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Engaging PMLD learners remotely – an ideas sharing session 

Molly Bertrand – Lead Teacher for Creative Learning – Watergate School 

Demonstration of ‘What’s in the Suitcase’ Activity: Quick demonstration of suitcase song with Makaton 

signing.  The suitcase is opened and we meet a monster puppet.  The puppet helps Molly to feel less 

worried about the webinar by telling her to blow up a balloon and then to draw a worried face on it.  

After a countdown the worried balloon is let go and Molly is ready to lead the webinar.  

Introduction: Hello, I’m Molly and I am a teacher at a primary special school in SE London.  I’m thrilled to 

be chairing this webinar today as the focus of our session is something I have been grappling week over 

the last months, as I’m sure many of you have too. I’ve had some lovely feedback about the videos I put 

on Youtube for my pupils (which I’ve given a flavour of in the demonstration) -  but I’m very aware that 

my videos offer only the potential of a tiny burst of engagement.  There must be so much more we can do 

to support children with complex needs and their families during this time. This webinar is an attempt to 

share some of the wonderful things that schools have been doing to support families and their children. 

I am keen to hear what solutions schools have come up with - and to discover the approaches that have 

resulted in the most engagement and positive responses from families.  

*According to new research from Ofsted fewer than half (46%) of teachers surveyed said that their school 

offered any additional remote learning arrangements for pupils with SEND. Nearly 59% of parents of a 

child with SEND said they had been disengaged with remote learning, compared with 39% of children 

without additional needs.  I wouldn’t be surprised if this figure was a lot higher for children working at 

early cognitive levels.  

I would love us to pool our collective brains and share some of our creative responses to this challenge.  

I’m going to do a little bit of talking, but mostly this is about you – we want you to share ideas and 

hopefully go away inspired and boosted.   

It would be great to hear what kind of setting you are from (please indicate in the CHAT) 

A BIG ASK? 

Providing remote learning for our pupils is a very big ask for us, but I also think it’s worth being reminded 

that it’s an even bigger ask for our families. 

We work with the most amazing children but also some of the most vulnerable and hard to reach.  Some 

of them will still be attending school, as we all know that special schools are open!  However, a large 

number of our pupils are at home shielding, isolating, quarantining and staying safe. These children are 

not currently able to access their usual school curriculum.  And what a curriculum!  A curriculum that is 

heavily reliant on the physical presence of the child, on close contact interactions and relationships, 

specialist equipment, professional expertise and bespoke facilities.  At home, it is unlikely they will have 

access to sensory rooms, therapy pools, trampolines, eye gaze suites, physiotherapists, speech and 

language therapists, music therapists and all the amazing people and things that create their school 

experience.  So how do we meet the needs of these pupils without all of these things at our disposal?   



 
 

Molly Bertrand 
 

Their families are under enormous pressure – their top priority will be keeping their child safe but in 

addition they may have other children to care for at home; they may have relatives who are shielding; 

they may be shielding themselves; they may have financial worries and their support networks will have 

drastically diminished.  Providing education for their PMLD child on top of all of their other care needs is a 

very big ask.  

Reflections (CHAT or BREAKOUT?) 

• What are the challenges/barriers facing families in delivering learning to their children at this 

time?  (e.g. internet access, language barriers, lack of space, distractions, other children at home, 

lack of resources and specialist equipment etc.) 

• Within the current limitations - What do families need to make learning possible for their 

children?  

FEEDBACK FROM CHAT/BREAKOUT 

Easy for schools, easy for families 

What can we do to support families and alleviate some of the disruption to their child’s education and 

social interactions?   

Whatever the solutions they need to be easy and straightforward for families to deliver. They are not 

going to read huge amounts of literature or watch long instructional videos.  We should be attempting to 

alleviate their stress, not add to it.  And we don’t want to become stressed in the process. What we do 

needs to be easy for schools, and easy for families.   

So what can we do?  What are we doing?  I think remote learning falls into two distinct, but sometimes 

overlapping, categories – the offline offer and the online offer.   

The Offline Offer 

Let’s look at the offline offer first. By this I mean anything we can do that does not rely on access to a 

computer or the internet, anything tangible.  In my school, we’re sending resource packs home and 

phoning families regularly.  Some more able classes have sent cards home to their friends who are not in 

school.  I’ve heard of a school (Royal Docks) that has made visual audio books featuring photos of the 

pupil and read by familiar voices of teachers and TAs – which sounds amazing!  

Let’s go into Break Out rooms so you can share what your school has been doing – be specific if you can – 

and if they haven’t done anything, that’s fine too – hopefully you’ll hear some good ideas to take away 

with you. 

• What tangible things have you been sharing with families? 

• What feedback have you had? 

BREAKOUT ROOM 

FEEDBACK FROM BREAKOUT ROOM 
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-Tangible resources cost money and may have to be handpicked to suit the child and the activity; they 

might also require a degree of skill to use effectively and have to be updated regularly and they have to 

be delivered to the household.  However, once provided they can be re-used and they offer the child 

something real, something sensory, and something personal, for them to interact with. 

The Online offer  

Our pupils need a multi-sensory curriculum and there is no getting away from the fact that watching 

things online does not provide a full multi-sensory experience.  It is not really possible to fully replicate a 

sensory story or a sensology/TACPAC session; A sensory journey; Messy play; A music session that has 

high levels of adult support; Intensive interaction; A physical therapy.  Or is it?  Is there a way we can 

offer anything like these kinds of experiences at a distance? Lots of schools and organisations are giving it 

a go.  We’d love to hear about any online content you have created or discovered and shared with your 

families.  It might be a Live Zoom training session for parents, a recorded sensory story or a link to a story 

massage on Facebook.  In the first lockdown, I know of a teacher who offered her pupils 1:1 live bucket 

time sessions – brilliant, but perhaps not so easy now we have more demands on our time?  

In my school our Move coordinator, Katie, has been running Live Zoom Move sessions and Sensory 

Journeys.  The sensory journeys don’t require any props as Katie wanted all families to feel included.  She 

plays recorded music and makes actions that carers can tap onto their child’s body or that children can do 

themselves.  We also offer a Live music session with familiar songs such as ‘walking in the jungle’ which 

children can join in with from school or from home.   

Tell us about the kinds of things you and your setting have been offering online, the platforms where it 

has been shared and the feedback you’ve had from families. 

Questions for BREAK OUT ROOM  

• What have you been sharing online for your pupils?  

• Where have you been sharing it? (e.g. Youtube, Google Classroom, IGTV, School Website, 

Twitter?) 

• How has it gone down with families? 

FEEDBACK FROM BREAKOUT ROOM 

- Live sessions require the facilitator to be confident in what they are doing, to manage children in the 

space as well as on the screen.  They require families to be available at a particular time. They may also 

be fraught with distractions from within your class. What makes them great though is that they are 

immediate, there is no need to edit –children can see their classmates and families can feel connected to 

each other and to the school.  They can help remind everyone that they are part of a community and this 

can be very powerful.  

- Recorded sessions require an element of technical knowledge to create.  If they are on a shared 

platform it’s worth making sure they are high quality, music might be limited by licensing issues, not 

every member of staff will want to appear on screen. Benefits are that you can edit them to make them 

look as you want them and can control the look and sound (depending on technical knowhow).  You can 

make them in your own time.  They also form a lasting legacy of resources for your school.  
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The most effective remote learning offers are likely to be ones that take into account the specific needs 

and circumstances for each child.  No one approach is going to work for all our children.   

Quick advice about recorded content 

• Fill the screen as much as possible with yourself, get close up 

• Look directly into the camera – stick eyes on it or put a soft toy nearby to talk to 

• Think about your background and lighting – uncluttered, bright –hang up a duvet cover! 

• Say ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’ and talk as if you are talking to the child, use simple language and 

repeated phrases. 

• Keep to a very simple structure. Repetition is good  

• Use familiar songs, stories or activities  

• Don’t go on too long. 

Perhaps a mixture of tangible resources, and both live and recorded content is the most effective 

package?  

Final Thoughts 

Keep it simple – you don’t need super high tech videos 

Familiar voices and faces count for a lot – a quick check in and a chat might be more valuable than a 

flashy session. 

Play to your strengths – do more of what you’re good at. 

Share, share, share – you don’t have to do it all yourself 

Keep in touch – keep talking to families – connection is key 

What is the Legacy? If you’re putting all this work in might as well be useful in the future. (Is there a way 

we can share between schools?) 
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USEFUL LINKS 

Soundabout – www.soundabout.org.uk/tv/ - Live interactive music-making sessions for people of all ages 

with SLD and PMLD.  Evey Tuesday and Saturday at 2pm 

Oily Cart – www.oilycart.org.uk/resources/ - Theatre company who make theatre for those with complex 

needs, including PMLD.  The Sensory Sessions offer ideas for creating sensory experiences at home 

Shabang! – www.shabang.org.uk/shabang-time-tv  - Shabang create and deliver accessible shows with 

music and songs which they sign in Makaton.  They have been offering regular Live and interactive shows 

on Youtube throughout the pandemic. 

Story Massage – www.storymassage.co.uk – Story Massage have been offering live guided story massage 

sessions throughout lockdown via their facebook page. Gentle, soothing and simple to follow - 

https://www.facebook.com/StoryMassageProgramme/videos/?ref=page_internal  

Electric Umbrella – www.electricumbrella.co.uk - challenging perceptions of people with learning 

disabilities by empowering and enriching lives through music – Music Machine (45 mins of music making, 

connection, laughter and joy designed for SEN schools, colleges and home learners everywhere) is on 

Wednesdays at 1.30pm and is FREE – just register to access their Zoom sessions.  

Bamboozle Theatre – www.bamboozle.co.uk – Multi-sensory theatre company offering 30 minute 

bookable Musical Zooms to families with children with PMLD and/or ASD 

Communicapers - https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCqIYDSw6KtyNF_Agt2MjMcg  - Making 

communication acquisition irresistible for people with complex needs. Fun and interactive songs. 

Singing Hands - https://singinghands.co.uk/what-we-do/online-home-sessions-via-zoom/ - Makaton 

singing and signing duo offering lots of regular Live Zooms (some cost) and online content via Youtube. 

The Sensory Projects - http://www.thesensoryprojects.co.uk/covid19-resources - an extensive list of free 

educational resources aimed at people with additional learning needs.  

Frozen Light Theatre - http://frozenlighttheatre.com/resources/sensory-resource-

kits/?fbclid=IwAR3EbYVvBkahupn98fVRXwj93RnIjwdXLsBIsdUllPR8r2BRzv61tT4PLQw – creating age 

appropriate theatre for people with PMLD. They have made a sensory resource kit with music tracks and 

sensory ideas for you to recreate the essence of their production HOME.  

Concrete Youth – www.concreteyouth.co.uk – Sensory theatre for audiences with PMLD with online 

versions of their shows and sensory stories.   

Mainspring Arts – www.mainspringarts.org.uk/strings-and-things-sensory-stories Strings and Things is a 

suite of six sensory stories for young children and people with severe (SLD) or profound and multiple 

learning disabilities (PMLD).  Each story takes you on an adventure led by a magical ball of string, 

unpacking the lived experience of lockdown and social distancing. 

Tailfeather TV - https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUTgmS4mjo2rMx2TgnXluxg - Written and 

presented by young adults with learning disabilities. Fun dance sessions and bright and engaging learning 

activities on topics such as Jungle, Shapes, Weather, Under the Sea 

http://www.soundabout.org.uk/tv/
http://www.oilycart.org.uk/resources/
http://www.shabang.org.uk/shabang-time-tv
http://www.storymassage.co.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/StoryMassageProgramme/videos/?ref=page_internal
http://www.electricumbrella.co.uk/
http://www.bamboozle.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCqIYDSw6KtyNF_Agt2MjMcg
https://singinghands.co.uk/what-we-do/online-home-sessions-via-zoom/
http://www.thesensoryprojects.co.uk/covid19-resources
http://frozenlighttheatre.com/resources/sensory-resource-kits/?fbclid=IwAR3EbYVvBkahupn98fVRXwj93RnIjwdXLsBIsdUllPR8r2BRzv61tT4PLQw
http://frozenlighttheatre.com/resources/sensory-resource-kits/?fbclid=IwAR3EbYVvBkahupn98fVRXwj93RnIjwdXLsBIsdUllPR8r2BRzv61tT4PLQw
http://www.concreteyouth.co.uk/
http://www.mainspringarts.org.uk/strings-and-things-sensory-stories
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUTgmS4mjo2rMx2TgnXluxg
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Oak National Academy - https://teachers.thenational.academy/specialist - online lessons and resources 

for teachers who need access to specialist content.  

Rhyming Multisensory Stories - https://www.rhymingmultisensorystories.com/story-library-ipad-mobile-

compatibl  – Storytelling through the senses.  Free eBook downloads of sensory stories. 

Different Planet Arts – www.differentplanetarts.org.uk - an online inclusive play skills resource to help 

support parents and carers with bite size tips and ideas for play and creative engagement for children and 

young people and their families in their homes. 

Molly Bertrand’s Youtube Channel - https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0uRB9oas_REm3UnXleyh9A - 

Seriously silly videos to engage and entertain children with complex needs - song, sign and silliness! – You 

can get in touch with Molly via email M.Bertrand@watergate.lewisham.sch.uk or via Twitter @mollhench 

or @creativewaterg1  
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