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Creating happy,
healthy
children…

…through
massage in
schools

Kay White
AAMT conference, Cairns,  2011
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About the presenter

Kay White:

• Infants/Primary/TAFE teacher & teacher trainer
• Massage therapist since 1998
• Certified Infant Massage Instructor (IAIM)
• Massage in Schools Program Instructor 2005
• Massage in Schools Program Trainer 2007
• Next……?
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Workshop overview

Session 1
• The need for touch
• Massage and children across the world
• Cultural attitudes towards touch
• Research on massage and children
• What it’s like for children in schools today
• A fun massage activity

Session 2
• Pair massage
• Programs being used in schools around the world, and the results that

are being seen
• The benefits of massage in schools
• A typical massage activity for students in schools
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Workshop overview continued…

Session 3

• The physiology of stress / relaxation and its implications for student
learning

• Group activity – creating a simple massage routine
• What massage in schools may look like
• Implications for your practice
• Conclusion and question time

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

Let’s massage!

But first…..

ASK PERMISSION
of the person you would like to massage

and

When you’re finished, say
“Thank you for letting me massage you.”
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The need for touch

• Development of touch in utero
• Oxytocin and birth / breastfeeding
• Role of touch in attachment
• Healthy development

What happens when the need
for touch isn’t met?

• Inappropriate touch
• ‘Skin hunger’
• Lack of connection
• Developmental delays
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Scans of children’s brains
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History of massage and children

• To strengthen limbs and
joints and promote healthy
growth

• For detoxification after birth
(India)

• To assist with digestive
processes

• To promote secure
attachments

• To improve sleep patterns
• To improve sensory

awareness

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N7V04Y8pLYI
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Touch in different cultures

San Juan, Puerto Rico – 180
Paris, France - 110

Gainesville, Florida - 2
London, England - 0
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Attitudes towards touch

• What attitudes do you come across both generally and in
your practice?

• How do these impact on your ideas about children
massaging in schools?
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Massage and children today

• Mother/father/caregiver massaging
baby

• Mother/father/caregiver massaging
older child

• Siblings massaging each other
• Children massaging parents or

others in family
• Staff massaging children in daycare

or early learning centres
• Therapists massaging children
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Research on massage and
children

Clinical studies also show that massage may be an effective
treatment for young children and adolescents with a wide
range of health problems, including:

• Autism
• Atopic dermatitis/eczema
• Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
• Bulimia
• Cystic fibrosis
• Diabetes
• Rheumatoid arthritis
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So why massage in schools?
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Let’s massage!
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Child Connection (Eva Scherer)

1. Discovery for children aged 1-5 years (Module I)
Touch/massage, balancing games – for parents to interact
with children

2. Children Massaging Children (CMC) for children aged 5 -
12 years (Module II)  Songs and massage – taught to
primary school teachers

3. Safe Touch - Healthy Touch - for adolescents aged 12 - 16
years (Module III) – 18 minute massage done in pairs &
conducted by a trained instructor

New Zealand
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Peaceful Touch

• Began in Stockholm in 1995
• more than 300,000 children receiving Peaceful Touch on a

regular basis
• Peaceful Touch is an unofficial standard in Swedish

preschools, elementary schools and homes
• Trainings there are offered under the auspices of Axelson

Institute in Stockholm
• Today Peaceful Touch USA is active in California, New

Mexico, and Connecticut, and open to opportunities in other
states

Sweden to the US ___________________________________
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‘Fri for mobberi’ (Free from Bullying)
(an initiative of Save the Children)

‘Small social practices’ aimed at childcare workers, parents and
children

• Bodyguard arrangements.
• Massaging. Children learn to give one another tactile massages.

Special stories and songs are written for the massage programs,
where the children take turns massaging one another’s backs.

• The children are encouraged to get involved when a friend is
forced out of the group interaction.

• Drawing. The children draw and talk about their experiences and
opinions regarding friendship. The parents are subsequently
invited to an exhibition of the children’s drawings

Denmark
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Worldwide

Massage in Schools Program

• Originated in Sweden late 1990s – Mia Elmsäter and Sylvie
Hétu

• Introduced in the UK 2000
• First training in Australia 2005
• Now 2 Trainers in Australia and

25 worldwide, with 6 more in
training
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Common elements

• That touch is necessary for human growth and
development

• That the calming hormone, oxytocin, is activated
through touch

• That a permission process supports healthy touch
and helps establish good boundaries (RESPECT)
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Benefits of peer massage in
schools

Brainstorm in groups of 4 for 20 minutes.
Think of the possible benefits of massage
in schools for:

•Children
•Teachers
•Schools
•Families
•Society
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What are the results?

• Calmer, happier classrooms and children (and teachers!)
• Increased concentration
• Less aggression and bullying behaviour
• Children learn the language and actions of self-protection
• Promotion of healthy self-esteem
• Better relationships between children
• Better management of anger and emotional upsets
• Better performance of children with difficulties
• A noticeable flow-on effect in all areas of life (in and out of

school)
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A quote to ponder

“Too often we underestimate the
power of a touch, a smile, a kind
word, a listening ear, an honest

compliment, or the smallest act of
caring, all of which have the potential

to turn a life around.”

Leo Buscalgia
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Let’s massage!
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The stress response

Sympathetic
system is
activated
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___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

The relaxation response

Parasympathetic
system is
activated
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Physiology of stress and
implications for student learning

A) Neocortex, or
Human Brain, is the
most recent area, where
we perform high-level
thinking and complex
integrative tasks.
B) Limbic System, or
Mammalian Brain,
critical for emotions and
for memory,
C) Cerebellum and
Stem, or Reptilian
Brain, that regulates
basic vital variables such
as breathing, heartbeat
and motor coordination
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What happens during stress?

Calm Stressed
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Implications for schools…

“Being highly
emotionally aroused
literally makes us

stupid”

Deborah Bone –
www.startnowtraining.co.uk
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The role of oxytocin

“The oxytocin that good relationships
produce is our personal healing nectar.”

Dr Kerstin Uvnäs-Moberg

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________



11

Get creative!

• In groups of 4, pick a topic/heading from the box
and create your own short (2 minutes or so) massage
routine that would be suitable for primary school
students

• Take 30 minutes to create your routine, then a few
groups will (hopefully!) volunteer to demonstrate to
the rest of us

• Your routine may be done in
pairs, a circle, a line…
whatever works for you!
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What massage in school might
look like

• Whole classes /  combining classes and age groups / whole
schools

• Timing?  After a break to settle students / using short
sessions for re-focusing

• A way of including ALL children
• Creating a suitable environment: limiting noise levels,

interruptions and distractions
• Who would be involved: teachers,

teacher aides, students, parents
• Having students provide massages

at special school functions
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Implications for your practice

• Massaging children in your clinic

• Conducting workshops for children and/or family groups

• Training to become an infant massage instructor or a
Massage in Schools Program instructor
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Creating Happy, Healthy Children through Peer Massage in Schools

Programs

Massage in Schools Program: www.massageinschools.com , www.massageinschools.com.au

Peaceful Touch www.peacefultouch.net

Child Connection www.childconnection.org.nz

‘Free from Bullying’ (Denmark) www.redbarnet.dk/Default.aspx?ID=8574

Books

Field, Tiffany (2003) Touch, MIT Press, MA, USA

Field, Tiffany (Ed) (2004) Touch and Massage in Early Childhood Development, Johnson & Johnson Pediatric
Institute, LLC, USA

Hetu, Sylvie & Elmsater, Mia, Massage in Schools Programme: manual for instructors, UR Publications &
Programmes Inc, Montreal

Hetu, Sylvie & Elmsater, Mia (2010) Touch in Schools: a revolutionary strategy for replacing bullying with
respect and for reducing violence, UR Publications & Programmes Inc, Montreal

Leboyer, Frederick (1977) Loving Hands: the traditional Indian art of baby massage, Collins, London

McClure, Vimala (2000) Infant Massage:  a handbook for loving parents, Bantam Books, New York

Montagu, Ashley (1986) Touching: the human significance of the skin, Harper & Row, New York

Szalavitz, Maia & Perry, Bruce (2010) Born for Love:  why empathy is essential – and endangered, Harper
Collins, New York

Uvnas Moberg, Kerstin (2003) The Oxytocin Factor: tapping the hormone of calm, love and healing, Da Capo
Press, Cambridge MA, USA

Research on Massage in Schools

Morgan, Jill (2006) A Child’s Place:  the effects of massage on children, Massage Australia, Issue 54

Morgan, Jill (2006) Children Massaging Children:  a research project, Massage Australia, Issue 55

Woolfson, Richard et al (2005) The Renfrewshire 'Massage in Schools Programme' (MISP) An evaluation of
its impact in a primary school http://www.massageinschoolsassociation.org.uk/index.php?id=40,0,0,1,0,0
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Articles

Brotherson, Sean (2005) Understanding Brain Development in Young Children, Bright Beginnings #4, North
Dakota State University, USA

Carlson, Frances & Nelson, Bryan (2006) Reducing Aggression with Touch, Dimensions of Early Childhood,
Volume 34, Number 3. www.peacefultouch.net/Resources/ReducingAggressionwithTouch.pdf

Elston, Anne (2010) Teach Them Well Massage Australia, Issue 64

La Plante, Clare (2007) The Kids Are All Right, Massage Therapy Journal, Fall 2007, American Massage Therapy
Association. http://www.amtamassage.org/articles/3/MTJ/detail/1651

Tennant, Victoria (2005) The Powerful Impact of Stress and Calm on Health, Behavior and Learning.
http://www.marthalakecov.org/~building/spneeds/inclusion/teaching/tennant.htm

Trower, Carol (2005) The Tranquil Classroom, Massage Australia, Issue 51

von Knorring et al, (2008) Massage decreases aggression in children:  a long-term study, In Foundation Acta
Pædeatrica, 97, pp1265 – 1269.

Other Websites of Interest

Centre for Child Mental Health www.childmentalhealthcentre.org

International Association of Infant Massage www.iaim.org.au

Touch Research Institute, Miami (Tiffany Field) www.miami.edu/touch-research/
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From Massage Australia, Issue 51, 2005
Reproduced with permission
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From Massage Australia, Issue 51, 2005
Reproduced with permission


