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Background 

Communication-in-Action is an outgrowth of our educational teams’ realization 

that communication, perhaps more than any other domain is effected by and in 

turn effects all areas of our learners’ development, self-determination and 

quality of life.  We recognized that our learners with complex communication 

needs, require the  support of all team members (families, teachers, motor 

therapists and speech language pathologists) in order to access, engage, and 

learn about their wold. This instructional guide is a collaborative effort to bring 

together the expertise and goals of all disciplines in order to promote the growth 

and communicative competence of our learners. 





Assessment of Communication

• ….is about learning what the child 
understands about the world 

• …. is about how the child perceives 
his/her relationship  to the world



what does it take to 
communicate
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• symbolic communication is an 
outgrowth of early relationships 
between infants, caregivers and the 
objects/events in their environment 





sender

Awareness of self 
and 
the world around him



Receiver

– Sensitivity                                                  

– Contingency

– Consistency



Topic

-Accessible

-Repeated experiences

-Motivation



Means of
Expression

“when the focus is on successful 
communication, the form is 
reduced to its proper place of 
being a means toward an end, 
rather than the end itself” (De 
Thorne et al 2014)



Four Elements of Communication
(see pages 3-4 First things First)
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Progressive Distancing
between elements





I.
Pre-intentional

Behavior

• The child’s behavior is not under his 
own control.  It is in reaction to 
things (such as feeling hungry or 
wet or sleepy).  Parents interpret 
the child’s state from his general 
behaviors, such as body 
movements, facial expressions and 
sounds.



II.Intentional Behavior
• The child’s behavior is now intentional 

(under the child’s control), but she does not 
understand that “If I do this, Mom or Dad 
will do that for me”–in other words she does 
not communicate intentionally yet.  Parents 
continue to interpret the child’s needs and 
desires from her behavior, such as body 
movements, facial expressions, vocalizations 
and eye gaze.



III.
Un-conventional Communication

• The child uses pre-symbolic behaviors 
intentionally to express his needs and 
desires to other people. They are 
called “unconventional” because they 
are not socially acceptable for us to 
use as we grow older: they include 
body movements, vocalizations, facial 
expressions and simple gestures 
(such as tugging on people).



Pivotal juncture of coordinated 
attention 
• The transition from pre-intentional to intentional 

communication is a developmental milestone second 
to none

• It  marks children’s entry as  full participants in the 
social milieu around them and triggers other 
transactional processes that in a short time lead to 
symbolic communication 

( Warren & Yoder , 1999)
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Intentional 
Communication

• Implies
–Intentional behavior
–Purposefully directed toward another 

person with intended meaning

• Requires dual orientation to both 
the communication partner and the 
topic



Characteristics of Intentional 
Communication

–Persistence
–Repetition
–Alternating Gaze (body orientation, 

leaning toward)

–Changing the signal used
–Awaiting a response
–Terminating the signal when responded to
–Indicating satisfaction or dissatisfaction  

to response  (Wetherby& Prizant 1989)



IV.
Conventional  Communication

• The child uses pre-symbolic behaviors 
intentionally to express her needs and desire to 
other people.  “Conventional” gestures include 
behaviors such as pointing and nodding the 
head “yes”.  We continue to use conventional 
gestures as adults to accompany our language. 



V.
Concrete Symbols

Symbols physically resemble what they 
represent in a way that is obvious to the 
child—they look like, feel like, move like or 
sound like what they represent.  Concrete 
symbols include picture symbols, objects used 
as symbols (such as a shoelace to represent 
“shoe”), certain “iconic” gestures (such as 
patting a chair to say “sit down”) and sounds 
(such as making a buzzing sound to refer to a 
bee).



VI.
Abstract 
Symbols

• The child uses abstract symbols such 
as speech, manual signs, or Braille or 
printed words.  These symbols  do 
not look, feel, or sound like what 
they represent.  They are used one at 
a time.



VII.  Language

• The child combines symbols (any 
sort of symbols) into ordered two-
or three-symbol combinations 
(“want juice”, “me want juice”), 
according to grammatical rules.  
The child understands that the 
meaning of word combinations 
may differ depending upon how 
the symbols are arranged.



Communication 
Consists of Behaviors and Intents





Communication Intervention for Children with Severe and Multiple Disabilities

Charity Rowland, PhD., & Philip Schweigert, M.Ed.

Oregon Health & Science University

Design to Learn Projects 

1600 SE Ankeny, Portland, Oregon

#4







Assessment of  Early 
Communication 

•www.communicationmatrix.o
rg

•Dr. Charity Rowland

http://www.communicationmatrix.org/




__A My child doesn’t seem to have real control over his body yet.  The only way I know that he 
wants something is because her fusses or whines when he’s unhappy or uncomfortable (he will 
usually calm down after I figure out what’s wrong), and he smiles or makes noises when he’s happy 
(level I)

__B My child has control over his own behaviors, but she doesn’t use them to try to communicate 
to me.  She doesn’t come to me to let me know what she wants but it’s easy for me to figure out, 
because she tries to do things for herself. She knows what she wants, and her behavior shows me 
what she wants. If she runs out of something to eat, she will just try to get more, rather than trying 
to get me to give her more (level II)

__C  My child clearly tries to communicate his needs to me.  He knows how to get me to do 
something for him.  He uses various behaviors (like pointing, shaking his head, tugging at my arm 
or looking back and forth between me and what he wants) to communicate to me.  For instance, 
when he wants more milk, he might hand his cup to me or point to the refrigerator. (level III-IV)

__D My child lets me know what she wants by using some form of symbolic 
communication (such as speech, printed words Braille, picture symbols, 3-
dimensional symbols or sign language).  When he uses his symbols it’s clear that 
he understands what they mean. (level V-VII)



Why focus on 
communication?



NJC Communication Bill of Rights

"All people with a disability of any extent or severity have a 
basic right to affect, through communication, the conditions 
of their existence. Beyond this general right, a number of 
specific communication rights should be ensured in all daily 
interactions and interventions involving persons who have 
severe disabilities. "

https://www.asha.org/uploadedfiles/njc-communication-bill-
rights.pdf

https://www.asha.org/uploadedfiles/njc-communication-bill-rights.pdf


Communication 
is more than 

speech

• Facial expressions

• Body movements and posture

• Gestures

• Eye contact

• Touch

• Space

• Voice



Role of Teachers of Students with Visual 
Impairments in Communication

For children with visual and motor impairments access to 
topics and people in their environment is impacted. With delays in 
motor skills as well combined visual impairment or blindness, 
systematic instruction is needed to develop an understanding of 
themselves and their world in order to develop the motivation and 
understanding of communication.



Topic

Motor and sensory experiences 
are often the first topic. 
Consistent practice and exposure 
are important to establish 
“vocabulary.”

• Related ECC areas – recreation 
and leisure, social, technology



Sender

• Sender – students need body and self-
awareness to differentiate themselves 
from their world and act upon it.

• Related ECC areas – self determination



Receiver

• The receiver must be accessible to the 
sender. This may require modification in 
positioning, proximity and cueing.

• Related ECC areas– social



Means

Accommodations are needed to maximize 
access topics and partners. This may 
include positioning, adaptation of 
materials, etc.

Related ECC areas– sensory efficiency



Share your 
case

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC.

http://louisamayalcottismypassion.com/2012/01/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Case Study

• 4 year with gloabal delay

• Vision – CVI, nystagmuc

• Hearing – moderate to 
severe bilateral hearing loss, 
uses amplification

• Motor impairment – non 
ambulatory, scoots on back to 
preferred items, emerging 
crawling, stands with support



Level II on Communication Matrix

• Protests by swiping away or 
vocalzations such as yelling

• Requests more of something 
with vocalizations (yelling) and 
emerging reach

• Reinstates action with body 
movement, vocalizations

• Attracts attention with eye 
contact, smile or vocalization

• She is not yet coordinating 
gaining attention and 
communicating topic

• Choice making skills are 
emerging but inconsistent

• Behaviors can be difficult to 
interpret



www.Communication-in-action.net













Feedback and 
Suggestions

• Contact:

• Communication-in-action.net

• Jessica Mount Matney –
jessicamatney@nmsbvi.k12.nm.us


