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Too much power, too little power: Getting arousal right for interaction

150 word abstract

Susan and Sheridan have worked with adults with disabilities for many years as Occupational Therapist and Speech Pathologist, respectively. They have found that an important aspect of interactions with people with severe disabilities, in particular people with autism or profound intellectual disabilities, is getting the arousal levels right. This includes both the arousal level of the person with a disability and the communication partner.
In this workshop they will explore reading people’s arousal levels and sensory motivations. They will reflect on how your arousal level might be influencing the people with whom you interact. They will present different types of strategies for helping people get their arousal levels just right for interaction. This will include both strategies involving external objects (e.g. massage mats), direct touch from another person (e.g. light vs. deep touch), and non-verbal interaction styles (e.g. using reduced eye contact when it overwhelms). 
Short paper no more than 500 words

Susan and Sheridan have worked with adults with disabilities for many years as Occupational Therapist and Speech Pathologist, respectively. Though working in different organisations they were frequently bumping into the same clients, clients who had severe difficulties engaging with people around them. Often the people had come to light because they presented with challenging behaviour. Susan and Sheridan found that an important aspect of interactions with these people with severe disabilities (often people with autism or profound intellectual disability) was getting the arousal levels right. The interactions of these people were significantly impacted upon by being overaroused or underaroused, that is “over-the-top” or “sleepy”. Furthermore, their arousal states were often made more extreme by the environments that they were in and the interaction style of their communication partners. 

There is much to be learnt by watching a person with a disability. Their self-engagment behaviours can reveal insights into their arousal levels and sensory motivations.  For example, a person rocking and rubbing their hand on their knee may be indicating a motivation towards priopriocetion and deep touch. These insights can then be used to guide the interaction partner in how they need to be in order to interact with the person with a disability. Armed with a knowledge of arousal levels and sensory motivation, the interaction partner can mould themselves into something that is more engaging than the self-engagment behaviour used by the person with a disability. They may greet the person who is rocking and rubbing their leg with a firm rub on their hand or back, tapping into the motivation of deep touch. 
Furthermore, some people are more likely to engage in challenging behaviours when they are overaroused. An interaction partner aware of the person’s arousal levels can support them to move to a lower level of arousal, thus avoiding potential behavioural incidents. Conversely, an interaction partner who is not aware of a person’s level of arousal can contribute to the seriousness of challenging behaviours, furthering agitating an overaroused person (e.g. yelling “calm down” to person who is yelling loudly can further agitate a person instead of calming them).
In the workshop you will have the opportunity to explore strategies for helping people get their arousal levels just right for interaction. This will include strategies using external objects (e.g. massage mats), direct touch from another person (e.g. light vs. deep touch), and strategies directly related to interaction styles (e.g. using reduced eye contact when it overwhelms). 
Getting the power level in interactions is crucial for interactions with people with severe disabilities.
