
 
Care as a Gradual Process  

This all started as one of us at NCERCC was reading Music as Gradual Process by 
Steve Reich (1968). Some of his words remain.  

Introduction 

Care is something that most of us are fortunate to be able to give and receive, 
something we experience every day in most cases. We don’t need to think about it, 
it’s just there. We give and receive it intuitively. We care for our family members, 
friends, neighbours and even our pets. In a different way we care for our country our 
principles and some of our institutions.  
 
Caring as a profession is a little different but only because the caring relationship can 
begin abruptly and to a degree the relationship is forced by circumstances. The way 
that a caring relationship develops is, though, exactly the same. Care evolves over 
time and time is what carers are sometimes short of	
 

So it begins … 

I do not mean the process of the composition of care in the assessment or care 
planning, but rather myriad acts involved in, for and with the caring that are, literally, 
processes.  

The distinctive thing about caring processes is that they determine all the moment -
to-moment details and the overall form simultaneously. The micro, the way you think 
about each act of caring, is related to the overall thinking for this child. They are 
inextricably linked.  

It is important to be aware it is a process and that each act is integrated with another 
preceding it and following it. Care as a process is both conscious and unconcious, its 
path and incremental development discernible when closely observing, the 
synchrony of gesture between cared and carer, the talking, walking together, playing, 
rehearsal, performance, knowing a look one from another, the pace, the shared 
space and activity.   

To facilitate closely detailed caring as a process it can only happen extremely 
gradually.  

Care as a performance requires all of the senses are engaged. Care requires 
awareness of dynamics, pulling back a swing, releasing it, and observing it gradually 
come to rest; turning over an hour glass and watching the sand slowly run through 
the bottom; placing your feet in the sand by the ocean's edge and watching, feeling, 



and listening to the waves gradually bury them, watching an eddy in a wider river, a 
breeze blowing across a growing crop.   

Though I there is a pleasure when discovering a child’s needs through living 
alongside them then taking that into assessment and planning. The greater pleasure 
is once the process is set up and it runs by itself.  

You get to understand more the more you do. Reflecting on what has been 
happening you appreciate more, the need for more speed at a certain moment, 
slower at others, louder, softer. Everything is material. 

Material may suggest what sort of process will run (content suggests form), and 
processes may suggest what sort of material should be run through them (form 
suggests content). If the shoe fits, wear it.  

That caring is realised only through live human performance is the issue. Care 
cannot be done theoretically or academically. Or by the book. Only by not doing 
things the book does care begin to be ‘real’, an authentic exchange between two or 
more people. Care requires that we are curious and interested in what we can make 
together. Care cannot be done on your own, or alone. Thinking about caring might 
be done alone but the act of caring requires two (or more) be present in the same a 
space (though that space might be apart from each other as one is involved in an act 
for and about the other, they carry them with them)  

Caring involves the objective and subjective, the rational and intuitive. Objectivity 
gives us an experience of direct contact with the impersonal understanding of ‘the 
care’, and also a sense of a kind of complete control. One needs to be aware of how 
the impersonal and complete control are going together to ‘you’ in relation to ‘them’.  
Care does not happen through not an imposition or impingement. The kind of  
complete control I mean that by running this material through the process I am more 
aware of all that it is and could be, that I can be proactive, anticipate so as to adapt 
to enable the relationship to be maintained as it needs to be. Completely controlling 
means giving up complete control over where the care will take us. Setting off on 
caring may have a map but the map on the ground is differently experienced. With 
each step it changes. The destination may be known but the journey is a creation. 
There are rarely any straight lines involved in caring. There are plenty of points 
where we stop to consider where we are and where we are up. Or even what we are 
up!  

Caring as a process is to accept that where we are is proximal, impermanent. The 
result is never final.  

We might not see the composition of the care but we see it being performed. 
Orchestral musicians often have the written music in front of them. A friend asked 
where the music was for jazz musicians with the reply, ‘They keep if behind their 
eyelids, that’s why they close their eyes’.  

Caring means having the capacity to be accepting of continuous state of 
imperfection. 



There is a connection between the planning and the performing and it is the people. 
If you don’t know the plan the plan might not be seen. Once the planning is known 
then it is observable.  

What I'm interested in is care and caring process being the same thing brought 
together in the doing.   

The planner is not always present in person (though might be intellectually, 
psychologically, emotionally). The planner is not privy to everything, or indeed 
anything. They only get feedback when they hear from those involved or see for 
themselves.   

Observing the process requires that we slow down to better absorb the totality of the 
caring and watch it happening extremely gradually.  

There may hidden structures devices but there is still mystery.  

These are visible in the unintended when caring becomes not a process, when 
people ‘reach out’ and create their own harmony, counter point, variations, 
extemporise; they repeat, they reverse, they have a different mode. One can't 
improvise in a caring process, the establishing of care requires repetition- the 
concepts are mutually exclusive.  

So, this ‘opportunity led caring’ requires its own space and to be brought back in tom 
the caring space. Irregularity necessarily arises in caring and the learning from it can 
be important reflection on the regularity. That the irregularity occurred signals the 
regularity needs attention to be caring. It was enabled to become not caring, for it to 
become caring again. 

Awareness of caring as an extremely gradual process opens the senses, always 
extending further than they were before, and that makes it interesting to go back to 
the caring planning and process again. It happens when what has occurred was not 
what was intended, especially if it further ‘away’ (impersonal) or further ‘in’ 
(personal). Focusing in on the process makes possible that shift of attention away 
from he and she and you and me outwards towards it 

Caring requires awareness of the need to perceive minute details and this requires 
close attention. A gradual process invites sustained attention. By "gradual" I mean 
extremely gradual; a process happening so slowly and gradually that it resembles 
watching a minute hand on a watch-you can perceive it moving after you stay with it 
a little while; or watching a tree over a year.  

Caring as a process is attentive to moment-to-moment details and the overall form 
simultaneously.  
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