
Communication



What is communication?

• functional, interactive and personal 

• A child’s communication needs are determined 
by what the child, family members, teachers, 
and other significant persons want the child to 
accomplish

• Without communication, a child’s ability to have 
needs and wants met, to develop and enjoy 
social relationships, and to learn and share new 
information and ideas is extremely limited



Communication is about:

• being able to understand the meaning of what 
is being said or done to you and around you 

• being able to express your thoughts, feelings 
and ideas

We all communicate in lots of different 
ways



A child is communicating when they:
A child is communicating when they: 

 cry and rub their eyes 

 
 hold up their new toy, look at their Grandma and give a big smile 

 
 point at the door handle as they hear Daddy’s car coming in the driveway 

 



 say ‘uh’ as they point to that duck that has just eaten the bread! 

  

Even poking out a tongue sends a message that people can understand. 

 
 

Being able to work out and understand the message is the 'other side of the coin'. 

Children have to look at and understand all sorts of things to work out the messages 

around them.  



Communication difficulties

• Communication difficulties can include:

• having difficulty expressing what you want to 
say 

• having difficulty understanding others 

• having difficulty understanding and 
expressing.

Any communication difficulty may have a big 
effect on a child’s life and development



• Having a disability may mean that children 
have a very different experience of 
communication. Think about the following 
examples:

• The child who finds it hard to point because of 
physical disability

• The child who has great difficulty controlling 
the muscles of their face or who is unable to 
turn their head

• The child whose physical disability makes their 
speech unclear



Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC)

• AAC covers a large number of ways of 
communicating. It can include one or more of 
the following:

• Natural communication methods, such as: 

– pointing and gestures 

– mime 

– facial expressions 

– body language.



Methods that can be taught, such as: 

• Signing
– involves the use of a formal set of signs, or signs 

which are particular to an individual

– is useful to help children to understand language. 
The sign can be seen and held for slightly longer if 
needed, whereas speech disappears as soon as it 
is spoken

– can also be used as a means of expression with 
other people who know signs.



o Object symbols - these are objects such as small versions or 

parts of objects which represent an activity, object or 

person (for example, a set of keys represents that its time 

to go in the car) 

 



o Photos, drawings, symbols - these are used like object symbols to 

represent words in a visual way 

   



o Communication boards and displays - these are sets of photos, drawings, 

symbols or words that are used by an individual for communication 

 
  



o Chat books - these are small books (often a photo album) that may 

contain photos, pictures, symbols, words and messages about a person 

 
o Speech generating devices - communication boards or displays on a 

machine which speak a message when a particular button is pressed 

 

 

   
http://www.novita.org.au/Content.aspx?p=61  

 



• Look at each child as an individual and identify 
the communication style that child uses 

• If a child only spoke Italian, you would learn 
some words in Italian to increase your ability 
to communicate with the child

• For a child who has limited, or no verbal 
communication, you need to learn their 
language

• Consider a communication dictionary to suit 
each individual child



• The following information is from 

• Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC) Connecting Young Kids 
(YAACK)

http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/toc.html#te



Start with objects as symbols 

• Van Tatenhove (1987) recommends starting 
with real objects when teaching symbols to 
children who are still pre-symbolic. 

• Make sure the child is able to communicate 
intentionally, and, in particular, to make 
requests. 

http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/ref.html
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/ref.html
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• For a child with disabilities who is not yet an 
intentional communicator, a communication 
program should first aim at teaching 
intentionality. Essentially, this means teaching the 
child that certain behaviors (i.e. communicative 
ones) get specific responses, and that, through 
these, the child can deliberately exert some 
control over his or her life. At this point the child 
is pre-symbolic, so pictures and other symbols 
are not appropriate. 



General recommendations for 
teaching a child intentional 

communication include the following

• Become aware of how the child is currently 
communicating, even though it is still unintentional. 

• Identify communicative behaviors over which the child 
could potentially develop control, such as movements, 
facial expressions, or vocalizations. Respond to these as 
if they were conscious actions. 

• Responses should be as consistent as possible. 

• The child will learn to connect the behavior with its 
response and begin to produce the behavior in order to 
elicit the response. 



• Make statements that comment on what the 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ 
say to the child "You are raising your arms. That 
ƳŜŀƴǎ ΨǳǇΦΩ L ǿƛƭƭ ǇƛŎƪ ȅƻǳ ǳǇϦ όVan Tatenhove, 
1987). 

• Focus on communicative behaviors to which the 
natural response is something that is highly 
motivating to the child. For example, if the child 
enjoys attention, then a social response is good 
because it will prolong the interaction. 

http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/ref.html
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• Acknowledge and respond to every communicative attempt by the 
child. Try to respond in a consistent manner even in different 
situations. This may mean having to inform others what a behavior 
or action by the child is communicating, and how to respond to it. 

• A "dictionary" in which communicative behaviors and actions by the 
child, the situations in which they typically occur, and what the 
response should be are all written down can help different partners 
coordinate their interactions with the child (Reichle, 1997). 

• Activities and routines can be very useful in teaching intentional 
communication. Create structured, predictable routines that can be 
centered around daily events such as mealtime, bath time, 
dressing, toileting and bedtime. The idea is that the child will 
eventually begin to anticipate the different steps in the activities 
and routines. 

http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/ref.html
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/ref.html


• Try to keep the child informed of who is present and what is 
happening. Whenever a new partner initiates a routine the 
following information should always be provided to the child 
through verbal, tactile, movement-based, olfactory, or other 
modes: 
– A greeting to the child by and identification of the new partner. (For 

example, an adult may always wear a large watch. Whenever this adult 
encounters the child, the adult can greet the child verbally and, at the 
same time, have the child feel the watch.) 

– Identification of the new routine. (For example, the child may always 
be given a wet washer to touch prior to being given a bath. This 
becomes the signal that it is bath time.) 

– Identification of available choices. (For example, make the child aware 
of the different options available using whatever signals have already 
been established with the child. 



• The end of the routine should always include: 

• Indication that the routine is over

• Indication that the partner is leaving (if that is 
the case)
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