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We have heard a lot lately about conductive education: the media 

have had a field day. 

We find ourselves confronted with television programmes entitled 

“Standing Up for Joe” and “To Hungary with Love”; and Sunday 

colour supplement front pages carrying the headline “Walking against 

the Odds - crippled British children find new hope in Budapest.” 

This high media-profile has publicised the feelings of the parents and 

families of children with cerebral palsy, who say that provision for 

their children is both inappropriate and inadequate, and want to 

promote the conductive education methods in this country. 

There are many different issues to be untangled here; such as why 

can these children not get appropriate treatment in this country? Are 

their parents right in their claim that conductive education is what the 

children need? And why should they have to rely on emotive press 

campaigns to highlight their concern? 

On top of all this is the fact that the claims made on behalf of 

conductive education have not been objectively researched or 

examined. 

--- 

Conductive education is practised in the Peto Institute, Budapest; it 

was developed by Dr Andras Peto who for almost twenty years was a 

Professor at the Training College for Teachers of the Handicapped 

until 1963, and who died in 1967. 

The work of the Peto Institute is based on the theory that a motor 

disorder is a learning difficulty, a problem of bodily control which can 

be acquired by intensive work and skilled teaching. 

Claims are made that up to 75% of the children at the Peto Institute 

achieve “orthofunction”, that is the capability to eventually live 

independently without the need for special help or equipment. 

The children, and sometimes adults, are trained by “conductors” who 

are teachers, physiotherapists, speech therapists, and a hundred 



other specialists rolled into one. Wheelchairs are not allowed, only 

basic sticks or callipers, and the main entrance to the Institute is by 

way of a flight of 36 steps. The children are required to walk. 

Herein lies one of the dangers of the “benefits” attributed to 

conductive education .The implication is that if only they try hard 

enough , these children will become “normal” and will be able to walk 

and talk like other children. 

Ignoring for the moment this dubious notion of “normality”, the fact is 

that not enough is known about the benefits, both long and short-

term, of conductive education. It may well be that the intensive 

methods practised have good results for some children and adults, 

but it is cruel and thoughtless to raise the hopes of hundreds of 

people who may believe all the media hype about conductive 

education, and come to regard it as some kind of miracle cure. 

What we have not seen in the press and the media is hard evidence 

about the effectiveness of conductive education and the long-term 

benefits, if any, which result. 

If conductive education has been practised for twenty years, where 

then are the adults who benefited from the treatment as children, and 

are they still feeling beneficial effects? 

Also, suggestions have been heard that perhaps the Peto Institute 

only accepts those children who have a high level of motor ability 

anyway, and hence their claimed 75% success rate; other people, 

however, claim to have seen very severely impaired children make 

great progress at the Peto Institute. 

In response to a parliamentary question on 29th October, Mrs Edwina 

Currie stated that “as yet no proper evaluation of the benefits of 

conductive education has been undertaken either here or abroad.” 

The Department of Education and Science has agreed to fund a 

Birmingham University research evaluation of the Foundation for 

Conductive Education’s pilot project in Birmingham; maybe this 

research will provide some of the concrete answers which are 

needed. 

--- 



The Foundation for Conductive Education is a national charity 

established in 1986 which recently opened its first unit for conductive 

education in Birmingham, and it is this project which will be the 

subject of the government-funded research. The project will train 

British conductors with a small group of ten children; the numbers will 

increase as the conductors gain experience, and in the third year of 

the four-year course an adult group will be set up for people with 

Parkinson’s disease. 

The Foundation has the support of RACE (Rapid Action for 

Conductive Education), a lobbying group, mostly of parents, whose 

name is self-explanatory. 

RACE are asking for a short-life working party of MPs to be set up to 

report back to the House of Commons, the DHSS, the DES, and the 

Foreign Office on a strategy for the development of conductive 

education. They are also proposing that future co-operation on 

conductive education should be included as a commitment in the 

British  / Hungarian Cultural Exchange Agreement which is to be 

reviewed next year. 

These would seem to be reasonable, well thought out objectives 

which, even if you do not agree with conductive education, can hardly 

cause offence. 

On the other hand we have the deliberately heart-rending appeals in 

the colour supplements which rudely interrupt our Sunday mornings! 

To come back to this dubious notion of “normality”. 

The media are one of the worst culprits in promoting the ideal of 

physical perfection: women in general have long been the objects of 

this kind of idealisation. Disabled people in particular are the butt of 

this similar kind of “image building”, although image-destroying would 

be a more accurate term. 

Disabled people are portrayed as helpless or dependent to some 

degree, unattractive, burdensome and troublesome. So of course it is 

up to disabled people to strive to be as “normal” as possible. 

Isn’t that so? 

Just as it is up to women to strive to be as attractive and decorative 

(and as much like the pin-up of the day) as possible. 



Isn’t that so? 

Well of course not: at long last women in general are beginning to 

realise that they do gat have to conform to some idealistic standard of 

what a “woman” should be. Similarly, disabled people are beginning 

to question the notion of “normality” to which we are supposed to 

conform. 

One of the stumbling blocks, of course, is fitness and the whole idea 

again of physical perfection. But being fit does not necessarily mean 

being able to walk, or talk, or see for that matter. 

“Normal” is not a fixed concept; it changes according to fashion, 

prejudice, bigotry, and all manner of influences. So let us stop 

imposing an absurd notion of normality on people, whether those 

people are women, disabled people, or any other group of people 

who have been required to “conform” to certain standards. 

Let us be fit, or try to be; and let those who can, walk; and those who 

can, talk; but let us not make it an obsession. 
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