicians, parents and professionals involved with children who are on the 

autistic spectrum.  

 

There were obvious parallels to be drawn between mother-baby interaction and my 

early work, as Dawn Wimpory, a research student, pointed out in a thesis based on 

her observations of it. 

 
“.. consideration of the processes and functions of musical interaction 
revealed many similarities with mother - baby interaction. Both processes are 
characterised by dance - like movements with increasingly mutual adaptation 
by each partner.”   (Wimpory 1985) 
  

Whilst attempting to search for inclusive ways of working with these children during 

that time, the simple but fundamental ingredients of body and voice allowed me to 

draw on knowledge that I was never taught but knew instinctively. How far each child 

could develop clearly depended on the opportunities I could present it with. In the 



case of normal mother baby relationships the baby is dependent on the mother to 

help turn potential into reality (Shaffer 1985). The child with autism is dependent 

upon us to create extended opportunities for them to partake in pre-verbal dialogue 

and on our ability to construct environments in order to “re - affirm the basic 

messages of early interaction ”  (Christie, Newson E, Newson J, Prevezer 1992) 

 

Change cannot be imposed from the outside, yet relationships are the key to 

developing communication for people on the spectrum. Perhaps the most successful 

learning and nurturing relationship we have ever known is the mother baby 

relationship and it is through looking at what happens there that we can learn how to 

be more successful partners in communication.  

 

Fundamental to the development of communication and social development in the 

normal child is a two way interaction or conversation without words between mother 

and baby. For children found to be autistic these early two way interactions are likely 

to be lacking (Aarons and Gittens 1992).  Such conversations in the normal child can 

involve vocal sounds; gurgling, bleating, crying, murmuring, and movements: of the 

eyes, mouth, hands, and feet.  Movements and sounds have different qualities; 

vigorous, open, grasping, soft  (Newson and Newson 1985). They develop 

communicative intent through a process of interaction between mother and child, 

where the child’s contributions are treated as equally important to the mother’s 

(Snow 1997). Autism can prevent the child from taking up the opportunities these 

early mother baby interactions present and the child therefore misses out on the 

building blocks of social development (Christie, Newson, Prevezer 1992).         

  



Initially like the mother who creates a shared context with her child the teacher 

needs to consider how to create the right environment for communication to happen. 

The mother and child develop a series of routines that become familiar and safe, like 

feeding, bathing and lap play; she intuitively creates turn-taking sequences which 

provide a framework of shared understandings to which language can be attached. 

The mother - baby relationship is described as a dialogue (Newson 1985) between 

two partners alternating between talker and listener. This relationship is a two way 

relationship based on shared understanding when neither partner is in complete 

control of what will emerge. 

 

Not only does the mother create the right environment but she acknowledges the 

child’s interests in that environment. She allows herself to be led and paced by the 

baby. The baby is then spontaneously interested in its surroundings and the mother 

follows. Timing is important, the mother must know when to intervene and how to 

guide further exploration. If the child becomes inappropriately bombarded or the 

mother becomes otherwise preoccupied, h/she soon becomes distressed and loses 

interest. The relationship absolutely depends on: firstly the child’s actions and 

interest and secondly the mothers willingness at the right time and place to reply by 

elaborating, or repeating the child’s actions. We also need to be devising an 

environment that challenges the child’s interest, arouses curiosity and promotes a 

need to communicate. If you neglect the child’s interests communication is unlikely to 

develop. 

 

Copying and imitation are a crucial part of a dancer’s training but it seems that most 

adults lack the ability to do this convincingly despite the mother baby relationship 



experience. The valuable feedback the person on the spectrum receives from this 

makes learning how to copy and imitate vital. These imitations are to be done in the 

spirit of play for younger children and in a spirit of collaboration with older people. 

This is not to be confused with mimicking. Any mutual copying and imitating should 

be a shared experience. Copying has been recognised as a useful aid in personal 

growth (Robbins 1991) and is very familiar to those practising the self help system 

Neuro Linguistic Programming (NLP). In copying others we can learn and make new 

connections.  Imitation is a selective process; clearly there is so much we could 

imitate in any one moment what do we choose? The mother structures what she 

chooses in line with the development of the baby. 

  

Shaffer suggests that the child 
 

 
 “may be ready for social encounters, but it is up to his mother to structure 
these in order to maximise growth” (Shaffer 1977)  

 
 

“ The Tutoring adult encourages the child to reflect on what he knows, to 
reconsider what he said and to give attention to the essential elements of 
experiences and try to put them in a structure”(Tough 1976) 
 
 

When watching a mother with her child, Shaffer describes how the mother facilitates 

learning by scene setting, quietly ordering and focussing the activity - clearing away 

those things that are not being used at present, and putting things next to each 

other. The mother is in close contact with the child all along moulding her body in 

such a way as to provide maximum physical support and access to the play material. 

The moulding of the body in this way is crucial in helping to promote the right 

environment for communication to happen in. 

 



Touch is recognised as a key factor (Montague 1986) in the development of the baby  

- the skin is the major receptive organ for learning in the developing baby. The 

mother does not achieve her goal by imposing and forcing from a distance.  

 

When working with people on the autistic spectrum touch should be recognised as a 

very important ingredient but it needs to be introduced carefully. The partner is 

responsible for setting up reciprocal touch. In the early stages of the work, the body 

of the partner can be sculpted to make shapes or operated like a puppet. Later 

physical building blocks are used,  forming one’s body into the shape of a bridge on 

all fours in order that the partner can roll, balance, make transitions from floor to 

standing etc. Such strategies were developed in the 60’s for and by professional 

dancers in order to question traditional power and control approaches as regards 

touch (Baines 1980, Paxton 1975). I have also observed some parallels in Veronica 

Sherborne’s work (Sherborne 1990). Touch enables the person on the autistic 

spectrum to learn body awareness, gain confidence, be supported and find that 

relationships can be fun. The power to use touch as a tool to control events and 

make things happen is given to this person.  

 

Things are turned around in Partners, an 8-step process (see appendix1) that I 

devised in company with Nick Hodge through working with Paul Glancy a 10 year old 

boy who is on the autistic spectrum. This work is described by Nick in detail in the 

second part of this paper. Through Partners the type and quality of the physical 

exchange relates to the child’s age.  For a 10 year old, the body of the partner can 

be used as a kind of apparatus, the floor can become a partner. The older child is 

not held like that of the baby. They use their own strength and power to climb and 



their touch is encouraged to be used as a communicative tool to initiate, direct and 

choreograph the movements of the partner.  The philosophy behind Partners asks us 

to put the person before the autism, the 8 steps provide a reference point for this.  

 

Key to Partners is the creation of a person centred, safe and stimulating environment 

from within which relationships, creativity, and communication can flourish. The 

mother nurtures the child’s development through facilitating play and structuring the 

environment so that learning and communicating is quite naturally a part of the 

child’s activity. It is vital therefore if communication is going to take place, to have an 

interesting and motivating focus that is guided by the person’s interests. We must 

attach great value to the person’s behaviours and build from there; assuming that the 

person has got something to say is a building block of success. The pre- verbal 

person’s ability to move from pre intentional to intentional levels of communication 

(Coupe O’ Kane & Goldbart 1998) depends amongst other things on the ability of the 

partner to attach meaning to what could appear valueless. As the mother instinctively 

interprets and assumes that the baby has got something to communicate, we must 

be willing to look for and create contexts for meaning where previously no - one has 

looked.  

 

Communication is also dependant on empathy. The mother does not expect her 

baby to talk with whole words and sentences. From the start mothers instinctively 

adapt their normal behaviour,  

 
“her movements tend to be slower, her gestures bigger, her facial expression 
exaggerated, and her speech more intermittent and simpler in structure with 
plenty of repetition”  (Shaffer 1977a)  

 



In this way the partner needs to adapt and alter, making themselves more 

understandable, less complex and therefore more interesting for the person with 

autism. Singing is particularly useful here, enabling us to slow down utterances, and 

providing a frame for repetition. Stress and focus can be brought to bare through 

pitch shifts and timbral changes. Used in conjunction with extended vocal techniques 

such as calling, bleating etc, the person can be exposed to a wide range of vocal 

possibilities within a simple framework. These sounds are not just the sounds of a 

baby, but the sounds of contemporary music, and of the vocal music of other 

cultures. Sadly in Britain we have lost much of our vocal variety in favour of flutey 

sounds, but many singers such as myself are bringing them back into our work. This 

is good news for pre verbal communication - bigger and more exaggerated mouth 

movements fascinate us and we instinctively want to imitate. A person with autism 

can explore and increase movement and sound vocabulary this way. 

 

I have observed in that some people on the spectrum have great difficulty in cueing 

in, and in knowing that a response is needed. Therefore our timing and use of space 

is crucial. Our response is vital and can provide the person with the motivation to 

sustain their interests. Sustaining interest in the communication can be difficult for 

people on the spectrum. When a person is bombarded with language that they do 

not understand, the motivation to communicate is greatly impaired. We cannot be 

told how to communicate or use language we have to relate new learning to what we 

already know (Bullock 1975). We have to find space for it in our conceptual system. 

Without the opportunity to find out for oneself, new knowledge cannot be 

incorporated and assimilated into the mind. It is a process, which learners have to do 

for themselves. The phrase “learning by doing” has a special significance in terms of 



autistic children (Newson 1984) because unlike normal babies whose head start 

enables them to develop communication strategies of their own later on, a child on 

the autistic spectrum does not know how to take the first step. This is where singing 

can cut through the complexity and reach the person where the spoken voice 

cannot. Music can offer a simple structure within which a person on the spectrum 

can find a place for their communication. Repetition, imitation and interaction in a 

playful framework make communication a pleasure. Singing can also reduce anxiety, 

particularly because of its physical nature. Communication is more difficult if the 

body is in a state of tension. Equally the fragmented movement patterns that can 

result from old fears and anxieties make moving forward and change difficult. 

Bringing the attention to the body through relaxation and awareness can increase the 

chances of successful functioning and a sense of well being (Alexander 1969).  

 

Study of the pre verbal stage in the mother baby relationship informs us that 

communication comes before language (Jordon and Jones 1999, Coupe O’ Kane 

and Goldbart 1998). Christie, Newson, Newson and Prevezer (1992) recommend 

caution in the use of strategies that solely set out to elicit active speech. Some 

people on the autistic spectrum develop spoken language but it can remain 

independent from understanding in terms of communication (Jordan and Jones 

1999).  It is therefore important that we consider the relevance of non-spoken 

communication when devising appropriate ways of working. Coupe O’ Kane and 

Goldbart in their book Communication before Language have devised a very useful 

system for understanding the various stages in pre verbal communication. This is 

especially valuable when working with people on the spectrum as it enables us to 

plot positive developments and develop appropriate strategies. 



 

Other areas that are helpful to consider are as follows:   

 

Dialogue 

The scales are heavily weighed in one direction against all people with disabilities, 

especially those who are on the autistic spectrum. They need opportunities to co- 

define; 

• How we should communicate.  

• What we should communicate.  

• What we should learn.  

• How we should learn it.  

In order for the person to learn, interact and communicate we need to  

re-examine such agendas, and preconceptions and create dialogue.  

 

Empathy 

• Turn our attention to the person with autism. 

• The value of empathetic, interactive and person centred processes have become 

more recognised in helping people on the autistic spectrum access 

communication (Nind and Hewitt 1994, S.P.E.L.L National Autistic Society, Hodge 

and Jones 1998, Jones 1999). 

 

There has been debate about the integration of such approaches with behavioural 

strategies  (Nind and Hewitt 1994, Christy and Wimpory 1986, Jones 1996). It is my 

belief that in whatever work we do we need to put people on the spectrum firmly on 

the agenda, and examine our preconceptions of the what, and how in our 



approaches. People are disabled through lack of opportunity and social exclusion but 

can be equally disabled through inappropriate impositions. This is where we need to 

practice empathy, increase our openness and vocabulary in communication, and get 

back to our body and voice in order to discover mutual learning.  

 

The Arts and Body and Voice 

• Bring useful, collaborative, and creative processes out of the arts closet and 

back into education and into health. 

 

It is my belief that the arts have an important role to play. The parallels between   

improvisation and the structures deployed by mother and baby seem obvious to me. 

As improvisation is a well known tool in music and dance this could provide a key to 

working in age appropriate ways with the older child and adult with autism.   

 

The body and voice are too useful and too fundamental to consign to a session with 

the therapist or to an arts residency once a year. Everything lies in the ability of the 

professional or partner to create an enabling environment and a fertile climate for 

learning and this needs to be ongoing.  

 

We need to reduce fears about body and voice methods that are well known to us in 

the arts and put them to use in the every day life of people on the spectrum. 

Movement based approaches such as Alexander Technique (Drake 1991), the 

Feldenkrais method (Feldenkrais 1977), Chi Gung, Body Mind Work, work on 

breathing for example Pranayama (Yyengar Yoga 1966), contact based 

improvisation, and other movement improvisation, extended vocal technique, and 



relaxation could be of great benefit and should be developed in collaboration with 

people on the autistic spectrum. On a fundamental level we need to develop a 

variety of ways in which people can access their voices and bodies. Such 

developments in body and voice could provide essential tools for people on the 

autistic spectrum to gain the confidence and empowerment they need in order to 

gain a greater degree of control over their lives.  

 

Strengths 

• Creating creative spaces for people to discover things they can do.  

 There still is a focus in the field of autism and in disability in general, on 

impairments, disorders, deficits, weaknesses, and lacks. We should be drawing 

attention to the abilities, gifts, and beauty in people on the spectrum and opening up 

ways to view them differently. The movement and sound environment is one of the 

rare circumstances where people on the autistic spectrum can begin to make sense 

of what is happening, feel safe to build relationships, initiate, explore, play and have 

something tangible to offer and to communicate.  

 

 

People in mutual exchange 

• Radically shifting limiting preconceptions about the way people with disabilities 

should access interact with the world.  

This is about discovering and taking on board the thoughts and aspirations of 

disabled people themselves. It’s not about behavioural techniques in order to 

programme into external ways of learning but about providing an ethos of 



participation (Nind and Hewitt 1996), a stimulating relationship, and a safe 

environment of mutual exchange.    

 

 

There have been many attempts at the diagnosis of, and in the understanding of, 

autism (Kanner 1943, Asperger 1944, Wing 1988) during this century. But we cannot 

truly know the person and the way their senses and perception interact with the 

environment. The ultimate understanding of autism appears to elude us still (Sacks 

1995) and the only people who can speak with any authority are those people who 

are themselves on the spectrum of autism. Although a difficult task, this work is 

about finding ways in which people can speak through creative processes. To this 

extent the strategies are not intended as an antidote for deficits but rather as a series 

of approaches to hearing the person and creating environments for dialogue.   

 

It was sadly familiar to hear a person on the spectrum recently describe himself, as 

though he had landed like a lonely stranger from Mars. Through a philosophy of 

cultural exchange and the development of our bodies and voices, we could make this 

a friendlier, more understandable place and more exiting.  
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Part 2. Research Project, July 1999  

Nick Hodge 

 

Introduction 

 

The work described in this paper arose out of need. The motivation was to find the 

best means of ‘connection’ for two people with very different perspectives and life 

experiences.  

 

The idea for the project first originated in September 1998. I was a class teacher, in 

a special school, for a group of children with a wide range of skills and need. Some 

were described as having moderate learning difficulties, some as having emotional 

and behavioural difficulties, some with severe learning difficulties and others on the 

autistic spectrum. 

 

One of these pupils was Paul, aged 9 years and 7 months at his time. I have not 

changed his name for this paper. Paul is clearly identifiable from the videotape that 

records this work and which is designed for public viewing. Paul’s mother also 

appears in the video and has given her consent to Paul’s name being used. Paul has 

an autistic spectrum disorder. He appears to us as someone who is very isolated, 

without friends and without the understanding to make his speech into 

communication. Within the class Paul would run up and down the room, stop and 

clap his hands or flap them and then run again. He was fascinated with doors, 

opening and closing them and with Hoovers. Most of Paul’s speech concerned these 



with repetitive phrases such as, ‘no like Hoover in cupboard’ although these were 

often very difficult to understand. Paul did not make requests of people nor negotiate 

over activities nor express, verbally, how he was feeling. It was as though all of his 

life was being directed by others who had little understanding of how Paul perceived 

the things we were insisting he did. If asked to do something Paul would usually 

react with a piercing scream or by tipping his chair. His only contact with his peers 

was to hit or poke them and then to tense with ‘excitement’, as they would retaliate. It 

was hard to see where the real pleasure in his day could be found. 

 

Paul was able to recognise a significant amount of written words, which he would 

name on request. He also was able to count to 20 and beyond. The speech and 

language therapist reported that he had a ‘good understanding’ of language. These 

facts led me to believe that Paul and the adults around him must have the capacity 

to communicate with each other more effectively. It was just that we had not found 

the correct means. Classroom life was hectic, loud and offered little opportunity for 

the quiet study of another human being. I knew that Paul’ report from his previous, 

mainstream, school had recorded that he had responded well to music. However I 

did not feel comfortable trying music interaction work myself without the support of a 

musician. I have not found it natural to work in this way. I have preferred to use 

movement as a means of establishing relationships and encouraging interaction. 

It was at this point that I requested the inspiration of Isabel Jones. The two of us had 

worked together in the 1980s when Isabel was establishing the principles of music 

interaction with children with autism. I was also aware that Isabel was now moving 

away from the ‘governing structure’ of music to allow a more ‘expressive’ quality to 

emerge from the person on the autistic spectrum. This work was involving body as 



much as voice and the physical relationship aspect would be important for Paul my 

instincts told me. 

 

The initial sessions 

 

Isabel agreed to see Paul for 2 sessions in the September. We conducted session 1 

in a bare room with only table and chairs. This was enough to enable Isabel and Paul 

to begin to explore each other but we wanted somewhere that would enable greater 

physical freedom. Therefore, for session 2, we decided on the large soft- playroom 

that Woodlands School could offer. We were concerned that interaction with a 

person might not be as appealing to Paul as the ball pool but decided to put this to 

the test.  

 

The sessions lasted for an hour each. Isabel and Paul worked together while I 

videotaped the results. Isabel and I were both amazed how quickly and 

enthusiastically Paul responded. Later I discovered that Paul had worked some 

years previously with a speech and language therapist who had used play activities, 

influenced by the principles of music interaction and the work of Wendy Prevezer. It 

is possible that Paul remembered this way of engaging and felt comfortable with 

these methods. 

 

 Paul’s intelligence was immediately evident in the rapidity with which he understood 

what was happening and could develop routines creatively. The ball pool and slide 

were obviously no match for the stimulation of this interaction with another human 

being. 



 

At this time I conducted one more session with Paul that a colleague videotaped. 

Isabel could not offer more sessions at this time owing to work commitments. Our 

work together had not been funded and was done on a voluntary basis. Although my 

efforts, in terms of quality of voice and movement techniques, were cruder than 

Isabel’s I found the skills to be easily transferable. However I was already ‘steeped’ 

in the principles that governed it. 

 

From these sessions Isabel and I created together an 8-step guide to help keep 

people ‘on track’ when engaged in this type of work. We never intended this way of 

working to remain in the domain of the ‘therapist’ and so were keen to offer support 

to others wanting to use these principles. It is not an approach; we do not see it as a 

cure. Moreover we were not seeking a cure. We saw Paul in no more need of one 

than Isabel. We were only interested in two different people discovering each other. 

The guide we have termed ‘Partners’ is merely a means of employing a structure, as 

a starting point, to keep the aims of the work in mind. 

 

Shortly after these September sessions with Paul I left the school to work at Sheffield 

Hallam University. Both Isabel and I felt we had abandoned Paul to some extent. We 

were aware of the positive effect for him of this work and yet we had not passed this 

approach on to the staff currently working with him. Therefore when the opportunity 

arose of a small research grant from Hallam’s Teaching and Learning Institute I 

elected to revisit this work with Paul and Isabel. 



 

The Research Project 

 

The budget dictated that the research project could take place over 4 one-hour 

sessions with Isabel and Paul in June 1999. This would allow us to videotape 

professionally the work taking place. This was particularly important to me, as there 

is so little available in terms of easily accessible materials, which demonstrate how 

someone is actually working with someone with an autistic spectrum disorder. I 

wanted the video to demonstrate how Isabel works, how Paul reacts to this and to 

make clear the aims of the work. Isabel had worked with Stewart Collinson on 

previous projects and recommended him as someone with the appropriate camera 

and edit skills combined with the sensitivity to identify significant factors developing 

in the work. We also decided to video Paul’s mother, Julia, so that she could help to 

establish the way Paul interacts in other situations. Sarah Fee, acting Head Teacher 

of Woodlands School and Janice Long, speech and language therapist, were also 

videotaped so that they might offer comment on how they felt Paul was responding. 

The comments of all participants were edited down for the sake of time but we did try 

to keep intact the ‘feel’ of what was being said.  Each session was analysed 

afterwards by Isabel and myself and we introduced new ideas, or modified current 

activities, into the next session accordingly. We tried to interpret Paul’s feelings on 

the sessions too, relying on the fact that he would come so eagerly to these and be 

reluctant to leave as evidence of him both enjoying the work and receiving 

something positive from it. 

 

 



Aims of the Research 

 

We wanted to establish the best way of working with Paul, using body and voice. 

What would Isabel need to do in order to make herself appealing to Paul? What 

overtures of interaction would Paul accept and which would he reject? What issues 

would arise? Would the 8-step guide prove effective in a real life situation? What 

would we learn from looking at the tape of the sessions? How much was Paul 

directed and how much did he direct? Was there, in fact the ‘sharing’ we hoped to 

see? 

 

These were our ‘core’ issues but we were determined to remain open to others as 

they occurred. This was not an ‘experiment on’ people and so we had no interest in 

control groups. This was a specific project with a specific child from which we would 

try to suggest some more general observations. 

 

Aims within the work itself 

 

In order to make clear the aims of the sessions I have used the three areas of 

development that form the ‘Triad’. However, Isabel was definite that this was not to 

be a deficit model. The foundation stone of these sessions is that Paul and Isabel 

are equal participants. Each has a viewpoint of equal validity to share. This is not the 

work of teacher and pupil. This is far more fundamental. It is human beings reaching 

out to each other and finding a means of connection. In a society where we ‘move 

on’ if connection is not immediate, many of us have lost the skills of  ‘reading 

people’. This work is about rediscovering that ability. People on the autistic spectrum 



may well need more time and a slower pace in order to 'read' effectively another 

person. Similarly the way in which the person on the spectrum operates within the 

world may be complex for us to understand and so we also need time to study and 

learn. 

 

It is important to remember that the following aims relate equally to Paul and Isabel. 

They are not for Paul alone. It is important also to remember that the aims will alter 

to suit the needs of the individuals working together. 

Relationship aims 

To: 

• experience physical closeness with another person 

• experience touch positively 

• have a secure sense of physical self 

 

Communication aims 

To: 

• use vocalisation/touch to make needs known 

• turn take in conversation 

• develop a shared movement vocabulary 

 

Imagination aims 

To: 

• establish a shared understanding that one object/image can represent another 

• suggest ideas for shared activities 

 



Conclusions 

 

The most astonishing fact to emerge from this work was how quickly Paul responded 

to it. This is an encouraging sign for ‘older’ pupils on the autistic spectrum. So much 

of current work seems to focus on the pre-school child, as though it is too late for any 

one over 5 years old to make progress. However, here, it was almost as though 

Isabel and Paul had suddenly come across a language that they both could 

understand and use. Very quickly Paul appeared more engaged, animated, keen to 

see what was going to happen next and quick to direct if things did not proceed in 

the way he wanted. Isabel learned to work at a pace that suited Paul, explored his 

interests and experienced what it might feel like to operate in the world with Paul’s 

movements and sounds. If Paul could not make Isabel understand then he tried a 

different method. At other times he seemed to accept that Isabel did not understand 

and allowed activities to take a new direction. Frequently, initial misunderstandings 

led eventually to correct interpretations. Moreover, exciting new directions emerged 

from misunderstandings. 

 

 We had expected the work to have a stronger leaning to vocal interactions but in 

fact as the sessions developed they became more physical. These interactions 

reminded me of the way Isabel works with adults. These were not ‘rough and tumble 

toddler’ exchanges but age appropriate movements supported by appropriate 

terminology. For example, Isabel would use and Paul would respond to vocabulary 

such as ‘balance’. I was surprised to see Paul allow himself to be supported 

physically by Isabel. There were many opportunities when Paul could be encouraged 

to be ‘strong’, to assert himself physically in a positive, controlled manner so that he 



might affect change. Isabel helped Paul here by ‘feeding in’ an appropriate 

vocabulary so that, in future, he might have a vocabulary for his movements. Paul 

really responded positively to being ‘in charge’. This was evidenced by Paul 

sometimes almost laughing so much that he could not offer up the suggestion he 

intended. Paul’s intelligence, once again, was evident as was his sense of humour. 

He understood so quickly the ‘rules’ of interaction and was astonishingly ‘creative’ in 

what he suggested for Isabel to do. The movements and sound work did not become 

repetitive. It definitely had a structure but Isabel and Paul made changes and 

introduced developments constantly. This was amazing to witness for as Sarah Fee, 

acting Head Teacher, commented; 

 ‘ (in the classroom) I have never seen him take a lead in what 
he is doing…’. 

 
As the sessions developed Paul clearly began to use a much greater variety of pitch 

and tone when speaking. His sentences increased in length also. It became obvious 

to me, however, how dependent Paul is on a very limited number of set phrases. He 

can put these together in different combinations to suit different situations but, until 

this project, I had always suspected that he had a wider vocabulary, which he just 

was not using. 

 

Paul did become caught up in his passion of Hoovers. Isabel was unsure at first of 

how much she wanted to join him in this. Would it make it much harder to ‘move on’ 

to new experiences? However, we decided that it would be interesting to really 

explore this and see where it led. This is in keeping with the idea of this work being 

about understanding how strong the ‘pulls’ might be in each other’s lives. In effect 

these Hoover sequences produced some excellent interaction. Isabel sought to 

‘share’ these with Paul, rather than to become a mere tool, overshadowed by the 



obsessional routine. Paul had to accept Isabel’s ideas around the theme as well as 

her accepting his. As the sessions developed so Paul accepted ‘moving on’ to other 

ideas after sometime spend on the Hoover sequence.  

 

The 8-step programme proved effective as a tool although Isabel is so used to 

working in this way that she is now unconscious of passing through the 8 stages. We 

also felt that they are most useful as a reminder once someone has studied the 

principles supporting the work. 

 

As a means of establishing a relationship with Paul this work appeared to help 

enormously. After my single session with Paul, in September 1998, he tried to 

incorporate these activities into group time in the classroom. Therefore, there is 

reason to suppose that he can apply these skills in other settings. Upon seeing the 

footage of the sessions this year Sarah Fee remarked; 

‘ I just want to go and get everyone else doing the same thing in the 
classroom’. 
 

Certainly Isabel and I would not argue with that. 

 

 

 

Nick Hodge October 1999 

 



Appendix 1 
 

Partners 
 

 The 8-steps  
 
 
Preparing:                 I open my mind and clear my thoughts in order to focus on my 

partner. I observe my own body and voice letting go of previous 
feelings and preconceptions in order to open up to this person. I 
consider how I can help him or her to move from their current 
activity to where the session is to take place. I prepare a safe 
environment for my partner.  

 
 
Assessing:                I observe my partner’s body and voice. I note the environment, 

mood and sensory state of my partner. I ask myself, what does the 
start of the session require?  

 
 
Responding: Should I stimulate a response, or wait for something from them. 

Should I comment on the action, copy, set up an improvisation or 
suggest a vocalisation or movement? 

 
 
Timing:                        Once established how long should we continue with this 

sound/movement/sequence/interaction? Am I allowing enough time 
for the confidence of my partner to develop?  

 
 
New Directions:    How do we move the current process on? Where does the new 

direction come from? How do I facilitate further exploration and an 
opportunity for us both to be part of a process of discovery? 

 
Empathy & 
Equal Exchange: Am I allowing my partner to have enough control over events? I 

ask, how much of this is based on me, my partner or us?            
 
 
Releasing:                 How do I bring the current activity or session to a conclusion in a 

way that is comfortable for my partner?  
 
 
Settling Back:         How do I help my partner to leave the session and move on to what 

is happening next? How can the session be evaluated and how do I 
plan for the future?    
 
 

Devised by Nick Hodge and Isabel Jones in 1998 revised by Isabel Jones 1999 and 2000. 

© Partners the 8 steps - Nick Hodge and Isabel Jones 1999 

For further information please contact:   



 
Salamanda Tandem 
Office / Exhibition / Seminar Space 
14 - 16 Bridgford Rd 
West Bridgford 
Nottingham 
NG26AB 
  
Tel/Fax: +44 (0) 845 293 2989 
E: isabel.jones@salamanda-tandem.org 
W: www.salamanda-tandem.org 
      www.myspace.com/salamandatandem 
Registered in England 
Company LTD by Guarantee number: 3929215 
Registered Charity number: 1087588 

 
 
 
 
 

Salamanda Tandem gratefully acknowledge financial support for this project from Art Council 
East Midlands and Sheffield Hallam University. 
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