Gentle Teaching is many things. Gentleness toward others, in spite of what anyone does or does not do, is the critical factor. It is a paradox. Fists are met with hugs. Cursing is met with words of affection and nurturing. Spiteful eyes are met with warmth.  

Gentleness recognizes that all change is mutual and interwoven. It starts with caregivers and, hopefully, touches those who are most marginalized. Its central focus is to express unconditional love. It is the framework around a psychology of human interdependence. The main idea of gentleness is not to get rid of someone else’s behaviors, but to deepen our own inner feelings of gentleness in the face of violence or disregard.  

Gentle Teaching is also a teaching approach. As such, it has four initial teaching purposes—to teach others to feel safe, loved, loving, and engaged. These do not just happen. They are taught through repeated acts of love. Gentle caregivers learn to use their presence, hands, words, and eyes as their primary teaching tools to uplift and honor others.
Our Tools: 
Hands                         Words          Eyes                      Presence 
God gives everyone the tools they need to be gentle teachers... it is how we use these tools that make us gentle.
Gentle Teaching is a non violent approach for helping people with special needs and sometimes challenging behaviors that focuses on four primary goals of care-giving:

- teaching the person to feel safe with us

- teaching the person to feel engaged with us

- teaching the person to feel unconditionally loved by us

- teaching the person to feel loving  towards us

Gentle Teaching is a strategy based on a Psychology of Interdependence that sees all change as being mutual and bringing about a feeling of companionship and community- symbols of justice and non-violence

How often do we hear ourselves and others say, You know...it is not difficult to teach a person to behave like we want him or her to. We just modify their behavior-- reward what we want and punish what we don't want. If it doesn't work in the beginning, we'll just use some more punishment and we will succeed....or more structure, or more restraint, or more ..."
Is it really so easy ?.... It may be so if we are not interested in the emotional well-being of the other, when it doesn't matter if the other is afraid of us and when we are only focused on obedience. In reality we see that this approach doesn't work at all. As soon as we let go of punishment, restraint, or external structure, the challenging behavior appears again in some form. Also, in many cases the behavior we want to disappear is just replaced by another difficult one. Some people get the same punishment for many years without any "success"

A sad example of this is a woman who is treated with Electro Aversive Therapy for over 22 years. She received over 1,200,000 electro-shocks and still had self-injures behavior.
But, the central question is not to do away with punishment; rather, it is to define what do we want the person to become. The challenge is to mend shattered hearts, not broken bodies or brains. It is the emotional well-being that is central-- feelings of being safe, engaged, loved, and loving. And, these do not come from reward or punishment, but from the teaching of feelings of companionship.

With Gentle Teaching we don't focus on compliance and obedience but we focus on teaching the other to feel safe with us. We do this be looking at our self, at our beliefs and at the way we use our hands, eyes and words. We change our own posture, in order to help the other to feel safe. We do this, because we know that most of the challenging behavior comes out of fear and out of a broken hart and not out of broken brains. 

 "A Psychology of Interdependence"

Gentle Teaching is not just another technique to deal with difficult behaviors of people with mental retardation. It is the expression of the Psychology of Interdependence, so it has to do with more than just challenging behaviors. It has to do with how we exist as human beings, how we see our self, how we see our relations with important others etc. etc.
The Psychology of Interdependence is based on the following basic assumptions:
- Each human being is made up of a mind-body-spirit
- Each human being hungers for a feeling of being-with-others and having a feeling of companionship
- Bonded relations are the fundament for developing human basic values into a moral life and into personal life-goals

In our work with people with mental retardation the Psychology of Interdependence helps us create a culture of life for those who need our help. Not just the people with challenging behaviors, but everyone.  

 Companionship

The central purpose of giving care to anyone is to establish a feeling of companionship. This is literally taught. It is more than being "nice" to someone. It is an emotional prerequisite in all human-beings; having a warm circle of significant others in our life who help us to feel safe, wanted en valued
Companionship expresses the feeling of belonging together and to share the important events of life. The word "companionship" comes from the Latin words "com = together" and "pan = bread".
Everyone needs to have companions in life. Without companions you feel lost and isolated. People with mental retardation , and especially those with challenging behavior, have learned not to trust others or even have learned to be afraid of others. They don't have companions they can trust an have to learn the feeling of companionship from the beginning.
People with a mental retardation often don't know what a feeling of companionship is. They are submitted to others who are - at least in their own experience - domineering them and there grows an emotional gap between them in stead of a bonded relation. These people have to be taught a feeling of companionship. The first step in this process is that care givers and other important others have to find out what the Psychology of Interdependence means for themselves and for their posture towards the other. They can start creating a culture of interdependence, a culture of life, by changing their own behavior and looking at the other, not as a person with behavior problems, but as a person who has not yet learned the feeling of companionship.


 Basic Values
Everyone has personal objectives in life which are important. Not all objectives are equally important. One may be more important than the other. These objectives are the expressions of Basic Values and together they make a profile of the personal quality of life expectations.

These are the eight basic values 

	Bodily Integrity
	being healthy, being decently clothed, being clean, being well fed, etc

	Feeling Safe
	wanting to be with others, not being afraid of people with whom you live, not being afraid to go outside, feeling relaxed in interactions with others, etc

	Feeling Self-Worth
	seeing oneself a good, being recognized as a person, feeling pride, expressing personal gifts and talents

	Having a Life Structure
	sensing a life-plan, having daily routine, having your own rituals and beliefs

	A Sense of Belongingness
	having a close circle of friends, loving others and being loved by others, having a home, feeling companionship

	Social Participation
	being able to have contact with the community, living between others, partaking of community-life

	Having meaningful daily activities
	enjoying one's daily activities, having activities which fit in your life-plan

	Inner Contentment
	feeling inner harmony, free from traumatic experiences 


 Within these basic values there is no fixed hierarchy. Everyone has his own priorities, based on his own life experiences and the culture he lives in. At the start of our life, these basic values are not expressed in more or less concrete objectives and behavior to achieve our objectives. We develop our life-stile and our objectives while we grow-up be learning from our parents and other important people. The basis for this learning is a feeling of trust and safety with the others and an emotional stability within our self. If we don't feel safe with others, we will not learn from them and we will not develop our personal life-stile. As a result we will be forced to live the life-stile of persons we are depending on and we will be disciplined in many details of our life
Often people with mental retardation didn't develop their own expressions of the basic values, or they didn't develop "proper" expressions. For example: in order to feel safe you may be aggressive to someone else (attack is the best defense) or in order to create your own structure, you act aggressively in order to provoke a predictable reaction of your care givers
Helping people in need, we have to determine how important the basic values are to him or her and which expressions he/she has developed to achieve the important basic values. Then we can teach him/her other and perhaps more proper expressions, related to his/her priorities in life

Companionship and the quality of life

Gentle teaching focuses on teaching a person to share the feeling of companionship with others. This feeling has a great impact on the total quality of life and this explains why gentle teaching is so important for many persons who don't feel safe and connected with others.
At least six out of the eight basic values are influenced by the feeling of companionship. By the warmth of our touch we teach the person that his body is respected and is seen as his personal temple. Strengthening his feeling of self worth is an essential part of building a relation. The feeling of companionship fundamentally increases the feeling of safety and the sense of belongingness. Because we value the emotions of the person and we are aware of his existential questions, we improve his inner contentment. Being his companion, we are also a personal guide in his life and we can give him a basic structure by helping whenever he needs our help. The remaining two basic values of quality of life, social participation and having sensemaking daily activities may not be directly influenced by the feeling of companionship, but when a person feels safe and connected to us, we sure can help him participating in the community and social life en we can help him developing skills he may need for sensemaking daily activities     
Companionship has a tremendous impact on the persons overall quality of life. This explains maybe why gentle teaching is successful in supporting people with special vulnerabilities.
 

The quality of life profile
Everybody is looking out for a Quality of Life that fits with him. The quality of life is the balance between the expression of our basic values and the degree in which we achieve our personal goals and expectations. To find out how we can help a person, who lacks a good QOL, we need to find out on which expressions he is most vulnerable. For example, we all need to feel safe. If a person lacks this essential value, the care giver has to define this as a primary goal and effectuate a plan of support around this. And, this might then take precedence over other values at that moment in time.

The QOL-profile is an instrument that might help us making a quick scan of a persons quality of life. On a number of items, which all have to do with quality of life, you make a judgment on how it impacts the QOL of the person who needs your help. You can also add some individual items in order to make the instrument more personal.  

