Graduate Diploma in Professional Learning SLD/PMLD 
Module 4 : Communication M6X02189
Demonstrate your understanding of the development of  early communication and language skills by reviewing literature. Identify an approach (AAC or ICT) that could  be  implemented with a pupil at your school in order to enhance their communication skills following your assessment of their level of communication. Include in your assignment a rationale for your choice of intervention taking into consideration any ethical implications that may arise. 
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Introduction
Educational theories  of  how we communicate were  few before the 1970s. Theorists such as  Piaget believed that  children are able to think before they can  communicate their thoughts. Bruner believed that children learn quite early on in their development that they can use language to get what they want or need essentially. He further believed that as children engage with others they improve their problem solving and reflective skills which again concurs with Bruner’s theory of higher order thinking. Further on pre dating the 1970s there were only two main theories of how language is learned they were Chomsky’s grammarian theory and Skinner’s behaviourist theory (Coupe O'Kane, 1998).  Chomsky and Skinner had two very different  views  on language. Skinner  believed that we reinforce words  that are recognisable and do not reinforce vocalisations that are unfamiliar whereas Chomsky’s opposing view was that we are born ready to understand language structures through a ‘language acquisition device”  (Pound, 2008). 
Communication is the successful passage of a message from one person to another, this can be presented in spoken language or through attention and eye contact as well as behaviour. Other forms of communication include Makaton sign, sign along and British sign language. Alternatively there are Alternative and Augmented  Communication (AAC) methods such as Eye Gaze, switches, Go talk pro and other technologies that assist  learners with additional learning needs to help communicate their needs. Feiler and Watson (Feiler, 2010) state that:
“Children with severe learning or physical disabilities tend to experience marked problems expressing their desires and needs.”
Within the school that I teach we have a total communication policy that allows the children to communicate in any way possible. Class sizes are kept to small numbers in order for us to know the children well, including their likes and dislikes and how they best communicate. Within the class I teach there are nine children that have speech or utilise various speech devices, including Eye Gaze, Go Talk Pro 4, Makaton sign and the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS). All staff are aware of the pupils needs forms of communication and assist the children on a daily basis. We have regular interactions with the Speech and Language Team (S.a.L.T) that work with the children, they set targets for the children and they employ us to carry out these targets within the  classroom and the  wider learning  environment. 
The school also provides a varied timetable that allows for situations to arise for the children to use  their methods of communication. Different environments such as a sensory room, Music therapy room, touch Trust room, Rebound therapy  Hydrotherapy, splash pool, indoor sensory garden as well as a Forest School area are all opportunities for the learners to use their methods of communication. Our learners can be stimulated in different environments that offer different acoustics or places that they feel secure, which in turn assists in the learners confidence to communicate with each other or adult communicative partners.  


Literature Review
Within this section the author  intends to discuss the various forms of communication that we use. Essentially we use the developmental patterns of a typical developing child in order to assess our learners capabilities. Communication comes with various paths to best suit the individual learner. This section will discuss some of the  current  theories as well as the  development of communication as well as highlighting some  methods of communication. 
“The ability to communicate effectively is fundamental to all aspects of human functioning, in that thinking, learning , showing empathy, relating socially and emotionally to others and ultimately, constructing and identify all depend upon it” (Hartas, 2005, p. p.13) 
Communication is something  that we all do it is fundamental tour  function . the communication helps to give our thoughts, our feelings. We also communicate for pleasure and make choices or request  for help. Everyone can communicate however not everyone can communicate in the conventional way. Within the special schools there is a plethora of forms of communication. Forming a list of ways our pupils can become extensive, however the exampled list gives a  just  few  forms  of  communication: 
· Makaton sign/ Sign along
· Gesture (smiling or crying)/ pointing 
· Behaviour 
· Eye gaze
· Vocalisation (utterances)
· Body language
· Objects of reference
· Picture Exchange Communication System
· Alternative Augmented Communication (speech devices)
The list above gives examples of early communication that we see babies use when developing from birth. We know that by one month old a baby has differentiated cries to indicate needs (Hobart, 2004). In the normal developmental stages at eight months old babies are able to show intentional communication where we reach for objects or eye point to what we want (Coupe O'Kane, 1998).  By the ages of twelve to eighteen months an infant is able to say simple words such as objects they want (Mclachlan, 2007 ). 
Communication is seen as a fundamental right and is included within the United Nations Bill of Rights under article 12 that a child has the right to express themselves. However working with children with severe learning difficulties can present challenges in how they can best communicate.  Pupils with profound and multiple learning difficulties can present more issues as stated by Imray and Hinchcliffe (Hinchcliffe, 2014)
“…if those with PMLD are operating at the very earliest developmental stages then, common sense strategies used by every mother with her  baby out to be appropriate. But strangely, it is the apparent simplicity of the process that makes successful communication with those who really struggle with it so difficult.”

Similarly  in their work researching pupils involvement in choice making for two special schools Feiler and Watson (Feiler, 2010) state that:

“Children with severe learning or physical disabilities tend to experience marked problems expressing their desires and needs.”

Further reading into communication and pupils with PMLD leads us to the  research report was produced by Mencap (Goldbart, 2010) that stated:
“Communication  is a crucial human right because of its role in: our basic need for interaction with other people, supporting individuals’ input into decisions that affect their  lives ,promoting greater independence in everyday life, allowing people to express their feelings and supporting people’s participation in their community.” (p.3)
Communication is a fundamental human right and therefore it is the role  of  educators and other agencies that  the pupils in our care have the appropriate access to communicate as effectively as they possibly can. Imray and Hinchliffe cites the work of Goldbart and Caton (Hinchcliffe, 2014) who state,
”Communication with people with the most complex needs is most successful with familiar responsive partners who care about the person they are communicating with.” 
In order for the educator to achieve results appropriate to the pupil the teacher and learning support assistants must have a good understanding of their pupils in order to support the learners in their development of communication. Pupils with PMLD are likely to make slower  progress with their  communication  and therefore observing small steps towards the best  form of  communication. As professionals  we have to be aware of the normal developmental stages of communication and this should  help inform us of our assessment.  Empirical evidence would suggest knowing the child helps the learner in developing the skills. Good practice would be using communication passports, invented by Sally Millar in 1991 they are widely used at home, care, social work, health and education settings (Millar, 2018).   The  communication passports are a reflection of  Pupil Centred planning. Each chapter in the passport is  formulated to talk about the person including their likes and dislikes, how the person communicates and how to talk to the person are examples of what is in the passport. This is a good way to introduce the  person to new staff members who regularly have to get to know the learners in short periods of time and  to keep as a reminder to all staff in how to best communicate to the  learner. In a busy class environment with several  pupils utilizing several forms  of communication the communication passports can be a  useful tool to remind existing and  new staff how best  to work with each child.  
More recent theories of how we learn language have focussed on two approaches: the psycholinguistic, and the sociolinguistic approach. The Psycholinguistic approach focusses on the impact of cognitive development on communication. The sociolinguistic approach focusses on the impact of social interaction between the caregiver and child on the development of communication. Examples of assessment for  the Psycholinguistic approach  and the  Sociolinguistic approach are  described   below. One is an assessment  tool for  learners  that are in development of up to eighteen months old. The other is an example of the  sociolinguistic approach for  communication.  
Routes for Learning 
The Routes for Learning, published by the Welsh government is an assessment specifically designed for classroom use (Lacey, 2015). It is an assessment widely used with schools since 2006 and is currently under development  review. The assessment is used for  pupils with PMLD. Routes for  learning  bases itself on the Psycholinguistic approach that follows cognitive development  of communication. The Routes for  learning  matrix allows the assessor to follow any route that best fits the child as learners with PMLD may not follow typical developmental trajectories (Lacey, 2015). An example of the route map allows the assessor to look for small developments that lead to the learner making their way through atypical steps. 
Its drawback as an assessment tool is that it  only looks to pupils working towards 18 months developmentally, which leads teaching staff to look towards other assessment tools which can then potentially create gaps in their development. There are no obvious next steps however the Welsh government have introduced the Literacy and Numeracy framework  which includes the higher routes steps however they are vague and there is no real progression, which leads to teachers again seeking other assessments to show progression.    
The  Picture Exchange Communication System 
An example of  Augmented alternative communication is the   Picture Exchange Communication system, commonly known as PECS it is a system that was designed for  pupils on the autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) and other developmental delays in speech. The Picture Exchange communication system has been one of the most  successful forms of AAC since its introduction  in 1985 by its creators Andy Bondy and Lori Frost. The creators of  PECs followed closely in the work of  B.F Skinner psychologist  and theorist who based his work on the  observation of animals transferring his findings in humans.  Skinner  had the theory of  operant  conditioning (Gray, 2015)

“Skinner believed that individuals are not passive but active learners whose behaviour is shaped and maintained by rewards or  punishments (consequences).”

As a brief discussion the  exchange of the symbol gets the item (reward)  and if the exchange of symbol for item is  not  made then the  consequence is that the  pupil does not receive the item.  What the  PECs system does encourage which is  vital to good  communication is the  holding  of eye contact between the  communication partners. Travis and Geiger (2010) agreed in their research that “ improvements in social behaviour, eye contact, initiation” were found in the use of PECS.

The Picture Exchange Communication system  teaches the social nature of communication initially, the first skill the children learn in to approach a communicative partner in order to request a desired item (Bondy, 2001).  Children with Autistic spectrum Disorders  (ASD) often  develop differently to typical development children and  often struggle to point to things that  they want  or see. IN a study by Wing-Chee So et al  they found that most children with ASDs have  a delay in gestural production in a naturalistic context (So W-C, 2017). Interestingly the  discussed  how  typically developing  children will refine their  gesturing , for example  flapping their arm when they see a  bird.  Gesture plays  a  pivotal role  in communication we often point to the things we want  when requesting things. We have to be  mindful that  gesturing also comes  with levels  of understanding especially  for  learners with ASDs. 

Profile of the child
For the  purpose of this task the  pupil chosen for the task shall be  referred to as Pupil M . Pupil M has a diagnosis of Myotonic dystrophy, it is a group of inherited conditions that show muscle weakness and myotonia (muscle stiffening) children with the condition can have learning  difficulties (Harper, 2017). Pupil M also has severe learning difficulties that have affected her communication. Pupil M is a very sociable pupil who enjoys talking with her peers as well as  adults in the classroom.  Pupil M has regular  input  form Physiotherapy and Speech and Language that  monitor  her  condition.  Pupil M can present fatigue quickly, a part  of the condition and so her  attention to tasks  can be  quite short. 
Pupil M can communicate independently however the clarity of  speech can sometimes be very unclear. Pupil M can talk and does use Makaton sign to help communicate what they are trying to say. Pupil M is very social and does require  stimulus of conversation. She enjoys the school environment and is a popular personality around school. The  pupil does have some peers that she can communicate with however due to the various forms of communication does have to be patient and can sometimes find it difficult to mix with her peers.  As part  of  an outreach programme  Pupil M has attended other schools to have social interaction with other children. It was a positive experience for Pupil M who enjoyed interacting with the  other children but  due to her ability  stage (Foundation Phase pre National curriculum year one)  and  her  physical stage, eight years old, it was less appropriate for the  pupil to make the visits to the other school. Alternatives were investigated and an alternative placement was to mix with another pupil of similar age and communication ability. This year the other pupil has joined the class. 
Pupil M does have a short  attention and does require lots of short activities to maintain her interest. Pupil M also wears feet and  leg splints to help with her feet. This can sometimes raise issues for her requesting them to be  taken off as they can cause her discomfort. As a behaviour issue Pupil M has learned to distract  staff members by asking for  them to take  of  the  splints to avoid tasks.  This can lead to disruption to lesson time  and one to one work. However our token reward system does help Pupil M to keep focus as she does appreciate earning the tokens to achieve a prize. Possibly due to lack of language skills Pupil M may not  be able to say that  she is  in pain (weather and temperature  can have an effect  on the  child  due to the  Myotonic Dystrophy), her automatic response is to say “take shoes off!”. As a class to team we need to be conscious of this to avoid any conflict that could arise, if it is believed Pupil M is distracting  from her work rather than in pain. An Individual Behaviour plan is set up so that all staff can approach, understand and deal with this  situation in order to provide consistency and duty of care to Pupil M. 
Pupil M has been chosen for this study as even though she is sociable and can communicate relatively well, we want to see what her level of understanding of language is and this will later inform us as to the type of questioning Pupil M can understand. This in turn should help Pupil M to express more about how she is feeling and if she is in pain due to her condition. 
Methodology
This assessment has already been completed  before the assignment was set as this is an ongoing for all pupils within the school. It is important to remember that when we carry out this assessment then we would have to mindful that Pupil M has the right to stop the activity whenever they want or if the teacher or teaching assistant  feels that that Pupil M is  becoming stressed. It  is essential that parents are informed of the assessment and whether they approve of this intervention for their child, written  consent would be  obtained from the parents in order to carry out the intervention, Ethical guidelines as set out by BERA (Association, 2011) state then when working with children, vulnerable young  people and vunerable young adults that they have everything explained to them in the  most appropriate way for them to understand what is being asked of them. 
In order for us to carry out the intervention it is important to consider past intervention that the  pupil has had  in order to understand where we are  going for the next steps. All assessments for communication are usually  carried out by the  Speech and  Language team (SALT) when the child initially joins the school. The testing is reviewed annually with inclusion of teachers and teaching assistants the main assessment tool is the Derbyshire Language Scheme, is a system of  language intervention for children who have difficulties in developing  language skills (Masidlover, 2004). 
Pupil M was tested initially for the early vocabulary stages including , single word level. The aim of the assessment is to see if Pupil M can carry out simple instructions which she was able to do with accurately. The pupil quickly moved on to the simple sentence stage. However, looking at the results at  this stage  Pupil M  had a 70% accuracy of responses. This is a relatively high accuracy of response and  when discussed with the Speech and  Language therapist  they concluded that it was probably due to the additional learning needs that Pupil M was inconsistent. With further discussion with the Speech and Language Therapist it was agreed that we can use  Blanks Level of questioning  assessment.  
Blanks level of questioning was devised by Marion Blank. Marion Blank set  out  the  language levels to show how children move from answering very direct questions to grasping more abstract ideas by 5[plus] years (Redmayne, 2015). Marion Blank believed that there were four levels, these four levels  are listed in the table below, in there table there are examples of questions used: 
	Level 
	Activity 
	Example question 

	Level 1
	Naming and identifying objects, matching  items 
	Find one like this
What is it?
Who is that?

	Level 2
	Describing things, answering who? what? where?
	Remembering information who was there? Looking at pictures and asking what has happened? 

	Level 3
	Giving answers from stories or events. 
	What will happen next? 

	Level 4 
	Offering opinions 
	What will happen if? 
What could you use?


As an assessment tool this seems to be the most suitable for Pupil M as the stages will help towards the end goal for Pupil M to be able to describe what is wrong, but to understand what she is feeling.  The session were carried out  in a quiet section of the classroom to allow  for optimum concentration. As Pupil M has been previously tested at Level one we will be concentrating on data from Level two.  
Data discussion 
The sessions started with asking  Pupil M to recognise and name the familiar  staff and pupils which Pupil M was able to do with no faltering. It was logical to present these pupils and staff as pictures. Pupil M was able to identify all pupil and staff  as pictures. Pupil M was also able to name other  members of staff from around the school. As Pupil M was able to complete this task with ease we proceeded with less familiar persons.  The  less familiar persons were characters taken from a story book that was read in class on three separate occasions. Pupil M was then asked to identify these characters when pointed to in the book. Pupil M was able to identify the characters with a  four out  of  five  times accuracy.  With an average  of  85% accuracy on this area  of assessment  it was agreed to pursue the next section of questioning. 

In the  next section of questioning  Pupil M was asked the  question “ what is this?” to identify objects of familiar  classroom items , e.g.  a pen, a crayon and a  book. Pupil M was asked to name these items, the  pupil was able to show  an 80% accuracy of correct  answers. Initially we used physical items but  the  test was continued with pictures of the items. At this stage they were  photo of the items, Pupil M found this a relatively easy task and  also showed  excitement when she was praised for naming  the correct items. Again as Pupil M was making  good  progress  we moved on to another section of the assessment. 
Another  focus was to use a  sound  bingo game where  Pupil M was to identify animal sounds with the  correct  animal. Pupil M was asked to listen to a  small sound clip and  then from a  choice  of three pictures  of  animals she  had to correctly identify the  animal after  she was asked “ what animal makes this  noise?” Pupil M was able  to identify most  familiar animals, with an accuracy of four  out  of  five correct answers, however  did struggle  with less familiar  animals.  
In the next section the  focus was made on “where is..?” questions. Initial testing  showed that  Pupil M could do this with relative ease  as she was able to identify physical objects in their location. The next logical step was to proceed with pictures of  items and asking her to identify them. Pupil M again was able to do this with a  70% accuracy and  it was agreed to continue  further assessing by asking to identify the objects using  descriptive words. For example can you find the pink elephant in the field? The level of difficulty has progressed and Pupil M was able to give four out  of five  accurate answers when tested.  As the  pupil was achieving so well a  discussion with the Speech and  Language therapist about the  progress had an outcome  of  adding two descriptive words  and  if Pupil M was able to do this  then add up to four descriptive words, for example, Where is the  big pink elephant? As a consequence we believed that  Pupil M would be  able to do this and was able to exceed our  expectations. 
The assessment was further extended to see the Pupils cognitive understanding  by presenting the pupil with line drawing  pictures and requesting the  pupil to locate the  pictures, the selection of pictures included  a ball, an elephant, a  horse, a duck and a fish. For this the pupil was asked to  find the  items however their  description was extended to four words, e.g. where is the  small pink and blue horse?  Pupil M was engaged in this task and was able to locate the items with the descriptions with a three out of four accuracy. The results were pleasing. As  the  pupil was able to show a good  understanding  of  the  descriptive  language. As the assessment did give such good results the next steps would be to progress with the next  stage of  Blanks level of  questioning.  There may be  drawbacks in this stage as  Pupil M has always had the physical item or photographs to assist in the assessment. However in the later stages Pupil M was able to show  higher skill. Level for will require Pupil M to recall what has been read. This will require  more recall without prompts which should  be able to present some  interesting results.  
Within the next  level there are questions that  ask the learner  to describe an event, for  example  question such as what will happen next, or to give directions e.g. tell me what to do. These areas of questioning should  produce some interesting results that will help towards improving Pupil M’s communication skills. They are also questions that can be used in different  contexts, whereby the  environment may alter the results it may also offer the  learner variety that may encourage or discourage them. 
A study by Feiler and Watson found that when asking teachers and Speech and Language therapists how they felt  to best  listen to pupil voice and choice making they found opinions varied, a teacher stated that motivation was a key factor in how learners communicate as she said  that “the efficiency of pupil involvement approaches partly depends on children’s interests and enthusiasm” (Feiler, 2010). Empirical evidence would suggest that by changing the environment this may have an impact upon the learners achievements. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion the results from Pupil M’s assessments were surprising and encouraging.  When engaged in the activities Pupil M would show interest and was focussed.  The assessments have shown that pupil M is making expected progress. It  has  highlighted that more focussed time  during the school day as well as incidental occurrences can have a  profound  impact  on Pupil M’s development.   The expectation that the pupil would  become less disruptive in connection to her  improving her communication also had  a positive  outcome. Pupil M was beginning to express more  clearly that she felt  pain but would still revert back to disruptive behaviour on occasion. 
Clearly from further reading and discussions with colleagues it  is  important to find motivators that will engage the  learner. The picture exchange Communication System is a good example of this fact; where a  learner is to exchange a symbol for  an item that they want. Motivators have positive impacts on the  learners with in the  class the pupils respond positively  to receiving  tokens  for achievements  that earn a small prize. Pupil M responded positively to this, but also showed enjoyment  in the task as well as  on occasion requesting  to do the work. 
Using the  Blanks  level questioning assessment  has helped understand the behaviour of Pupil M. By understanding what  language the  pupil has and  understands helps with them knowing what is  going  on in the learning environment. As  Pupil M is  verbal  it is easily forgotten how much she understands. We can sometimes forget that the pupils are not always at the same level chronologically as  their functioning  level. The assessment has also helped  myself and my staff to be aware of how we ask questions or  how to pitch the  lessons. 
The process does  highlight  that being familiar with the  pupils you are working with. Good relationships are important, 
“For children learning disabilities, where language is delayed, things like body language and facial expressions are really important- it’s not just about spoken communication (Fletcher, 2013)
The quote was taken from one of the creators of Mr Tumble an important television show for young people with learning difficulties, using Makaton sign language that has been popular for many ears. This is an important point  that  as an educator in additional learning needs education you must  be aware of; by knowing the child,  the class team are able to witness developments in the  learners communication skills. By knowing what are their capabilities and using their strengths to make advancements however small. 
IN summary the  Blanks  level of  questioning  is the  correct  assessment  tool for  Pupil M and as previously  discussed it will be  interesting to see what happens in the  next stages of her development. Communication is a complex and exciting area within education as there are many new initiatives as well as traditional well tested methods that assist the learner. This has helped  enrich classroom practice. 




Appendix            Data capture sheet  for  use with Blanks  level questioning. 
	Session 
	No.     of word instruction 
	Comments 

	1
	
	

	2
	
	

	3
	
	

	4
	
	

	5
	
	

	6
	
	

	7
	
	







For each key word understanding. Each session prepare for 2d colour pictures and place on main A4 picture. Look for responses to know if the pupil has understood instructions. 
Example question Can you find the red horse on the roof of the house? 
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