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. " THE PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT
— FOR FEEDING THE SEVERELY AND PROFOUNDLY HANDICAPPED

‘\ED1405§k

VUCED EXACTLY

N ’ . ha B ‘ SENT OFFi
~ . ’ : ' ST EDUCATION

xurnonucrxou S - .+ By Carol E. Cupta

Procedures for feedine the .severely and multiply handicapped have
become “technically quite 'sophisticated in recent years. - Many educators
of such students have acauired an impressive rerertoire of specialized
. techniques which facilitate more normal,» more mature eating skills.
Classroom teachers and aides havé learned from therarists how to aeply

. Jaw’controly utilize therareutic methods of handling and positionings
grade the texture of foods, and make use of adaptive eauipment and
w utensils. Such techniaues have allowed-many multihandicapped children

" to experience a more normaly more comfortable feeding time than they
have ever known. -

However, techniaue is not enough. Though most educators have a
tacit awareness that there exist other variables at mealtimes such as
the physical setting or the-feeder-student relationships a fuller

+ understanding of the mealtime ®environment is needed. Elses a poorly

planneds or aversive environment c easily bilunt th impact of the best
teghniaues.

AU ™~ The Itime eavironment consists of tw' basic comeponents
'ﬁ \\\\\\gzys an e social. The present paper is™a very preliminary
S exriorati f fhesg two comeonents. It represents\the observations

ﬁ vexos?iences of authors classrgom teachers. and aides: and ocgcu-

b pationals- speech an cal tiigibisig: : :
. THE PHYSICAL cow .

I N

i ‘ . Tl ~
f\j ’ I am going to ask you to take a Iittle trip, na ack to the cafe=~ .

- teria or dining room where your students are fed. Whai your feelines
48 you return to that milieu? Do vou feel a tiny knot formin n the

| pit of your stomach? Ors do vyou have a calms warm feeling as you -

/ become” immersed in that environment? Are vou feeling tenses or relaxed?
i Fearfuls or self-assured? Are you enioying yourself, or hating every

P minute of 1t? .Whatever vou are feelings can vou identify any properties

; _ of the physical eqx}rbnment that are triggering these responses?
3 . )
f c : - Let us €0 a step further. How are these emotionss engendered by

; the physical environment, affecting vour feeding behavior? For
E ) example, is the hustle and bustle and chaos making vou feel impatient
' and pressuredy, causing you to hurry the stydent or snap at him/har?
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T Now’ shift your: focus from yourself to your students. ‘What kinds R
“of behavior detrimental to their feeding program do- you observe? - .. N

-'-;Are some of your students acting distracted, Iosine*conceptratioﬂ on
v the task of eating? Do they show siens -of being upset or' 1rritated?
- Do you observe an increase in muscle tension or the appearance ¢f an SRR S
abnormal motor pattern? (By an abnormal motor pattern, I am referring
~ to involuntary movement tendenciess such as a. total extension pattern
~or an asymmetrical tonic neck refgexv which are ‘detrimental in the
- context of feeding. They not only interfere with the normal. position
for eatings but also adversely affect oral functionine.)
Can you correlate any of the above student behaviors with propertles
. of the physical environment? This' ma¥ be difficults because multi-
handicapped students often react to. physical stimuli which nersons
1thout neurdloeical imnairment tend to tolerate or ignore.

‘\i?b as educators is to be aware of these 90551ble sources of,
. 'disruotio\~\3Pserve each student’/s responses to thems and intervene
where warranilg '

lLet us oezin oy X tematiciTt&.examin1ne potentially disruptive

‘ infliuences in the ohys' -\\furroundinES and probable student ressonses
N to them. Note that.some stedents may be totally oblivious to stimuli
B, which cause a gross behavioraSweaction in others.
z ’ - > -
¥

.. 1. Sound B \\\\\\\\\\ -+
t”\u Is there a steady, mildly annoying dinko hackground noise (e.g.»

conversations fans, television) in the dining rodmyor cafeteria? " This
may be Just enousgh irritation to set both you and thexgtudent slightly
on edée. And what about sudden loud roises--dinnerware attering,

' children wailing, staff persons scolding? Such auditory intrysions
freauently set off' startle respzkbegﬂor other invaluntary movemeqts
in the physicaily impgired. At the ry teasis they disturdb attentls
to the task of\Eatine. T ¢ )

-

2. Visual Stimuii ? .

JL

Similarlyv any visual: stimulus may compete for the student!s :
attention at mealtime, Shinysy colorful or moving objects seem particu- .
larly™distracting., Yypical examples might include keys dangling from
a chainy a mobile/suspended from the ceilings, long hair hanging within
a student’s reack» people hurrying abouts a bright shirt or scarfv even
a ring on the eder’s finger. -

' 3. Light

- Light/is so important a visual distraction that it merits separate
attention. Harsh, glaring lights can be very irritating to the student,
especially one who must sit in a reclining position and .stare up at
ce1|in£ fixtures during the meal. Direct sunlight or the glare from
: a sngwy field may be a source of irritation for the student positioned .

facine a windows and with some students, particutarly those with a
-visual impairment, a strong light source is an irresistible invitation
" 4 to gngage in self-stimulatory light-plaving.

i -

o



4, Temperature

"A chilly or draft& room not only causes discomfort, it also increases ".; °

- muscle tension- in the physically handicapped individual. On the other o
hands a room temperature that is too warm can induce sluggishness s : T
in the student. . B
- h : * e .
5. Movement T ' 3 : - o,
Sometimes educators will engage their students in some form of ’
energetic play, such as "rough-housing" or an accelerated wheelcha [
rides prior to the meal. While the stydent may appear to enjoy these e ‘
activitiess they wi!l more than Iikely excite the student.. The -
. . result may be increased muscle tensiod and abnormal movement pattgrns in
the multirly handicapped individual. Constant jostling of ihevstudentls
chair during the meg! induces similar results. ) (
s . } i
6. Touch " ‘ : ¢

Though human touch plays an important.role in social interaction:
we will consider it here as a tactile stimulus. Tactile defensiveness : C
is a rather common phenomenon in the mul tihandicapred, and it may be
a characteristic of the entire body: qr it may be limited t
-oral region. In fact, some students demonstrate an avoidance r
to the mere approach o# a spoon or the feeder/s hand. A therarist
should be involved in designing a program for gradual desensitization
of such tactile defensiveness.

7. Clothing

The students clothing May cause discomfort or inhibit movement if
it is too tight. bulky, stiff,» scratchys too warms, or not warm enough.

v

8. Furniture . i

Proper positioning of the physically disabled s;udent for the meal
should be done under the guidance and supervision of a therapist.
However- it is approoriate to mention a few general points about the
table and chair:

* . The chair should enable the student to assume as normal
a position as possibles
* The chair must fit the student/s body. The table or !apboard
shouldy as a rule, be waist-high} * '
* The chair must be comfortable. Hard surfaces and edees
should be padded. Straeps shou!d be appropriately positioned.
chair must provide support for those body parts which
stabllization. : ‘ ~

requ

9. Utensils
' \

Utensils are another oart of the environment which shou]d be
modified with the help of a therapist. The only point which, requires
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S1aboration here ix that’ the spoon itself may be a stimujus for abnormal
oral ¥3tterns' such as a bite reflex or a tongue thrust. A small, _
. shal low belon-coaied spoon reduces the Itklihood.of such patterns ST
. _occurring. s §

~

I

10. fFBod
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The food itself is a strone source of visual, tactile, EUstatory - ;
- and olfactory sensations--not all of them pleasurable to the student. !
. You must determine whether the student/s negative reaction to a par-
ticular food ‘is an expression of genuine distike,’ part of the studentls :
relfuctance to try any.pew foodss or a -fear that he or she will be unable
to handle the texture.” Appropriate 1nterventions will be discussed in
a later section. . . *

We have attempted to catalog the various forces orerating in the
physical environment. Our next step is attempting to change those.

. . variables which are having a detrimental -effect on the feeding experience.:

Possible interventions fall into five general categories: : . .

. ) ‘ . iy - -
1. - We can modify the offeénding stimulus. For examples we can tie
.back our hair if the student insists on pulling it. »
. ‘L . : Ay ’ .

2. We can eliminate the offending stimulus., For examelés we can turn b R

~off the radio or pull the shades. T

3. We can move the student away from the offending stimulus to another . _ T
location in the same room. For example,» if the student is constantly L
being bumped by passers-by, we can move his ot ‘her chair.

.4, We can totally redesign the existing environment. It is not -
unusual to find that there are so many disruptive elements in a particular i -
setting that a re-engineering of the entire space is demanded. This could'}

) entail removine superfluous visual stimuli,. such as flowered curtains

\\\\\\\ or pictures. It may involve restricting staff verbal.izationss so

that staff persons speak only in a calms low ‘voice and only- to.give
encouragement and direction. It may also involve the use of room
T d1v1ders or the re-ordering of. furniture to keep the distraction’ of
ole moving about at a minimum. :

e L

v/ S. We can move the>student to a new settine. This intervention is a

desirable when the existing environment cannot be altered enough to *
make a significant impact. This would be the case when a student has
been fed in a particular setting for se long that he or she has
developed a set of conditioned responses to the very room.

\

For examples it is not at atll uncommoﬁ éeé a student become
tense or upset or defidnt simply upon enterirg the dining room. In
tact, both. the student and the feeder may have built up certain hablts,

d and expectations that are cued by the physical setting. Both partners f
i in the interaction may need a complete change of scene if they are to F °
\ ® break out of their old response mode into news» more productive feedinEa
behaviors. ) “

(W]
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We cannot leave the rhysical envirorment-without Some mention of
normaiization._\ﬁost of US- are well aware that our students have ac-
alired many abnormal behaviors by adapting to abnormal environmental .
conditions. A reascnable quective' then1 is’ to provide a more normal
physical setting so that 'more normal- behi ¢iors can develop. Howevers
~ 1 think the preceding discussion has shown us that an unstructuYed -
though normal mealtime setting, such as would be found in our own
dining roomss may contain many disruptive elements. More than thats*
this normal environment is usually inadeauate: itcdoes not provide-the
special supports and adaptations needed sto allow the mul tihandicapped. ’
student to achieve more normal‘eatine behaviors--our ultimate goals

— A\l

THE SOCIAL COMPONENT Ry-

We move Nnow into the social comnonent of the feedine experience.
Within the context of an envelonine physical space» an interaction takes
place between two people--the- $tudent and the feeder. The nature of
thds ingeraction--whether it is a positive, rewarding time or a negative,
unsatisfying experience--derends to a large extent on the behavior of
these two participants. But what determines their. behavior?

. | ‘The_Student N -

v

Let/s begin by looking at the influences operating on the student.

1. Physical Abilities & Disabilities )

With the muitiply handicapped student,» the level of sensorimotor
development and the presence of a rm physical conditions are primary
concerns. Remember that the eatding procedg is affected by the functionine
of the entire body: not just the mouth. Howevers remember also that
the student’/s physical mitations are not necessarily iron-ctad. For
exampley correct positioning techniques can inhibit abnormal movement
. patterns and reduce muscle tension,

2. Knowledee and Skilts

: ;;Zﬁ\stg:ent possesses some knowledge of the worlid and gnconcept
of his or her.role in it. Each student also possesses some or many
skills:  behaviors that he or she is physically capable of doing,
knows how to do and -has been observed doing.

At mealtime, the feeder is‘primarily interested in improving the
student/s eating skillsy such as swallowing or lip closure. However
the feeder/s success in doing that wi)l be determined in part.by the
student’/s knowledge or understanding of the feeding prpcess; e. e.Eq food
is to’'be eaten,» food must be takeh from the plate to the mouth with

J fineers or a utensili etc.

;%\ Current Health . L ‘ N

- We all need a healthy body if we are to be fully functlonine human -
beings. Many mul tihandicapped students are not, in fact, healthy,
but are plagued by chronic upper respiratory problemss heart disease and.
‘ !

N v
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"frequent bouts withJEOld and flu. It-ievno wonders theny that many of

them have a small appetite or are lethareic or fussy at mealtime.

4.4 Likes and Dislikes - ‘ ‘?

: Each .student probably has established oreferences in foody Jjust
as you er I do. These should be accepteds unless they are. part of a
general reluctance to try foods of new tastes or textures. In this case:s
the reiected food should be re-introduced into .the student’s diet
very graduallys in small qudhtities» when the student is hungry, and

with a favored food.

5. Previous Activity

The student/s activities just prior to the mea! may affect his or her
willingness and ability to eat. A case in point: On the first baimy
Sepring day after a bitter Minnesota wintery a classroom of our students
went for a "walk"” in their wheelchairs. This was the first time these
students had.left the confines of their cottage in several! months.

Their teacher noticed a markedly improved appetite in all of them at ’
the meal followine this refreshine interlude.

6. Past Feeding Experiences '

Each student carries the memories of 'all the thousands of meals
that have €one before. These past feeding experiences have no doubt
conditioned a number of students/ responses which still appear in the
present feeding situation. For examples a studentls hesitancy to -
acceot unfamiliar foods may be the by-product c¢f a “Iimited exposure to .,
variety in foods. Ors a student’s distress at mealtime may be the
result,of negative feeding experiences in the past. Andy as we suggested
earliery abnormal feeding behaviors may be dlrectly related to abnormal
feeding orac “ices 1n previoys meals.

7. Feelings and Attitudes

The above six influences» and others which perhaps we have overlooked, //
help share the student’/s feelings and attitudes toward the present meal.

.These feelings and attitudes thmselves constitute still another variable

affectine the student/s mealtime behaviors.

The feedero thens encounters in the student a comglex human being

‘'whose behaviors at mealtime are influenced by many forces. Awareness

of the influence of these variables on a,rparticular student will -
enable fhe feeder to react. with more appropriate expectations and more
aprpropriate interventions.

The Feeder
- - \

But what of the feeder? What forces affect his or her” Bghaviors
at mealtime? O0f the many important influences on the feeder/s mealtime
behaviorss three emerge as most prominent: technical expertise and
skilly feelingsy and attitudes. As I mentioned earliers the, technical




component has received a gredt deal of attention recently. On the -
other hand, the role of feelings and attitudes in the feeder!s behavior
has scarcely béen acknowledeed.

‘ .
4 Let/s begin by distineuishine between the two. I prefer to think
of an attitude as a cerebral function, a way of thinking, a mind set.
I define feeling as a Visceral auality, a physiological states which
may have psychological or environmental correspondants. For examples if
the student I am feeding beegins to choke on his food» I may experience °*
a sensation of coldness and a constriction of throat and abdominal
muscles. We call this feeling "fear". If someone asks us why we
were afraidy» we might respond, "Because I thought the student was going
to aspirate." If pushed a bit further,» we might adds "and I thought
someone might blame me or think-I was a poor feeder." -

Is it apparent how terribly real such feelings are and how very
important is their role at mealtime? Another example may emphasize
this point: Have vou ever fed a student who constantly spit up or
gagged? If sos then you were more than likely a bit repelled. Andy -. .
if you thought the student/s behawior was voluntarys rather than refiexive:
you were probably angry. Another example--have you ever fed a student
who in no way responded to the presence of food on his tongue--the’ food
simply fel! out of his mouth? How did vou feel the third or the fifth
or the tenth time you fed that student? Inadeauate? Frustrated? ‘
Impatient? Welcome to the hum The experience of feeding a severely
multihandicarped student can elicit some very negative emotions at times.

These feelings may be communicated to the student in ways of which you ‘
may‘not even be aware: the tone and pitch of vour voices the tenseness . :
of your muscles as you touch the students the expression on your faces -
even your movements and posture. These behaviors reveal your feelings

to the student. .

_/

If they communicate hostility or lack cf caring, the student may

well become tense or non-cooperative. On the other hand,» if your ,

demeanor communicates affection, confidence -and enijoyment, it is likely

that the student will relax and do a better Jjob of eatine.

Obviouslys we would prefer to have a positive imepact on the student
at the mealtime. Howevery some negative feelings are a normal feeder
response at feeding time. How can we prevent these feelings from having
an adverse effect on the student?

We have often found it helpful to acknowledge these feelings and
discuss them with a co-worker. Another possibility is simply having
someocne else feed a student with whom you are having problems. Aiso
awareness of the influences acting upon a student can change your feelings

_about him or her.’ For examples discovering that the student/s behavior

- of clampine down on the spoon is a bite reflex and’not willful misbe-
havior can change your anger to understandine.

A Y

One of the most effective ways of changing feelings is choosing
new attitudes--toward the student and toward mealtime itseif. Beginning T .
with the students we can nurture in ourselves what Carl Rogers calls

A
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‘as mtﬁer hunan betne and affimine his rieht to ne wnomver he 1:.

_on quaﬁtity of food consumed. N

This kind of attitude,soes far bevond ‘a view 0£ thé~studgnt as merelv :
tht rec;nient of food.~. . : s S

« ST e A N s" .;‘- e ~—'.

SImilarly- a nositive attitude toward the mnal 1tself‘would “be that s
the meal is a splendid opportunity for leatning. - It is seen as more !
_than.a necessary sdart of the student’/s survival reauirementss more £ .
.than a ‘time when a certain amount‘of food must be- dotten into the . ;
studhnt. The meal is viewed as a process rather ‘than a nroduce-ariented

event: with the emphasis on quality of the total experience rather than -
) - k < ' v-’)(

» . - -
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- . In summary there is much that the feéai?‘can do_to imorove the
§oc1al component ot the meal. He or she can cﬁ#:fﬁate nositive attitudes -

toward. the student andihg meals channel negativ feelings into non- O o
destructive outletsm and déwelop a full anpreciat1 T"the student
‘as a .complex human bé&ne D LI | .

'

. a
" . ~ 7

I'’hope that by now you have develoned 'some notion of how“vou can,»

structure the physical and soedal comeonents of the meal for more effectrye B
utilizatfbn of specialized feeding techniaues. - N

. . . P
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