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Intensive interaction

Intensive interaction  is part of the curriculum area 
‘Communication and Language’.

At Castle Hill we aim to make communication irresistible



• Intensive Interaction is a teaching approach that uses a 
student’s body language & sounds to develop communication 
and interaction skills.

• At Castle Hill School we aim to make communication 
irresistible.

What is Intensive Interaction? 



Intensive Interaction is based on instinctive early interactions between 
parent/carers and children.
Focusing on any element of a student’s behaviour we…

• Observe, imitate and adapt their movements and 

sounds.

• Validate a their behaviours & emotions 

• Celebrate them

• Build relationships

• Enable learning

• Have fun



Initially developed to help access communication with individuals who 

have profound intellectual difficulties and communication impairments.

Intensive Interaction works by imitating a behaviour repertoire that is 

cognitively familiar to an individual in an effort to communicate.

Typically initiated by the individual’s behaviour or noises in the moment, 

we aim to build relationships by imitating their repertoires and then 

expand their experiences by adapting those repertoires.

Intensive Interaction works because we are using movements, sounds 

and rhythms that the individual has less difficulty processing and 

recognising.



The benefits of intensive interaction can be linked to “The 

Fundamentals of Communication”



“The Fundamentals of Communication”

Enjoying being with another person

Developing the ability to attend to that person

Concentration and attention span

Taking turns in exchanges of behaviour

Sharing personal space

Learning to regulate and control arousal levels

Using and understanding eye contact

Using and understanding facial expressions

Using and understanding other non – verbal 

communications

Using and understanding physical contacts

Vocalising and using vocalisations 

meaningfully ( including speech)



Further Information 

https://www.intensiveinteraction.org

http://thecaldwellautismfoundation.org.uk

http://usinabus.org.uk/what-we-do/intensive-interaction

http://usinabus.org.uk/sharing-our-practice-2/sharing-our-
practice/top-tips-for-practicing-intensive-interaction

https://www.intensiveinteraction.org/
http://usinabus.org.uk/what-we-do/intensive-interaction


Intensive Interaction Reading List

Melanie Nind and Dave Hewett, Access to Communication (1994)

Mary Kellett and Melanie Nind, Implementing Intensive Interaction in Schools: Guidance for Practitioners, Managers 

and Co-ordinators (2003)

Phoebe Caldwell, Finding You Finding Me: Using Intensive Interaction To Get In Touch With People Whose Severe 

Learning Disabilities Are Combined With Autistic Spectrum Disorder (2005)

Phoebe Caldwell and Jane Horwood, Using Intensive Interaction and Sensory Integration: A Handbook for Those who 

Support People with Severe Autistic Spectrum Disorder (2008)

Graham Firth and Ruth Berry, Understanding Intensive Interaction: Context and Concepts for Professionals and 

Families (2010)

Ed.Dave Hewett, Intensive Interaction: Theoretical Perspectives (2011)

Phoebe Caldwell, Delicious Conversations: Reflections on Autism, Intimacy and Communication (2012 ) 

Phoebe Caldwell, The Anger Box (2014 )

Dave Hewett, Graham Firth, Mark Barber & Tandy Harrison, The Intensive Interaction Handbook (2018)

Phoebe Caldwell, Responsive Communication (2019)



Intensive Interaction 
with Verbal pupils

Over the last few years Jayne and I have taken part in some training 
and discussions about using Intensive interaction with pupils who 
have language. Think about some of the pupils you work with and 
relate some of the ideas to your practice.



Using Intensive Interaction with People who have 

Language 

Language should be seen as an additional “vehicle” 

through which to develop and sustain an Intensive 

Interaction. Any language used should be  seen as 

additional to, and not a distraction from, the use of the 

‘fundamentals of communication’ (e.g. vocal intonation, 

facial expression, eye contact, posture and body 

language, etc. ) 



Use good observation and reflection to gain insight into the student’s 

language use (including scripts)

Use this to inform the responsive use of language with them, 

remembering that sometimes it might be right to use no language!



• Allow the student to lead the interaction; be available and respond 

when an interaction is naturally initiated or develops, and ensure that 

mutual enjoyment is the ‘focus’ of the interaction (and not any activity 

or linguistic agenda). 

• Be interested, enthusiastic and flexible in your use of language, but

keep the tempo of language use attuned to the student’s language

use and emotional state - allow for processing time; be comfortable

with pauses and silence.



• Enjoy verbally playing with sound, rhythm, volume, and intonation, as 

well as any words or phrases and at times, when it feels right, look to 

gently and sensitively extend the language use.

• Ensure that the language use does not put demands or expectations

of language performance on the student (e.g. to respond in certain

ways), nor create an external agenda that detract from the ‘taskless’

nature of the interaction.



• Remember the language used may not have shared symbolic

meaning and it may also not be direct indicator of their emotional

state. Jayne and I saw some video evidence of a young lady and her

carer and the only word used throughout their interaction was

‘scissors’. There were no scissors involved at all and no cutting actions

made or needed.

• However, use activities or objects of specific interest to the person if

they create a familiar and safe context, and an open-ended structure

within which to scaffold the interaction, but always keep the focus on

the sociability aspect of the interaction.



• When appropriate provide sensitive ‘verbal commentaries’ (on

shared activity or on any shared visual or auditory focus) to extend

sociable language use.



Developing Intensive Interaction practice at Castle Hill School

Over the years we have found discussing practice together 

has helped us all to reflect, learn and improve our skills.

We do this through our working party which meets once or 

twice a term after school. 

The group consists of ETAs, HLTAs Nursery nurses and teachers 

from Castle Hill and other schools and interested professionals 

from across the authority and beyond. 

Everyone is  welcome to attend this informal group  Please 

don’t hesitate to contact me if you want to know more.

We also support the Regional Support Network meetings 



“Intensive Interaction: Unlocking Communication”
Claire Szoradi



• I have been very busy during lockdown, I created a display for a 

university assignment. The display was supposed to be presented in 

person, however due to lockdown I created the display at home 

and submitted photos.

• I decided to create my display about Intensive Interaction. The 

display brief stated information to be included on legislation, policy 

and procedure and how Intensive Interaction impacted on 

children and practitioners. I tried to include as much detail as 

possible. This was difficult as space was limited, so I tried to be 

creative in the way I presented information.

• The title of my display was “Intensive Interaction: Unlocking 

Communication”. I had the idea of using a padlock and key theme 

to signify how using Intensive Interaction could help unlock 

communication for children who experience communication 

difficulties. This was quite tricky with the limited supplies I had at 

home, I had to raid the kids art supplies box!



• The display is aimed at adults and so there really was no limit to the 
amount of information and text we could include- as long as it fitted 
into the given dimensions. This proved to be quite difficult as some of 
the pieces of text- especially legislation- were quite lengthy even 
when I tried to condense it down. As a solution to this I rolled the 
information up and used tags which are supposed to look 
(vaguely!) like keyrings (to go with the padlock and key theme!). 
People can then choose whichever piece of information they would 
like to read.

• I also wanted to include some visual aspects of Intensive Interaction 
for people who really didn’t know what it was. I decided to take my 
own photos (because referencing google images looked tricky!). I 
used my son and we created some photos which hopefully depict 
Intensive Interaction in use.

• I hope you enjoy the photos!

Claire Szoradi




