Thisisan original articlewritten for the Speech & Language Therapy in
Practice magazine website www.speechmag.com in May 2004.

I nspections and Talking M ats™: a mor e power ful say
How can you help children with multiple disabilities express views on their care?
When an inspector called, Angela Hunter and colleagues at a residential school rose
to the challenge with the help of Talking Mats™.
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Children’s Homes. National Minimum Standards (DH, 2002) is an important
document, as it informs about and supports the work of the National Care Standards
Commission. Within the minimum standards there is a section on quality of care
regarding consultation. This includes the outcome:

‘Children are encouraged and supported to make decisions about their lives and to
influence the way the home is run. No child is assumed to be unable to communicate
thelr views.’

A variety of examples by which this outcome should be met are listed.

Most pupils at Holly Bank School for children with multiple disabilities are physically
disabled, alternative communicators with additional language and learning
difficulties. On first sight, this outcome appeared to be an impossible achievement for
both pupils and staff. However, resolve it we must.

Prior to the last care standards inspection, the inspector was offered the help of the
speech and language therapy team during her visit. This offer was readily taken up -
after which my apprehension levels rose significantly. Just how were we to facilitate
this interaction effectively?

L ow-tech

Thankfully, inspiration reminded me of Talking Mats™ (Murphy, 1998; Murphy &
Cameron, 2002). This low-tech, visually-based communication framework using
Picture Communication Symbols (PCS) was developed to alow people with
communication difficulties to express views and feelings. It has been used, for
example, to alow people to make informed decisions regarding percutaneous
endoscopic gastrostomy (PEG) feeding (Murphy, 2003), and to enable discussion of
rehabilitation plans (Boa & McFadyen, 2003 and future placement (Cameron et a,
2003). Within school we have used Talking Mats™ to encourage students to express
their thoughts and feelings over a variety of areas, on a day-to-day basis. The scheme









