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In 1980 I presented a paper to the Fast Midlands branch of the
British Paediatric Association in which I discussed a group of twelve
children who in a space of five years had been referred to my clinic. These -
children seemed to share a pattern of features so consistently with each
other that it seemed appropriate tc describe them as suffering from a
developmental disorder which added up to a recognisable syndrome. However, I
could not find such a syndrome described with any precision in the literature
the nearest references have been Lorna Wing's description of a 'few' children
in her epidemiological survey with what she called 'repetitive speech
syndrome' (Wing, 1976) and John Richer's much more recent description of
"timid' children in an Asperger-like group (Richer 1989). Neither of these
descriptions includes the detailed pattern of features in common that I was
finding in my group. The central salient characteristic in all the children
was an obsessional avoidance of the ordinary demands of everyday life, and I
therefore used the term 'Pathological Demand Avoidance Syndrome' : for which
I have been apologising ever since, but which is at least descriptive of the
major problem that parents and professionals face with-these children. (PDA

.1s a more manageable term, and seems to have gained currency.)

During the eighties, further children have been referred to me who show
the same pattern, and the present discussion is based on 36 children who show
the syndrome in terms of what seem to be its essential features, together
with a further 5 whose cases are not so clear cut. The original description
has turned out to be surprisingly durable; it has been enlarged on in terms
of detail, but not changed in its essentials. What has been added is a
conceptualization of how PDA fits into a 'family' or constellation of
developmental disorders; in a sense this has been a conclusion gradually
arrived at, but it will perhaps be helpful to outline this argument first,
then to describe the syndrome in some detail, and finally to return to the

overview of PDA in its suggested context.
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I am sure that the referral pattern of my clinic has been significant
“1in bringing enough of these children to my attention to recognise their
shared features. This clinic specialises in children with anomalous
Psychological development, and particularly in childrenwith complex problems
of communication. This means that we often see dysphasic and autistic
children {autism also being a major research area for us); but we also see
children who are puzzling because they have one or two apparently autistic
features alongside many characteristics which are clearly against the
diagnosis of autism. PDA children tendin fact to remind people of autism
while in many ways showing a quite different picture, and indeed they are not
usually thought of as non-communicating children. Nonetheless, it is the
reminder of autism which brings them to my clinic. They do present as having
extraordinary difficulties, and often create extreme stress and even panic in
their carers, especially once they get to school. One could say that PDA
children do not make sense to the people arcund them because the demands of

the ordinary world don't make sense to them.

However, these are not the only children whose development is
characterised by a failure to make sense of some important aspect of their
world. Table 1 shows four syndromes which can be described as developmental
coding disorders, and which perhaps can be seen as a constellation of
related disorders. It also tries to make the point that these disorders may
be found at variable levels of severity and assoclated with any level of

intelligence.

The majority view of autism nowadays is as a global communication
disorder in which the primary disability is a difficulty in coding (or making
sense of) language in any mode. That is, the autistic child has problems
with the languages of speech, gesture, facial expression and other body
language,, and also has difficulty with the social pragmatics of language -
the social timing that allows dialogue flow and interchange. The global
nature of this failure to make sense of all communicative modes imposes a
major handicap, even greater than the more specific disabilities of dysphasia
{the failure to code or make sense of spoken but not gestural or facial
language) and dyslexia {thefailure to code written language). I have come
to see PDA as a failure to code social and personal identity. I shall come
back to this in due course; for now we need only note that the sense of
being firmly rooted in one's own self, and therefore being responsible for
oneself, is central Lo psychological development, and that the loss of that

sense must be seen as deeply destructive.




Defining features

Having been involved in the history of how best to define autism, I
have been very aware of the leap forwardin ocur understanding cnce we began to
separate the essential or defining characteristics of autism from the
secondary symptoms. T therefore took the same approach in trying to clarify
what features essentially made up the syndrome of PDA. We have to remember,
of course, that children may show the defining characteristics of a condition

in different ways according to their individual persconalities. A dramatic

example of this is that some PDA children may aveid demands by becoming
almost mute, while one or two aveid by talking so fast and so constantly that
no-one can get a word in : neither muteness nor verbal diarrhoea is itself

a defining feature of PDA, but the motivation to avoid demands is, and the

child adopts a strategy to this end according to his temperament.

Table 2 shows what T took to be the defining features for my first 21
children : that is, the features which seemed to be held in common and to be
salient to the group. The first page of the table shows the criginal twelve
children the following nine having been added a few years later. By that
time I had begun to think of 'mimicry' (fifth cclumn) as evidence of
uncertain identity, but it is interesting that this was the only change I
felt the need to make in the second half of the table. Table 3 shows
secondary features of these 21 children, for background
interest at this stage. Of course, the wery act of analysing data in this
way helps one to become aware of what is salient; and in fact the final
column, the question of soft neurological signs, was originally planned for
the 'secondary' list. Evidence of neurological involvement recurred to
a greater extent than I had realised, and had to be included as al'defﬁjling

feature'.

By 1988 I was frequently being asked for a list of diagnostic criteria,
and was also beginningto hear of children being diagnosed as having PDA on
somewhat surprising grounds; I decided that fifteen years was long enough
for even the most cautious person to be amassing data, and set out a
definitive list of criteria, including descriptive examples based on
thirty-two children, and adding for completeness a comparison with autism in

order to point up the contrasts. This list appears as Table 4. It can be




seen that the headings differ from those in Table 2 only in the way the data
is arranged and conceptualised; infact the consistency of this pattern as
it has emerged has been unexpected, but also reassures one that the

reification of the data into an identifiable syndrome is indeed justified.

We can now enlarge on each defining feature in turn, drawing now on

thirty-six children in illustration.

Passive early history

While autistic children's parents usually realise that something is
wrong by the time the child is two, and often before this, in PDA children
the honeymoon period tends to be much longer. The baby is usually felt to be
very passive, but this may at first be construed as 'being good'. Some are
particularly clinging and demanding of attention; typically, however, they
are content to sit back and watch, accepting affection but not actively
seeking it. Many carry their passivity to an extreme degree : Dan's parents
say that 'you could have left him on a sofa indefinitely' right up to 3 years
old; Ellen, Cathy, Polly and Laurie would all drop rattles from a limp
hand, even at 18 months, and refused to reach for toys; Billy as & baby
wouldn't look at toys if he could help it, and didn't seem to think anything
was worth the bother'- this was still true at 6 years. Dan, Janette and Anne
not only refused to play but seemed afraid to walk; once Dan had been
actively taught to walk he would fall without trying to save himself. Gavin
needed to be entertained as a baby, and this was still frue at two vears,
when his father realised that he was doing the playing while Gavin sat

watching.

During these early years; it is typical for the parents to feel that
they have a rather difficult and eccentric child who needs to be, as many put
it, -'handled with kid gloves's However, the children do not usually come to
serious medical attention early on because families manage to make them seem
relatively normal by making heroic adaptations to their behaviour. Often
parents do not even realise to what extent they have conformed tc the child's

idiosyncrasies and provided a protective and undemanding environment for her.




As the date for entry into nursery class or infants school approaches,
parents may feel a little apprehensive about whether their child will fit in
well or whether the teacher will find her difficult; but they are seldom
prepared for the extreme failure which ensues as soon as ordinary group
demands are made on the c¢hild. Similarly, teachers may be warned by parents
that the child can be awkward, and typically they will offer confident
reassurances that they are used to awkward children' and that "she'll soon
settle down'; equally typical is the horror and panic which sets in within a
few weeks, and the school psychological service tends to be approached within
the first term. It appears that the ordinary group-oriented demands of
school literally disable the PDA child.

Avoidance of demands

Resistance to demands is the most obviously salient feature of the
group, and in fact is the major reason for their dramatic failure at school,
which is true for all the children unless equally dramatic educational
intervention takes place. The child seems to be overwhelmed by a sense of
being presssurised. However, where an autistic child reacts to secial demands
in an asocial way, by withdrawing, ignoring, or using stereotyped behaviour
to cut out the demand, PDA children are at their most socially skilled in the
efforts they make to avoid pressure. They are not only supremely motivated
to avoid demands; they are well able to dec so because they have enough social
empathy to be manipulative.I very rarely describe any child as manipulative,
because of its pejorative connotations; but it is difficult to avoid this
word in describing the single-minded talent which PDA children bring to
circumventing anybody who tries to get them to do anything. Parents and
teachers alike agree that this is the child's major skill: commenting
on the child's lack of achievement, both will often suggest that 'she must be
more intelligent than she seems, because she is so very devious'. The
variety and determination of the strategies that the child uses in escaping
demands is likely to defeat all but the most persistent adult. It is worth
gquoting comments from psychologists in my clinic feollowing a two-hour

play-based assessment of such a child :

Susannah, aged 7

I found Susannah extremely sociable and outgoing. As the session

progressed, I felt that she was trying to keep situations
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under control by asking questions -' many of which seemed
intended to be diversive from the task in hand. I am not
sure whether the answers given by me to her questions were
fully listened to, or, in,fact, important at all I found
her a very pleasant girl throughout the afternoon, and her
ability to decline my requests was superb. She was
successful in diverting my attention. In fact there were
'Several times when I was conscious that she was leading the
session and not me. And yet she was déing it in such a
nice and non-directive manner, it was difficult not to
respond to her many questions, despite being conscious of

being diverted from my purpose.

Dan, aged &

T enjoyed my afternoon playing with Dan, but found it very
tiring since, however hard I tried to engage him in tasks, he
somehow slipped away to find something else that he wanted to
do. I found that he was successfully sliding away from the
demands I was trying to make of him, and felt that I must

be doing something wrong which was preventing him from showing
me more of what he could do. T felt as if he was in charge at
times. He played in the Wendy house for quite sustained periods
of time, and at first T felt fully involved in his Wendy house
play. But as I continued to make demands of him in the Wendy
house he made it clear that 'enough was enough’, said 'I'1ll
bash you' and took the broom saying 'I'll brush you up'.

In general he demonstrated good social skills, and said 'please®*
and 'thankyou'. He was very busy throughcut the afternoon,

but when I asked myself what activities T had succeeded in
getting Dan to carry out, I realised that these were few and
far, between ' His best achievements were in doing things he

chose to do himself.

Ellen, aged 7

Ellen was very good at getting me to do things the way she
wanted them done, and seemed to find great pleasure in testing

me to my limits. Consequently, trying to engage her in things




I wanted her to do took a lot of time and energy.

Several times Ellen used ways of avoiding my reguests,
either by forcing me to find some alternative that she

would accept, or occasionally through direct confrontation,
saying 'No' quite definitely. During the 'pretend play'
session she used quite elaborate excuses such as "No,

I'm still cocking the dinner'or 'I'm sorry, I've got to

do the washing up'; 'Would you like some grapes?' when

I'd asked for coffee several times, and 'I've got to go home
now' to avoid more work. The one or two occasions when

T was very firm and direct with her, she did respond, but
made me feel quite the villain of the piece. If there were

to be a winner in this game, it had to be Ellen.

Laurie, aged 8

I realised from the start of the session that it was not
going to be easy to maintain Laurie's interest in any
particular task for any length of time. Laurie constantly
expressed his desire to 'move on': 'I don't want to do
this any more'; 'I don't like games, you see'; 'This is
the last one, right ?' 'Let's don't do these now, let's
climb the climbing frame'. I had to coax him constantly,
and T felt I had to be always one step ahead. Laurie
did not ignore any requests I made, he simply argued

with me and insisted on doing something else.

Although occasional children may spend much time weeping or hiding, it is
much more typical for them to adapt situations to their own ends, taking control.
in a charming and sociable manner, and using a whole series of tactics so that
the adult can fail to realise how little has been achieved. Distraction of the
adult is a favourite social ploy, and this is so often used that parents may
develop their own name for what they face daily in their dealings with the
child : for instance they talk about Jack's 'side tracking' or James's
'diversionary tactics'. 6-year~old Kelly is described as 'better than she
should be' at distracting people from what they are trying to get her to do,
and has many techniques she will offer excuses, such as having a tummy-ache or
needing the toilet; or change the subject; or point out something
irrelevant, 'Oh look, Mum, there's a tree !'; or say 'I'm not Kelly'; or

will throw objects, wet her knickers, swear very loudly if she's in a public




place, hide, or say something bizarre. Many children will give answers at

random, showing that they recognise the need for an answer, but fobbing the
adult off with the first thing that comes into their heads. Gavin's mother
thinks he deliberately gives a wrong answer to discourage her, and some

children's teachers share this view,

Again, it is worth giving examples from play-based assessment sessions,
which the children usually enjoy very much, but which bring cut the richness of

their aveidance repertoires.

Anne, aged 11, used the following strategies to resist
demands during the 2-hour session with Susan, the

psychologist :

1 Ignoring, used many times. A variation was
singing to herself as if Susan was not talking

at all.

2 Diverting Susan's attention. She commented on
how pretty Susan's Jjumper was, talked about
other activities she would prefer or things she
wanted (like a sweetie). The complexity of this
was shown when she steered Susan away from one task
by persistently asking for skipping; then, when
Susan gave in. to skipping, Anne changed her mind
and asked to play ball instead. Other successiul
distractors were offering to tie Susan's shoelace

and talking jargon.

3 Delaying tactics: 'No, not yet'. ({Notice that
‘yet’ is a social acknowledgement of the need to
comply, though if the request is not repeated,

compliance is unlikely to take place.)
4 Excuses, e.g. 'I'm poorly’'.

5 Saying she was already occupled : e.g. she could
not join Susan at the table because she was
already playing ball. (Often children add force

to this excuse by saying 'T can't because I've got
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to play ball, wash the dolly, push the pram'

etc., etc.)

Flicking her eyes from one side to the other as a
means of avoiding attention (Anne uses this so
often that her parents have a name for it -
'Action Man eyese*, and she did originally copy it

from an 'action man' dollj.
Giggling bouts — resorted to several times.

Pretending she couldn't do scmething. Sometimes
she did silly things with apparatus when it was
certain she knew what was required, e.g. stacking
shapes when asked to fit them in a formboard;
giving the wrong answer when she had already
demonstrated she knew the answer; saying things

were 'too hard'e

Flatly refusing: 'I don't want to do it';
"let me go'; 'I don't want you'; and also

pushing Susan away physically.

Disruptive behaviour : e.g. deliberately knocking
the toys off the shelf, tipping over the abacus and
allowing the beads in her hand to drop to the floor.

(We did not actually see the whole of Anne's avoidance repertoire

her parents- also reported that she would ask for foodordrink,

control her bladder to serve diversionary ends, hit her chest

rapidly, bite her mother, shout, and use echoing as a smoke-screen;

at school, she 'seems dull from the moment she walks in each day'

and "seems to put her mind into neutral').

Dan, a bright 6 year old, had even more strategies for avoiding

Beverly's demands; he showed most of Anne's tactics, but also

the following :

Frantic pace: for most of the session he switched

activities constantly; we might have assumed that
this was not under his control, except that in his
preferred activities, in the Wendy house, he showed

no distractability.
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Role reversal : he skilfully tock contrel by

giving Beverly directions and things to do.

Aggression : especially at the beginning of the
session, he halted her requests by threatening

to 'bash' her, 'get' her and 'brush her up'.-

. Monologue : he was able to shut her out by

incessant talking.

Parrying: he skilfully ccuntered her
intentions, several times; for example, Beverly
suggested,

"Come and stand by the mirror' and Dan countered
'I've got my own mirror', looking at his
reflection in the Wendy house waste bin; later,
Beverly said 'Simon says put your hands on your
head', and Dan, sitting on the trike, parried
'Simon says put your hands on your bike' and

conti ‘nued to ride.

Disengagement : he often pulled away from Beverly
and slipped into the Wendy house, where he would
shut Beverly out by slamming the door and pulling

the curtains across.

Procrastination : Dan often used- delaying tactics
by saying 'hang on a minute', 'wait a minute'-or

'how about this ?!

Diversionary 'act' - Dan would anncunce 'l've got
an idea!', distracting Beverly from her purpose.
In this 'act', his whole demeanour would change;
he adopted a stooping walk, a change of facial and
vocal expression and the 'thinker's' pose of chin
cupped in left hand and right index finger poised

in the air, very difficult' for Beverly to ignore.

Rational explanation : he would offer sensible
reasons why he should not do as Beverly wanted
'"We've got that at home' dismissed one game, 'That's
too cld to play with' rejected a slightly worn pack
of cards, 'Not playing this game, it's silly' was

another scornful comment.
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10 Humour : squirting Beverly with water in the

toy lemcn to deflect her approach.

11 Boredom : this was expressively conveyed in
answer to Beverly's suggestions, by lengthening
the vowel in 'Ye.e.es'"and by responding in

monosyllables while looking at something else.

These examples convey the single-mindedness of the child's resistance,
but perhaps not the degree to which pressure is genuinely experienced by the
child. The apparent robustness bf the use of strategies can mask the
fragility and wvulnerability behind the need to use them. Most of the
children become extremely agitated and panicky if their bluff is called, and
it is probably in deference to this that parents adapt so completely. Jenny
at five cannot accept the offer of help, and finds this intolerably
pressurising, although she might ask for help voluntarily. Billy at six
cannot bear any kind of confrontation : this extends to thetiniest
confrontations, and his father gives as illustration the fact that he cannot
even offer Billy a cup of tea in the morning, but has to put it on the
kitchen table so that Billy can get it when he has turned away. Cliff's
parents describe themselves as living their whole lives around the need to
take the pressure off Cliff at 8 vears. He sees demands in the slightest
expectations of him; for instance, he will not accept a suggestion to take
his jumper off on a scorching hot day - one has to leave him to come to this
in his own goced time. Nonetheless, all the children enjoy the company of
others if they are enabled to feel free of demands, and are particularly
happy in free play around the Wendy house or dressing up, provided they are

in control of the action.

Surface sociability

Tt is clear from the examples already given that PDA children are very
much oriented towards other people, if only because their antennae are
constantly alert to what others might ask of them. Often their manner is
replete with social graces : they use 'please', 'thank you', 'do you mind?',
'excuse me', 'I'm very sorry, but ee¢+', to great effect. Many are
exceptional charmers, and at least three of the girls have been compared to
Shirley Temple! In manipulating adults, they can be aware of what tactics
are especially suitable for particular people; Anne plays sweetly
helpless with a particular male teacher, aveoiding all demands; Amanda
at 10 terrified a male teacher by removing her knickers whenever she

felt under pressure; many of the girls deliberately try to show their
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Mothers up in public by the things they say. Marilyn at 6 has an

effective method of getting out of her school's social skills

expeditions into town : in a busy shop, she will choose a nice old

lady to approach, saying sweetly'Hallo - what are you doing?', and once she is
getting a kind response will shout 'Bollocks!' —-which tends to achieve

her removal from the demanding situation Significantly, Marilyn never
uses words like this, unless she thinks sameone is listening; she has said

to her mother, who tries to ignore her, 'I said bollocks!"

There is no lack of eye contact, and indeed PDA children need to
use eye contact if they are to monitor their manipulation of people
effectively; in fact they are much more likely to withdraw visual
attention from a task than from the person presenting the task. However,
their sociability is only skin-deep, and when it is not serving
demand-avoidance it beccmes unsubtle and ill-judged. Often it seems that
the childis aware that some social response is called for in a situation, but
has no idea what is appropriate. Sometimes this is in terms of level of
response : one can be overpowered by a beaming smile and a pumping
handshake from a child one has never met before, or literally bowled over
by a hug from a twenty-year-old; it is common to find that the child is
unpopular at school because she hugs other children in a way that
frightens them. Similarly, the child may explode into passionate crying
or angry shouting in response to a relatively trivial refusal. Lorna at 9
lay on the floor in a beookshop and screamed when her father refused to buy
a baby's book she fancied. Sometimes the nature of the response is
inappropriate Gavin, at 11, within five minutes of his first arrival in
our Unit, was organising drinks for everybody present; Dawn, excited at
playtime in her first week at school, poured her milk over ancther child's
head; Kathy cannot accept praise and insists that it is not meant.
Interestingly, it is quite common for these children to regret any
achievement and to spoil their own work, and this may be one aspect of

their insistence on avoiding demands-', in retrospect, as it were.

All the group find it extremely difficult to negotiate with other
children, and their peers tend to back away from them, partly because
they shock other children by the degree to which they will go 'over the

top’, and partly because they confuse others by their own confused behaviour.
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Billy, at six, has never known how to relate to children;

he will hug them too hard, mis-judging intensity and

duration - then, when they are scared, he will bite them

and pull their hair, not knowing how else to react. He has
never been possessive or aggressive; but could seem

aggressive because of hisg agitation: he might go into what

his mother calls 'his cross act' if confused by a child,

quite inappropriately. Children now pick on him, and he
doesn't retaliate or tell an adult, nor fight back verbally.
He allowed a child to pull his pants down and hit him with
nettles and just stood there, not knowing how to react; he might
mention it weeks later; Be: -will reassure himself by repeating
catch-phrases borrowed from his parents and used back to them:
'Best ignore Mandy, isn't it Dad?' many times over.

They are usually prepared to negotiate with grown-ups, who perhaps
are better able to organise a negotiaticn. For instance, Kathy like the
idea of being bribed, and would agree to it after lots of preparation; but
she would then not keep the bargain, and this is true for most of the children.
As one might expect, there is a constant attempt to wriggle out of it or

improve the terms, and no sense at all of honour.

A common feature of the children's ill-judged sociability is both
lability and ambiguity of mood. Just as hugging may become strangling, so
kisses may turn to bites. Kathy until she was nine seemed to get mixed up
between hugging, pinching and squeezing, and this happens at some Time
with most of the children. Gassy was observed smiling happily as she
danced in a ring at school, while her nails were digging deep into her teacher's
palm. Sandra and Helga both demand their mother as if pining for her and then
attack her physically; Marilyn embraces her mother, saying 'I ha-ate you!'
in a pleasant voice. Lorna was observed walking with her arm round her mother
saying in a sweet voice 'Hello my darling, horrible, hateful mother!' Simon
at 8, cannot find a happy medium between a cowed, withdrawn manner and a rude
over-bearing cne: merely asked to clean his teeth, he might first look
ridicoulously meek and frightened and the retort to his father 'Oh don't be
stupid, Jim!' -his parents see both these manners as 'acts' rather than 'the
real'’ Simon, and he shifts from one to the other within a few seconds, as do

many of the group. Harry will be looking forward to his father coming home and
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then slam the door in his face shouting 'Don't want to talk to you!'

John switches from being calm and happy into silly behaviour which he seems
unable to control, and which his parents describe as ‘as if his
intelligence had slipped'. Kelly, at six, may glare angrily, then show
tense excitement; then become pleasant and relaxed, in quick succession;
her manner changes too quickly to anticipate, and one can be taken aback

by the force of the way she expresses .dislike and hatred.

Lack of sense of identity or sense of pride

Parents of PDA children are in fact continually taken aback by the
lengths to which their children will go in pursuing their own ends.
Earlier I described their sociable avoidance of demands as their best talent;
however, in some ways 1t is misleading to think of it as a talent because, as
we have seen, their social skills are basically rather poor and have little
depth. The reason they succeed so well in their rather unsubtle manipulation
is that they also have no sense of the boundaries of what is acceptable
behaviour; they will therefore continue to push the adult in a single-minded
way, and are successful because they will go further in this than the adult
expects. It is typical that they seem to have no sense of pride, or of what
is fitting to their age, and will persevere in their unbridled behaviour where
an ordinary child would recognise that this was going too far. Other children
are often amazed and disapproving at the degree to which PDA children flout the
unwritten rules. For instance, where most children know that they have to
behave in a more inhibited way with people they don't know well, PDA children
will behave as disruptively with a stranger as they will with their parents.
In fact, one recognises how precisely reqgulated are ordinary children's
social boundaries when one sees the extreme stretching of these boundaries by

PDA children.

In practical terms, this means that parents are not able to appeal to
the child's pride or to her ‘better nature'because she seems to have no
concept of being true to an idealised self. If Lorna is screaming on the
bookshop floor, she will not be moved by the fact that people are looking at
her in astonishment because sheis a big girl of nine, not a toddler. When
Lorna was 6 ¥ she would lift her mother's skirt in public,and poke at her

father's trousers saying 'What's in there?!'
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we noted then: 'She has enormous trouble living in a social world
because her immediate needs, as perceived by her, always come before
any sense of socialdignity. Her parents always feel a great sense
of satisfaction and pleasure after an outing where things have gone
well - they can never take such things for granted or be casual about
doing things that most families do'.

All the parents of this group would empathise with that statement.
Cliff's parents find that on outings they have to constantly buy a little
more time with 'Yes, we'll go home in a little bit'; although he is 8, he
might refuse to leave the car park, or scream throughout a school pantomime,
and often outings are completely spoiled, which is hard on his sister.
Arlene has ruined outings because she will scream if she has to walk on
sand or rough ground, Ellen will handle ornaments in other people's houses,
and ignores disapproval. Pauline at twelve tore off her clothes because she
was annoyed and ran up and down the beach naked, shouting obscenities at
cowering family groups. Amanda at 10 hurled racial insults at a black

psychologist working with her, despite her avid enjoyment of the sessions.

A further aspect of the lack of sense of personal identity is that the
child fails to identify with other children as a group, and gravitates more
naturally to adults - perhaps partly because adults adapt better than other
children to his needs. If we ask parents 'Does he know he's a child?' (which
always seems an extraordinary question to be asking), they tend to react with
recognition that this is indeed a major problem for him; they will say
something like 'I hadn't thought of it like that, but it's true, he probably
doesn't'. PDA children usually fail to understand the social divide between
adulthood and childhood of which even the most democratically brought up
normal children seem to take heed. They may become aggressive or bossy with an
unfamiliar adultin a way that is clearly not ordinary 'cheek.' . Gavin will
monopolise his headmaster and talk at length to him, but will ignore the
greetings of other children; in fact most PDA children ignore their peers'
overtures, and are much more likely to approach other children in the role of a

teacher, as we shall see shortly.

Besides having difficulty in constructing their own identity, most of
the group seem to have problems in understanding the personhood of other
people. Parents have little confidence in their own personal importance for

the child. Several comment that the child has a closer relationship with her
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dolls than with them. There is often aw uncertainty as to whether the

child actually recognises a difference between 'real' people and dolls or

toy animals, and we sometimes see this confusion in the clinic playrcom

where the big toy dog can begin to seem an equal participant with the
psychologist. The lack of salience of personal identity is beautifully
illustrated by Gavin's attitude to his twin brcthers, either of whom he will
refer to as 'the twin' without seeing any reason to specify which he means.
Janette is puzzled by shadows, and will look from them to her parents and back;
shewillalso hit and spit at her own reflection in a mirror. Pauline has had
a relationship for some years with her reflection, teo which she gives the name
Pauletta; she talks to it and of it, and treats it as a slightly sinister alter

ego.

Clearly, if the child's conception of personal identity, including hex
own, is as fragile and vague as this, the result will be a lack of
responsibility on her part a difficulty in accepting social obligations, in
understanding the rules of 'what is expected', and in experiencing a sense of
pride or of shame. These children are indeed irresponsible, and at first sight
could often be described as 'naughty'. It is interesting, however, that their
parents, who suffer most from their behaviour and who are often ashamed and
embarrassed on their account, do not see them as deliberately naughty; they
recognise a deficit in the child's understanding, and describe her as confused
and lost rather than deliberately badly behaved. For instance, the parents of
Lenny, aged 6 %}, feel that he doesn't know how to conform, and doesn't realise
that other children do expect to conform. Peter's parents are sure that he
"can't help his naughtiness'. Children also recognise the deficit. The four
year old friend of Ellen's little sister, Beth has commented that 'Beth is the
big girl really'

Role play and pretending

Unlike autistic children, whose symbolic play is very poor indeed unless
their intelligence is very high, PDA children are in their element in this kind
of play. This is immediately seen in a play-based assessment, when there is
likely to be a repeated escape to the Wendy house, not as a refuge but as a base
for protracted role-play. What is notable is how seriously the child takes the
role of shopkeeper, doctor or whatever; there is little acknowledgement that this
ig just a game, but almost the feeling that the child has, actually become the
person he is acting. With the more intelligent children, such roles can be

happily sustained for an hour or more.
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Let me quote from the psychologist's report on Gavin, aged 11%.

A large proportion of the 2-hour session was taken up in role-
play where the theme of a zoo dominated. Gavin had adopted the
role of zoo keeper/veterinary surgeon,but his role-play felt almost
obsessional in gquality. When I disagreed with his sedating animals,
he became frenetic, and shouted down the phone that it was all

right and completely safe. He showed considerable imaginaticn and
ingenuity. At the same time, Gavin's play did not have a 'pretend'
feel about it; it felt as i¥ I was plaving with a Gavin who was also
a zoo-keeper and a vet. As zoo-keeper or vet, he still wanted
to control the situation and people around him as Gavin wanted to do
toco. He didn't acknowledge the 'pretend' nature of the situation
in the way that other children do.

Gavin is said by his parents to 'live through his roles'. This is

the child who organised drinks for everyone within five minutes of arriving; we
discovered that the role of barman was in fact one of his current personae - he
had demanded and got a cocktail shaker for Christmas, and pursued this among
other reles in a very single-minded way, without regard for time and place. He
alsoc slips into TV roles without warning or self-consciousness; 1f a telephone
is available, Gavin is likely to wrap his handkerchief around the mouthpiece
and mutter darkly into the phone, peering furtively over his shoulder as he does
s0. His parents have heen very tolerant of Gavin being constantly in role, but
they realise that they certainly would not expect his ten-year-oid brother to
behave like this.

Other children may become equally lost in role, though they may not
sustain them with quite Gavin's verbal talent. Simon, at 8, escapes pressure
through a charade of adult roles; his parents feel that he is now almost living
at second-hand, and has lost his own identity; that he now doesn't know who he
is, and that because he cannot cope, he lives through other people's characters.
At school he mimics the teacher's role as a 'way of being anddoing’, so that he
doesn't have to work out his own social role towards other children;at home he
has two characters, both of which his parents see as 'acts' - one withdrawn and
almost cowed, the other over-confident, bossy and cheeky. His parents comment
'Tt's got to the stage where we don't know what he's really like ~what he'd be

like if he wasn't acting any more'.

Acting the teacher's role in school is very common indeed, and naturally
does not go down well with other children. Thechild may tell other children
te line up quietly, or put on a directive or patronising vcice and use the

word 'dear'. Kelly often instructs children in her teacher's voice before the
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teacher has had time to do so. Susannah and Marilyn do the same, using
their teacher's gestures as well; Susannah also has a repertoire of
phrases picked up from teachers and parents, 90% of which are negative and
therefore useful for avoiding demands: 'You're not old enough, darling',
"You're not big enough for that, Sanna'. Susannah and Dan, at 7 and &
respectively, both attempt to take over the teaching at their Sunday school,
adopting the teacher's manner in a way that takes the teacher aback. Lenny
borrews the teacher style in a large proportion of his spontaneous speech
the most obvious way he does this is repeatedly to make comments in which
the last word is omitted and left to be filled in 'Here's a pretend ..";

'What's wrong with the ...?';'Cat's chasing the..’ He's closed his..!; 'Here's the
salt and ..' when it is clear that he is quite capable of retrieving these omitted
words. Marilyn may mimic either teachers or children, and includes both words
and gestures. Disabled people are another group who are much imitated. Kelly
mimics disabled movements, and says she wants to have crutches and glasses like a
child at her school. Billy has been fascinated by disability for years; at six
he would make a walking frame from the vegetable rack and limp around the house;
at 12 he would be thrilled to be taken into a disabled persons' toilet, and would
proceed to become disabled before cone's very eyes, collapsing in a heap on the
floor and demanding an ambulance to take him home. His favourite acquisition was
a black eyeshade with which to become 'blind'. His parents have always felt it
wag difficult to get through to the 'real Billy'; that his acting covers up his
real self, and saves him from having to involve or commit himself.

A further way of distancing oneself from the real world is to move into
a world peopled by dolls and toy animals; dolls also have the advantage that
they are easier to negotiate with than real people, and will allow themselves
to be manipulated without answering back. Indeed, they can be used as allies in
manipulating others. Many children are said to 'live through their dolls’.
Yvonne is very passive in her speech, but with her dolls she becomes lively
and talkative, and will dothe speaking for two dolls at once as well as herself.
Marilyn has several soft toys whom she treats as people, using voices for them;
she would not look after them in a motherly way. For Kelly, 'dclls are as real
as people'; and Susannah is obsessionally interested in dolls, whom she refers
to as 'my girls'. Arlene is preoccupied with little dolls and finger-puppets
which she holds between the fingers of her left hand (which usually prevents
her doing very much); she also has an alter ego, a doll called Alice, who

backs her up in her demand avoidance : 'Alice doesn't like this game';'Alice
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is getting a bit tired of this'. Anne seems very confused about the
personhood of dolls in relation to herself, and is especially afraid of
big dolls; she is anxiocus if she sees dolls with a broken hand or finger,
and will flap her own fingers in response, apparently testing whether they too
are broken. Micky imitates a doll's facial expression, then throws it, shouting
'Den't look at me like that!'

The precariousness of the distinction between 'real' and 'pretend' can
also be seen in the child's reaction to particular events in symbolic play.
We have seenhow some children are puzzled by shadows and reflections. Kelly
was mystified and uneasy about the joke fried egg in the Wendy house, and
ran away from it several times, showing the fragility of her notion of
'pretend', despite the fact that pretending is her favourite activity. PDA
children often show fear at glove puppets, despite being attracted by them :
Billy showed both emotions within a few minutes. Billy alsc reacted to the
"washbasin' inset board interestingly : without prompting, he cleaned his
teeth with the wooden ‘toothbrush' piece, washed hishandswith the 'soap'
piece angd offered the psychologist a 'drink of water' from the wooden 'tap'
piece ({(all of which would be unlikely for an autistic 6-year-old); he then
went back to cleaning his teeth, and actually spat in the piece depicting
the basin. Typically, he couldn't fit the pieces when asked because he

wouldn't look at the task any more.

Both doll play and role play can be seen as highly functional for
children who are very uncertain as to what is required of them and how they
should behave. TLacking confidence in their own ability to manage things
socially, they may fall back on other people's styles as a way of carrying
them through a situation. As we have seen, these children usually have a
history of watching other people passively, and have had plenty of opportunity
to find out how people behave; but without any sense of being securely
rooted in their own selfhood, they fail to discern which bits are appropriate
to themselves, and grab at whatever role comes to hand, pulling on secondhand
roles like 111-fitting secondhand garments. This at least gives them a 'way
of being' in which they can feel comfortable. Unfortunately their comfort may
itself be highly inappropriate. Carol, sent by a despairing educational
psychologist to a school for aggressive maladjusted children, learned ways
of behaving which felt good to her but did nothing for her family's comfort,
gspecially when she threatened to 'rearrange her mother's face with the
breadknife'. BAmanda came to us at nine for a period of play therapy, part
of which used drama and role play; like no other child before or since, she

was quite unable to leave behind in the playroom the aggressive rcles she
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chose. Where normal though disturbed children treat the playroom as a
protected environment that is kept separate from the real world, Amanda
used it as a seedbed for new and frightening roles which she proceeded
to act out in scheol and home. We learn from our mistakes, and this is
the first and last time we have used drama therapy with a PDA child,

however bright.

The uncertainty surrounding the self can be seen in other ways than
role play. Many of the children will take an outsider's view of themselves,
addressing themselves or commenting on themselves. (Autistic children can
seem to do something similar using echolalia, but this is different as we
shall see shortly). For instance, Susannah uses both gesture and speech to
control herself from the outside. If her mother smacks her bottom, Susannah
will smack herself, and it almost seems she is more respensive to her own
smacks than to her mother's. If she gets up a mealtimes, she will push
herself back intce her chair saying 'Sit still, Sanna!' She will take herself
by the hand and pull herself back to her seat; or she will physically pull
her own head round towards or away from scmething. Helga used a mixture
of persons in which to comment on herself during the clinic session : ‘'Helga
cries in the bath- no T don't!'; 'Are we going home yet?' —T don't want
to go home yet. Do you get fed up with me saying go home ?!» 'Who bought
that? 1T always say that. She told you who bought it'. Xelly, like
Pauline, talks to an alter ego -~ in Kelly's case, cbvicusly, i.e. over her
shoulder or over somecone else's shoulder, and in these situations there is
lots of ‘telling off'; but she may equally pinch her own arm, saying 'No,
naughty Kelly!' 1In the clinic session, she suddenly said 'Shut up', to
which the psychologist responded 'You weren't saying that to me?' - Kelly
replied, 'No, shut up Kelly'.

It is easy to mistake some of this talk for echolalia, and in fact
a few of the children have shown true echolalia at an earlier stage. We
found we had to ask ocurselves why we were cailing the repetitive speech of
autistic children ‘echolalia' and the rather similar-sounding repetition
of PDA children 'mimicrye. The difference seems to lie partly in its quality
and partly in the child's conscious intention. Autistic children seem to
offer echolalia because it is all they have, or because at a moment of stress

they cannot provide spontaneous speech. PDA children mimic not only speech,
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but a whole style; they add well-observed gestures, and some of their
mimicry is of the style alone, the words being spontaneous. For instance,
Anne's mother tells of her witnessing on a bus another mother being brightly
informative te her children: Anne turned to her mother, and in precisely
the same bright manner took up the spirit of the cccasion with '"Oh look,
Mummy- my feet are falling off!' When mimicking, they know who they are
being; when Marilyn mimics ancther child, cne can ask who she is, receive
the reply 'Nicky', and bring her back tempcrarily by saying, 'Well, I'd
rather speak to Marilyn please'. FEchoing is often used by PDA children
deliberately to tease, mock or manipulate two of the children regularly
meet their mothers after school with 'and what did you do at schocl today 2!
in their mothers' tones, adding 'I'm not going to tell you !' Amanda looked
in a cage at the zoo with 'Oh! Look at this, darling', then walked away as
her parents came up to find an empty cage; on a similar outing, Polly used
as alure my own enthusiastic tones, 'Leok at this lovely animal!', and I
responded, only to have her duck under my arm and open the cage of baby
rabbits that I had been guarding from her. Echoing is also used by some to

blot out demands, in the same way as others use incessant informative speech.

Obsessional behaviour

The obsessional aspect of these children is mainly shown in terms of the
degree of sustained motivation with which the behaviour T have already
described is carried out. In particular, the children are successful in
escaping demands because they recognise no boundaries as to how far they might
go in achieving this : the child's aims are pursued without social
inhibition - which is perhaps a reasonable functional definition of an

obsession.

As with verbal autistic children, obsessional questions are common, but
they again tend to serve the purpose of demand avoidance. On the whole, the
guestions of PDA children feel much more sociable than those of autistic
children, and at a later age they can be focused on the adolescent's concerns
about herself and her difficulties. For instance, throughout adolescence
Pauline has liked nothing better than long heart-to-hearts about disabled
people generally, and in particular about why she is so obsessional and so
impulsive; she is adept at trapping the listener into yet another half-hour

of such conversations, and also highly skilled in making one agree with the most
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unlikely statements, by single-mindedly chasing an argument through an almost

logical maze. Some young adults become obsessed with public figures rather

than themselves.

A few children weep in an obsessional way, but this again tends to be a
tearless 'act' intended to distract people from the demands they are trying
to make. There are a few obsessiocnal objects, but not nearly sc many as among
autistic children, and again they tend to be diversionary in nature : Arlene
cannot bear to get dirty in the slightest way, and keeps her hands occupied
by 1ittle dolls; Kathy loves sellotape and uses her demands for this to rule
her mother; Kelly is obsessed with dungarees, Peter with doing a Billy
Connolly act, and Carecl with repeating the word 'Stella' incessantly to annoy

her mother — in which she is extremely successful.

In keeping with the social direction of their obsessionality, PDA
children often blame other people for what they see as difficulties in their
lives. Helga frequently goes on at her mother for sending her to 'the daft
school'; Carol is angry with hers because she won't go out and get her a
friend {she wants to be friends with two disruptive girls who are disliked

by her younger brother); most blame someone for making them do things !

As a result of their obsessicnal demand avoidance, the children show a
very low achievement level indeed at school; for the less able children it
is common forthem gradually to drop through school placements to the 'severe
learning difficulties’ level, simply because they have achieved nothing.

However, their teachers are seldom satisfied that this reflects
their actual potential; it is usual for referral letters on these children
to be full of puzzlement and guilt. Tt is undoubtedly the mis-match between
the child's manipulative skills and her academic failure which so confuses
those around her: one continually receives comments such as 'We suspect a
much deeper level of thought than is shown in her schcol work'; 'We feel we-
have failed this child'; 'I am certain he has a much better potential
than we have been able to tap'; the children are described as 'extremely
odd', ‘'exceptionally complicated' and, in Yvonne's case, 'delightfully
enigmatic'. The more able children are in some ways still more puzzling
they may teach themselves to read but then refuse to be taught anything after
that. It is, of course, almost impossible to give an intelligence test that
means anything; for instance, children now known to be in the normal range of
intelligence have previously tested at 30 or 40 IQ. In a play-based assessment
it is invariable that the child's most capable cognitive and linguistic

performance will be drawn out during role-play of scme sort.




— 23 —
Neurological involvement

Very few of the children have had a full neurclogical investigation,
and this would seem to be the next research step. The defining feature
of neurological involvement is at present based mainly on soft neurclogical
signs. All the children except one currently have some degree of poor
coordination: the one exception was very slow to walk as a baby, and is
believed never to have crawled; she also does have what might possibly be
described as momentary absences. Failure to crawl is common : of those
whose crawling history is confidently remembered by their parents, less than
half crawled on hands and knees, a quarter bottom-shuffled only, and a
quarter neither crawled nor bottom-shuffled; while two or three crawled very
briefly after much training. Most of the children have shown a curiocus
mixture of floppiness and over-determined forceful movement: some used to be

floppy and are now forceful, others may show either extreme according to mood.

Frank fits have occurred in only a very small minority (about 10 per
cent) ; however, one child has suffered from hypsarrhythmia in infancy. The
'absences' that are reported in a number of the children can be difficult to
distinguish behaviourally from the emphatic withdrawal of attention as a
strategy which so often occurs as one aspect of demand avoidance; for this
reason, until we have harder evidence it does not seem useful to guantify the

prevalence of absences.

Coding disoxders as a constellation of clusters

Let us now return to the notion of Patholcgical Demand Avoidance as
a developmental coding disorder which is related to other such disorders,
and which can indeed be seen as one cluster among a constellation of

related but distinguishable clusters (diagram, Table 1).

Perhaps the most useful test of whether a syndrome is distinguishable
from cther syndromes is whether children described in these terms make better
sense to both parents and teachers as a result. Twelve years ago, I and
others were forced to describe PDA children as suffering from ‘atypical
autigm', this being the nearest description we had. The problem was that PDA

children really did not make sense in these terms, however broadly one
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explained the autistic syndrome, and both the child's carers and myself

were left dissatisfied with an explanation which had so many contradictions
in it. Sometimes, too, autism was so clearly misleading a term that it
seemed to be unhelpful to use it at all, and I would confine myself to a
careful description of the child's apparent problems; this, toec, was

unsatisfactery in setting out guidelines.

As I began to realise that T was seeing a group of so-called atypical
children who in fact had many features in common with each other, I also
began to be re-consulted by parents and teachers of children whom I had
seen much earlier. Parents would repeatedly tell me, 'She's still just
the same as when you saw her six or seven years agc, and just as much of a
puzzle', As I re-read their files, and the careful but non-diagnostic notes
I had made, I began to realise that I now knew where these children fitted in,
and to share these thoughts with parents. What was striking about their
reaction was the sense of their coming home to a description that finally
hung together, after years of bewilderment; it was typical that they would
say 'Now she's making sense for the first time'. Those whose children had
been described previously as atypically autistic said that they had never felt
that their child had been like other autistic children whom they had metf.- The
sense of the meaningfulness of the PDA description is equally clear for
parents who come for diagnosis for the first time; the usual reaction is
relief that someone has seen children like theirs before, and can relate them
to a systematic symptomatology. It is especially notable that parents find
that the notion of a failure to code social identity and consequent lack of
social need to comply, makes sense in explaining their child's major

presenting problem.

What does it mean to say that the developmental cceding disorders are
related-? We already know that this is true in terms of the possibility of
overlap between them: we are very familiar with the netion that a majority
of autistic children are dysphasicwith the additicnal problems that are
gpecific to autism. Tt is believed that some dysphasic and autistic children
have problems of coding the written word; though their educational problems
generally may reduce the salience of dyslexia as a specific problem. At
least one PDA child (Gavin) appears as time goes onto have greater problems
with reading and writing than are explained by his demand avoidance; but

clearly a total lack of motivation may also have disguised such problems in
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other PDA children. Some PDA children show a real overlap with autism,
especially over time: that is, they may start with one typical picture

and gradually move to conform more closely with the other; and one or two
are poth atypically autisticand atypically PDA, showing a pattern of symptoms

midway between the two. One has an overlap with dysphasia.

Another way of showing relationship is in terms of genetic links. These
have been found in communication disorders as & group, in that children with
one of the disorders have a higher chance of genetic links witheither the same or
a different communication disorder. Two of these 36 PDA children have
autistic siblings; the father of ancther shows symptoms of able autism
(Asperger's syndrome). Fragile X chromoscme has been found in two, including
one with an autistic sibling, but not in the child with a putatively autistic
father; not many of the children have vyet heen tested in this way,

unfortunately.

One further point that should be noted here is that the sex ratio which
is so notable in other developmental coding disorders is not seen in PDA. The
ratio of boys to girls in autism is usually taken to be 4:1 (and 10:1 in
autistic children of normal intelligence). In both developmental dysphasia
and dyslexia it is held to be 3:1 (Cantwell and Baker, 1987} ;

(Thomson, 1984), In the 36 cases of PDA on which this paper is based, the ratio
of boys to girls is 13;23. This does not show a significant difference
between boys and girls in terms of risk though p is less than ! in 19; but it
does show a significant difference from the ratio in any other coding disorders

(p<.001) .

Educational implications and general prognosis

I have mentioned that PDA children inspire guilt and dismay among
their teachers because their verbal, manipulative and dramatic skills are
at such variance with what they achieve in school. Among the first ten of
the group, it was fairly typical for children to have started in mainstream
infants school or nursery, and to be moved successively into scheols for
moderate and then severe learning difficulties; they did not improve in these
environments however. With the brighter children, the early years

in school were characterised by crisis interventions
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to. prevent exclusion,despite the fact that some were clearly intellectually
capable, having taught themselves to read (though they would not allow others
to teach them). Apart from these self taught children, school achievement was
virtually nil in every child. As one would expect, they are perfectly happy

to escape notice during work pericds, and use an impressive repertoire of
avoidance tactics when their teacher attempts individual teaching. However,
they do not in fact escape notice because of the disruptive nature of their
general social behaviour. It is instructive to watch videotapes of the
children in classroom settings when demands to work are not being made:

for instance, James puts up a smokescreen of incessant talk for over an hour
which reduces a usually assertive educational psycholegist to near-silence
and total impotence; Lorna wrecks a half-hour story session with her cbjections
to the seating arrangements, and just when the teacher and other children have
done their utmost to meet her wishes, and are finally settling down to hear

the story, she wails loudly 'Don't point your foot at me!' -which effectively

brings the session to an end, time having run out.

Over the past ten years, East Midlands education authorities have provided
for PDA children the kind of special input that they would offer for autistic
children. This has been done using the rough criterion that each child will
receive at least an hour per day of individual attention for work sessions,
with additional help in group sessions: this means an attachment of at least
a halftime welfare assistant for any one child. Some have had an attached
teacher, which tends to be more effective, and some have been given anything
between halftime and fulltime attachment. This kind of imput has been
successful in ensuring that the child will make educational progress. The
staffing ratio seems to be the most important need, given the difficulty in
gaining the child's cooperation. Some children have been helped by autistic
units where this high staffing ratio is the norm; but it seems unsatisfactory
to place a single PDA child in an autistic unit, where the children are so
much less sociable than PDA children, and whereautistic manneristic
behaviour invites mimicry by children whose roleplay is alerted by disability.
However, two or three PDA children placed together can very much benefit
from the individual programmes available in autistic units; the staff

comment that they are more difficult than autistic children to start with,
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but eventually become easier as they become more tolerant of demands. Wherever
the child is placed, the category of school is not of the greatest

consequence: what matters is the school's personality, in that it needs to be
interested in a challenge, imaginative, innovative, patient, possessed of a sense
of humour and, in a mainstream school, committed Lo integration, It is
essential that both the head and the class teacher are positively willing,
otherwise the difficulties are such that the placement will inevitably fail:

one head, who had excluded such a child, said some years later, 'I didn't
realise how interesting she was until she'd gone' - and it is true that the

daily frustrations can outweigh the sense of interest at the time!

It seems essential that the high input should be resorted to early in
the child's schoel career (or even at nursery level} so that the child learns
acceptable working habits as early as possible; this can pay cff later on, and
one child of normal intelligence is coping quite well in comprehensive school
without help, having had halftime assistance from, nursery age until halfway through
junior school. Another equally bright child who did not have any help in his
primary years now needs almost fulltime teaching attachment in comprehensive
school. One child was able to take a CSE at the end of a career in autistic
units from eight years onward. having been considered unmanageable in ordinary
special scheols from five to eight. Less able children may be better placed in
special schools, but the very high staffing needs will still apply, and may be

more difficult to obtain out of mainstream in some counties.

Given substantial one-to-one teaching, the question of how to teach
arises. One could almost say that '"Who' is more impeortant than 'How': the
teachers who have been most successful have been firm and methodical, but
they have also been flexible and have had an element of charisma. The child needs
to be intrigued by his teacher's personality; since the teacher has to be capable
of out-manceuvring the, child, it is important that this should be done with humour

and empathy, otherwise the child may feel merely oppressed.

Short-term techniques which are most successful tend to use an indirect
approach to the task rather than compulsion. If the child is fond of dolls,
the doll's wishes may carry some force. We have often persuaded children to
complete a puzzle by saying that a glove puppet needs to learn how to do it,

or that the big toy dog wants a turn. Coaxing or diversion are usually more
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effective than confrontation, which only achieves agitation; however, the

child needs to sense the strength of the adult behind the persuasive front.

Often the child itself uses direct pressure in reply to the adult's: asked to

do a matching task, Laurie said 'Can I get Ben to help me?' (Ben being the

toy dog), and when told to do it himself this time, replied 'Ben will be upset -

he wants me to watch him do it'. David was persuaded to take turns with a baby
doll to draw shapes, and finally objected because the doll was 'sc. tired'.

Adults tend to feel mean and unkind on these occasions! It can cccasionally

be effective to withdraw a demand ostentatiously, because the child is in fact
sociable enough to want attention. Vicky, the psycholegist, used this with CLiff

successfully when he was trying to withdraw inteo the Wendy house: the dialogue

went as follows:

Cliff goes to the Wendy house. 'Bye-bye' he says firmly.

'Bye-bye' says Vicky.

'See you in the morning. you can't come in yet', says Cliff,

'l don't want to', retorts Vicky, 'I want to look at my pictures', and she

turns her back and leafs through the cards.

CLiff relents: 'If you want to come in, knock at the door!'

'I'd rather look at my pictures, thank you' says Vicky.

'If you want to come in, tell me' says Cliff.

During early work with PDA children, strategies have to be continually
changed in order to remain one step ahead of the child. Often a school will
find itself making extraordinary provision in respcnse tc the vulnerability and
fragility that the child expresses. One school, which had provided fulltime
staffing for a child, also set aside a study area within the classroom where
other children were not allowed to impinge on him; this was perhaps going tco faxr
in condoning the child's helpiessness, and it was not particularly successful.
However, the rewarding aspect of PDA children is that they can eventually give
in relatively gracefully and work comparatively willingly if they are able to
establish what they can see as a give-and-take relationship with someone they
like and respect. Nonetheless, both liking and respect have to be continually
re-earned by the teacher, and the child never scems to give up for good his
attempts to manipulate. It appears that the best schools can hope for is
that the child will save most of his more difficult behaviour for home; and
parents, too, will usually settle for that balance. The majority of parents find
themselves being much more directive and authoritarian with their PDA children
than they would normally wish their parenting style to be, and this itself can

put heavy stress on parents.
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Prognosis

As in all developmental coding disorders, level of intelligence plays
an important part in deciding how well the child is able to progress in its
education. It is clear that a child who is, in particular, more verbal will
be better able to use ideas and constructs, and this will include ideas which
may be helpful remedially. However, just as autistic children who are verbal
tend to develop a much greater repertoire of obsessional behaviours, so

intelligent PDA children may also develop both more fully worked out cbsessions

and more subtle manipulative strategies.

So far we do not have enough systematic observation and knowledge of
these children as adolescents and young adults. There are certainly some young
adults who retrospectively seem to have had a PDA history, and who are proving
quite difficult: especially, perhaps, the young women. Tentatively it appears
that boys may be easier, tending to passivity; so far, a number of the girls
have developed adolescent fantasies concerning violence, but we have not yet
encugh numbers to know whether this apparent sex difference will hold up
statistically. Management can be particularly problematic because behaviour
modification is seldom very successful in the face of the manipulative skills;
it is still worth using negotiative and contractual techniques, but these have
to be carried out on a much more personal basis (which some of us much prefer
in any case}. Some degree of psychotherapeutic management in terms of
counsellingmay be helpful at certain times; however, counselling has not yet
proved very durable over time, and a very great deal of backup to families seems

to be necessary in the long term.

The charm and fascination of PDA children, and the love and leyalty that
they receive from their parents should not blind us to the intense stress that
they induce in their families and in any carers and teachers. Their best hope
so far lies in high input education from an early age; and this has proved at
least helpful. It is essential that the extraordinary special needs of this

small group of children should be generally recognised and generously met.
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