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Person-Centred Planning: A focus on physical impairment (Talking Mats) 

Editors: Professor Geraldene Codina, Dr Adam Brett, Dr Stephanie King (University of Derby) 
 

This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen 
Universal SEND programme. 

Abstract 
Context: This case study, conducted in a primary school setting, focuses on the use of a Pupil Voice tool, 
specifically Talking Mats, aimed at enhancing the participation and communication of children with 
physical disabilities during person-centred reviews related to their immediate and lifelong activities. 
Ethical considerations were prioritised throughout the research process, with measures taken to ensure 
anonymous publication of participant data.  
 

Aims: The primary aim of the research is to investigate how Pupil Voice tools can facilitate improved 
communication and self-expression among children with physical impairments. The study emphasises the 
importance of person-centred planning in educational reviews, with a particular focus on the lives and 
needs of students with disabilities.  
 

Methods: The action research was structured in cycles, beginning with an initial phase where literature 
reviews informed the development and refinement of the research question. Subsequent steps involved 
planning and implementing the use of Talking Mats in individual reviews, collecting data, and analysing 
the conversations that emerged. Ethical consent for participation and data use was obtained from all 
participants involved.  

Findings: The research results indicate that the use of Talking Mats significantly enhances the ability of 
children with physical disabilities to articulate their thoughts and preferences during person-centred 
reviews. The findings suggest that this tool allows for deeper engagement and a more accurate 
representation of the children's perspectives regarding their activities and future aspirations.  

Implications: The findings of this study may offer insights for educators and school staff working with 
children with special educational needs and disabilities. The use of Pupil Voice tools like Talking Mats 
could promote a more inclusive educational environment, allowing for better communication and 
understanding of students' needs. Other educators may consider adopting similar strategies to foster an 
inclusive approach in their practice, potentially leading to enhanced student empowerment and 
participation in their educational journeys. 

Keywords 
Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; person-centred planning; communication with 
symbols; Talking Mats 
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https://www.derby.ac.uk/research/themes/public-services/inclusion-and-special-educational-needs-research-cluster/action-research-and-lesson-study-for-isend/
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability 
(ISEND): Case Study 

Person-Centred Planning: A focus on physical impairment (Talking Mats) 
Using a Pupil Voice tool for children with physical disabilities facilitates discussion in person-centred 

reviews about immediate and lifelong activities (Mainstream, Primary School). 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES 
Appendix 1 illustrates the Action Research Cycles 
 

 
Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously 

SUMMARY 
Research focus Person-Centred-Planning (PCP), Physical Impairments (PI), Special 

Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), pupil voice, parent/carer 
voice, fine motor skills, gross motor skills, communication, mobility, 
physiotherapy, occupational therapy, speech and language therapy, 
Talking Mats 

Research question How can we develop Person-Centred-Planning (PCP) to ensure it 
meets the needs of students with Physical Impairments (PI) and 
their families? 

Overview/Key information - This research started by engaging children in a semi-structured 
interview. The purpose of the interview was to review current 
practice in school regarding PCP and to consider pupils’ thoughts 
on improving this. 

- Through the use of a questionnaire, we also garnered the 
parents’/carers’ views on the principles of PCP for children with 
PI. 

Type of setting Mainstream Primary with an Enhanced Resource Provision for 
children with Physical Impairments (PI) 

Age range of pupils 3 – 11 

Roles of the Research 
Team 

Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO), Director of 
Inclusion 
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- Following feedback from the interviews and questionnaires, we 
reviewed our school-based PCP materials to identify where 
improvements could be made to facilitate good outcomes. 

- Both parents and PI literature recognise that learners with PI are 
likely to have physical and/or therapeutic needs, which their 
goals and outcomes need to reflect.  Needs may include fine 
motor, gross motor, communication and/or mobility needs that 
require significant therapeutic intervention delivered during the 
school day. This could include physiotherapy, occupational 
therapy, speech and language therapy, and/or programmes 
related to sensory needs. 

- Regarding the child’s involvement in planning and decisions that 
affect them at school, parents feel the balance should be split 
between the parent/carer, the child, and the professionals. 

- Pupils explained that they want to be asked questions and 
listened to. 

- Aligned with PDnet1 (2023), PCP tools were reviewed and 
developed to capture PI pupils’ voice and to guide outcomes 
which: are aspirational yet realistic; relate to therapeutic and 
health needs; prepare individuals for adult life and for being as 
independent as possible, are sensitive to the opinions and 
feedback of the individual and their family; and include clarity 
regarding what everyone is aiming for. 
 

Evidence-informed theory Using a Pupil Voice tool for children with physical disabilities 
facilitates discussion in person-centred reviews about immediate 
and lifelong activities. 
 

Project Video: Resources Link to video presentation and transcript: 
1. Link to video  
2. Appendix 2 – Video abstract and transcript 

 
   

 
RESEARCH TIMELINE 

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun July 
Action 

Research 
Cycle 1 

 
Step 1: 

Establish 
the 

research 
focus 

Action Research Cycle 
1 

Step 2: Study 
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 

 

Step 6: Do 1 
Steps 7-8: Review 1 

 
Action Research Cycle 2 

Step 9: Study 2 
Steps 10-12: Plan 2 

Step 13: Do 2 
Step 14-15: Review 2 

 
 

 
Share and disseminate 

the research 
(anonymised) with 

other interested 
parties. 

 

 
1 PDnet. (2023). Making It Happen: Achieving Good Outcomes for Learners with Physical Disability. 
https://pdnet.org.uk/outcomes-training/  
 

https://pdnet.org.uk/outcomes-training/
https://derby.cloud.panopto.eu/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=07cbb23d-9b89-4d71-bdac-b30f010c7342
https://pdnet.org.uk/outcomes-training/
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ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1 
RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1 

 
KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2 

Reference  Gray, A., & Woods, K. (2022). Person-centred praceces in educaeon: 
a systemaec review of research. Support for Learning, 37(2), 309–
335. hfps://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12410  

Key point(s) of note A review of current research into PCP within education found that 
PCP appears to be an effective way of engaging children, young 
people, and their families. However, research was found to be 
currently limited and methodologically weak. 

 
Reference  Toros, K. (2021). A systemaec review of children’s parecipaeon in 

child proteceon decision-making: Tokenisec presence or not? 
Children & Society, 35(3), 395–411. 
hfps://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12418  

Key point(s) of note Little or no dialogue with children by child protection workers. 
Furthermore, children voiced their experiences of not being 
informed of or understanding the process or decisions made about 
their lives. 
 

 
Reference  Taylor, K. (2007). The participation of children with multi-sensory 

impairment in person-centred planning. British Journal of Special 
Education, 34(4), 204–211. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
8578.2007.00480.x 
 

Key point(s) of note Consultation with pupils with learning disabilities through the use of 
person-centred planning methods is becoming increasingly 
common. However, little research has focused on pupils with multi-
sensory impairment (MSI). 
 

 
Reference  Kellett, M. (2010). Small Shoes, Big Steps! Empowering Children as 

Active Researchers. American Journal of Community Psychology, 
46(1–2), 195–203. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9324-y  
 

Key point(s) of note “Listening to children's views is not the same as sharing decision-
making processes” (p. 196). 
This paper explores some of the issues related to empowering 
children as active researchers and draws on theory relating to 
participation, empowerment, voice, and emancipation. 

 
PLAN 1: Step 3 
As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase, 
the research question can evolve and become further refined.  

Initial research interest 
aim/question (Step 1) 

Find out strengths and weaknesses of current person-centred 
practices (PCP). Explore pupil and parental views and wishes. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12410
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12418
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8578.2007.00480.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8578.2007.00480.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9324-y
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PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6 

Methods of data collection 
- Parent and parent carer questionnaires (for the purpose of this study I will refer to ‘parent’ to 

represent these views) 
- Pupil interviews  
Description of research sample, timing and location 
- 4 pupils all aged between 8 – 11 years and their parents (all pupils have a physical impairment) 
- Conduct recorded pupil interviews, led by familiar adult, communication support available 

(talkers, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) books etc.), signing support. 
  

PLAN 2: Step 5 
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously. 
 
REVIEW 1: Step 7-8 

Data Analysis: process 
Identify and review the themes from the parent questionnaires and pupil responses.  
 
Summary of Findings  
How can we develop Person-Centred-Planning (PCP) to ensure it meets the needs of students 
with Physical Impairments (PI) and their families? 
 
Points of note from parent questionnaires  
Parents felt the balance should be split between the parent, the professional team and the pupil 
regarding the involvement of the pupil in planning and decisions.  
- 4/4 parents felt their child is, at least, somewhat involved in planning and decisions that affect 

them at school and some report that this has a positive impact on outcomes. 
- 4/4 parents felt that long-term, positive outcomes are more likely if pupils participate in 

decision making. 
- Parents also gave valuable ideas about how best to engage pupils in the process; for example, 

talking to them, using play, and involving different adults rather than relying on just 1 adult to 
interpret and support. 

- 4/4 parents felt there were some possible barriers or challenges to involving children in the 
decision-making process. For example, when the pupil has different ideas from the 
parent/carer. 

 
Points of note from pupil interviews 
- Pupils shared that they want to be asked questions and listened to. They had clear ideas 

about how best to do this. For example:  
- Lots of questions can make you feel nervous. It can be a bit overwhelming…pictures are 

better. 
- Pupils do value the Pupil Voice Tool and find that it does support their communication. 
- A recurring theme from the students was their focus on more immediate factors and issues, 

their responses reflecting the ‘here and now’ aspects of their lives. Students were less 
forthcoming when discussing their longer-term outcomes.  

- This theme was echoed in parents’ views of the possible barriers to involving pupils, “It 
depends on the child’s true understanding of concepts such as ‘long-term outcomes’”. 

Revised research question How can we develop Person-Centred-Planning (PCP) to ensure it 
meets the needs of students with Physical Impairments (PI) and 
their families? 
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Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2 
In summary, the outcomes of this study highlight the importance of involving PI pupils through a 
PCP approach whilst also recognising that some challenges do exist.  
 
The visual Pupil Voice Tool used to support pupils’ communication helps them to express their 
views and feelings. Some pupils felt this was a more effective tool than open-ended questions.  
 
Further analysis is needed to consider whether the existing Pupil Voice Tool enables children to 
communicate about more abstract and/or long-term aspects, not just the ‘here and now’.  
 
 
Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2 
Research Question 2:  How does the existing Pupil Voice Tool reflect pupils’ wishes and feelings in 
a way that facilitates good long-term outcomes? 

 
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2 

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9 
Reference  Punch, S. (2002). Research with Children: The Same or Different 

from Research with Adults? Childhood (Copenhagen, 
Denmark), 9(3), 321–341. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568202009003005  
 

Key point(s) of note Highlighted research techniques, often thought to be suitable for 
use with children (including visual), can be problematic as well as 
beneficial. 
 

 
Reference  Hayden, N. K., Bradshaw, J., Hayward, S., Murphy, J., Boa, S., Eden, V., 

Mischo, S., Pampoulo, E., Macrae, A.-M., Reid, J., Darvell, C., Lauer, N., 
Mundt, I., Clark, L., Nagawa, M., Duner, A., & Talking Mats Research 
Network (2023). Summary of Talking Mats Studies. 
https://www.talkingmats.com/wp-
content/uploads/2023/05/Summary-of-Publications-Featuring-
Talking-Mats.pdf  
 
Talking Mats. (2013, September 11). Dr. Joan Murphy using Talking 
Mats Original with Ian [Video]. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-fFCtQ5sBA  
 

Key point(s) of note Talking Mats is a communication framework which has a strong 
evidence base that shows it improves the quality and quantity of 
information a person with a learning disability gives in a 
conversation. Talking Mats supported by:  
- breaking information down into small, manageable chunks 
- allowing time to process information and respond;  
- reducing memory demands;  
- handing over control to the pupil;  
- providing a structured framework for open questions;  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568202009003005
https://www.talkingmats.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Summary-of-Publications-Featuring-Talking-Mats.pdf
https://www.talkingmats.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Summary-of-Publications-Featuring-Talking-Mats.pdf
https://www.talkingmats.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Summary-of-Publications-Featuring-Talking-Mats.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-fFCtQ5sBA
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- reduce anxiety;  
- supporting people to express how they really feel.  

 
Reference  Higham, R., & Booth, T. (2018). Reinterpreting the authority of 

heads: Making space for values-led school improvement with the 
Index for Inclusion. Educational Management, Administration & 
Leadership, 46(1), 140–157. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143216659294  

Key point(s) of note Inclusive pedagogical principles can be useful to consider how 
education can foster immediate and lifelong activities and interests. 
This can help to shape ‘good’ long-term outcomes. In the context of 
this study, pertinent for learners with PD, education should: 
1. Set no limits on what children can achieve. 
2. Build on personal and shared experience. 
3. Involve learning activities outside classrooms. 
4. Develop the capacity for dialogue. 
5. View practical skills as equal value to academic knowledge. 
6. View good relationships as important in themselves as well as a 

support for learning. 
7. Recognise the significance for learning and well-being of secure 

identities. 
8. Connect learning with emotion. 
9. Link school activities with social, cultural, political and economic 

life beyond schools. 
10. Nurture immediate and life-long activities and interests. 
11. Make living well in the present as important as preparing for 

the future. 
12. Recognise that learning in earlier life shapes who we are and 

what we do in later life. 
13. Focus on enabling play, learning and teaching to flourish, more 

than attainment outcomes. 
 

 
Reference  Sanderson, H. [Helen Sanderson Associates]. (2013, April 10). 

Person-centred reviews animate. [Video]. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YpRz-YEwkP8&t=6s  
 

Key point(s) of note An outcome-focussed approach is a long-term strategy which is 
designed to build knowledge and skills and equip the individual 
learner with the cultural capital they need to succeed in later life, 
learning and employment.  
 
PCP seeks to:  
- understand what is important to the young person;  
- understand what the young persons’ aspirations for the future 

are;  
- understand what the young person’s individual needs are and 

the requirements arising from their physical disability.  
- enable pupils to dream big but have realistic goals. 

 
 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143216659294
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YpRz-YEwkP8&t=6s
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PLAN 2: Step 10 

 
PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13 

Methods of data collection 
- Review of existing materials – Pupil voice outcomes  
- Review of existing materials – Pupil Voice Tool  
 
Description of research sample, timing and location 
- The same 4 pupils (as described in Action Research Cycle 1) all aged between 8 – 11 years  

 
  

PLAN 2: Step 12 
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously. 
REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15 

Data Analysis: process 
- Themes identified from the pupil responses. 
- In light of the above literature, review the (visual-supported) Pupil Voice Tool. 

 
Summary of Findings  
Action Research Cycle 2: Research Question  
How can the PCP tool be adapted to facilitate better outcomes for all PI students and their 
families? 
- The recurring theme, ‘pupil responses reflecting a here and now’ context, was, again, 

apparent for 4/4 pupils.  
- Some abstract/open-ended questions were not useful. For example, when asking the pupils, 

“Has anything been missed?”, pupils answered, “I don’t know” or “no”. 
- Where long-term aspirations were stated, for example, “To be a doctor”, it was not explicit as 

to how this translated into shorter-term outcomes. 
- 1 pupil rejected some therapeutic interventions (splints, standing frame) as they neared 

secondary age, opting to categorise these as 'not important to me’.  
- 11 out of the 13 ‘inclusive pedagogical principles’ (Booth and Ainscow, 2016) were, to some 

extent, featured in the children’s responses; these responses were facilitated through the use 
of the Pupil Voice Tool.  

 
Analysis and next steps leading to research conclusions 
In summary, the outcomes of this study show that the Pupil Voice Tool is capable of eliciting the 
views and wishes of pupils and facilitates the articulation of their perspectives. Use of the Pupil 
Voice Tool has enabled the young people to consider their immediate and lifelong activities and 
interests pertaining to pedagogical principles. However, more specific response options are 
needed to ensure all aspects of activities and interests are captured. 
 
The tool lacked the functionality to support children’s communication regarding their longer-term 
aspirations and how these may be translated into SMARTER outcomes.  
 
The tool lacked the functionality to support children’s communication regarding their therapeutic 
needs; for example, with the development and maintenance of health and wellbeing, such as 
wearing splints to prevent contractures in later life.  
 

Revised research question How can the PCP tool be adapted to facilitate better outcomes for 
all PI students and their families?  
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Next Step(s): 
Create and test the new Pupil Voice Tool and support materials  

 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 

Research aim/question 
How can we develop Person-Centred-Planning (PCP) to ensure it meets the needs of students with 
Physical Impairments (PI) and their families? 
Conclusion(s) 
Opportunities for children to be involved in making decisions about themselves and their 
education are part of statutory legislation. Person-Centred Planning (PCP) has been developed 
across Derbyshire Local Authority as an appropriate method of meeting this statutory 
requirement. However, there is a lack of credible research into its application within education 
(Gray & Woods, 2022). This is more apparent when specifically considering the additional needs 
and considerations of PCP for children with Physical Impairments (PI) (PDnet, 2023). 
 
Gray and Woods (2022) literature review of current research into PCP within education found that 
PCP appears to be an effective way of engaging children, young people and their families. 
However, research was found to be currently limited and methodologically weak.  
PDnet (2022) emphasises that needs must be ‘fully understood to ensure the long-term 
educational journey for an individual with PI is successful, and is crafted to address an individual’s 
unique/special needs and requirements’. Specifically, outcomes for learners with PI should be 
ambitious and coherently planned, have clarity, be sensitive to the opinions and feedback of the 
individual and their family, and facilitate therapeutic interventions which are essential and in the 
best interests of the learner’s health and mobility. 
 
Research literature and the outcomes of this study highlight the importance of involving PI pupils 
through a PCP approach, whilst also recognising some challenges in doing so.  
 
The (visually supported) Pupil Voice Tool used in this study is capable of eliciting the views and 
wishes of pupils and supporting them to articulate their perspectives. Following analysis of the 
data, there was evidence that this was a more effective tool than open-ended questions alone. 
The process of using pictures to support communication is also evident in research literature 
concerning Talking Mats (Hayden et al., 2023) and others’ research, such as Punch (2002). 
 
Related to the inclusive pedagogical principles outlined by Booth and Ainscow (2016), the Pupil 
Voice Tool supported pupils to communicate about their immediate and lifelong activities. 
However, more development is needed to ensure that a range of activities and interests are 
captured, and to ensure that long-term aspirations are successfully communicated and, in turn, 
translated into meaningful, shorter-term SMARTER outcomes. Furthermore, the tool requires 
development to ensure that therapeutic needs are addressed to promote long-term health and 
well-being (PDnet, 2023). 
 
Next Steps 
The Pupil Voice Tool has been further developed to ensure it captures all aspects of life for pupils 
with PI. This includes:  
- greater detail around therapeutic aspects;  
- more response options about life outside of school;  
- personal interests and practical-based activities.  
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A guidance document has been created to support practitioners in using the tool. It gives greater 
clarity on setting ambitious yet realistic goals that reflect needs and guide SMARTER outcomes 
and provision.  
 
In turn, once reviewed, these tools will be shared with other settings and specialist practitioners. 
We hope to positively impact the lives of children with PI across Derbyshire and beyond. 
 

Appendix 1 – Action Research Cycles 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 1 

Establish the 
research focus 

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires 
research. 

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature. 
 

Plan 1 

First Plan 
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research. 

Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or 
enquiry). 
Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist). 

 

Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as 
action). 

 

Review 1 
Step 7: Review and Reflect. 

Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.  

 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 2 

Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required. 

Plan 2 

Second Plan 
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may 
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the 
next actions. 
Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or 
enquiry). 

Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with 
ethics checklist). 

 

Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan – (either direct action or 
enquiry as action). 

 

Review 2 
Step 14:  Review and reflect. 

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered. 

 
 

Appendix 2 – Video abstract and transcript   
 
Abstract 
This video presents the outcomes of an Action Research Project focused on person-centred planning for children 
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with physical impairments. It introduces an adapted pupil voice tool designed to enhance engagement through 
expanded response options across various subcategories. The video demonstrates how the tool is structured, 
including visual sorting aids, thematic headings, and usage guidance. Key topics include expected outcomes for 
children with physical disabilities, principles of person-centred planning, common misconceptions, success 
strategies, and appropriate target setting. Additionally, it offers practical advice on provision planning and 
includes scripted prompts to support practitioners in effectively applying the tool. 
 
Transcript 

• So this video is to show the outcome of the Action Research Project and the 

0:01 

• pupil voice tool that was adapted in response to the outcomes of that project. 

0:09 

• So you can see that we developed many more options for the children to respond to under 
different subcategories. 

0:16 

• This one here just shows how they have been prepped to enable the pictures to be sorted. 

0:26 

• Different headings that you might use, and also some of the guidance for use in the tool. 

0:31 

• Including what outcomes should look like for children with physical disabilities. 

0:39 

• Principles of person-centred planning. Common misconceptions. 

0:45 

• Steps to success. Guidance on suitable targets. 

0:58 

• Discussion around provision. And some helpful script responses to guide the practitioner in 
using the tool. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


