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Demonstrate your understanding of the development of early communication and language skills by reviewing relevant literature. Identify an approach (AAC or ICT) that could be implemented with a pupil at your school 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. 

Introduction
Sugarman (1984) defined conventional communication as “the intentional transmission of meaning in a formal code between people that share the code.” The “code” that Sugarman refers to can take many forms. The code can range from complex spoken word to simple body gestures with many forms in-between. Atypical neurological and/or physical development, or disability resulting from injury or trauma, can have a large impact on a person’s ability to communicate effectively. The limiting factors may be due to a low cognitive ability minimising the ability to communicate in “formal codes”. People with specific disorders, such as autism, may have not developed the skills for typical communication through regular mediums such as spoken language. The main aim of this assignment is to detail appropriate interventions for a pupil with communication difficulties considering the specific needs of the pupil and current level of communication.  



















Literature Review
For many years Skinner and Chomsky led the way with their theories into how early language skills are developed. Skinner (1957) suggested in his theory of language development, that language acquisition is a result of operant conditioning. Skinner believed a child will go through a process of trial and error until a successful outcome is found. During this process a parent would shape the language of the child by using reinforcements in the form of gestures that are pleasing to that child, such as, smiles, attention and approval. Skinner also concluded that every child was a blank slate and is filled up by knowledge gained through experience (Taxler, 2012).  
[image: ]
Chomsky was critical of Skinners theories and offered the Grammarian theory. This theory suggested that a child is born with an innate facility to learn a language. This innate mechanism, referred to as the “Language Acquisition Device” in Chomsky’s Greater Theory of Universal Grammar, enables a child to figure out how language works without the requirement of parental reinforcement, a trait specific to a human being. 
More recent studies based on the work of Skinner and Chomsky have taken a broader view on the possible interactions that can impact on a child’s acquisition of communication and language skills. These studies naturally fall into one of two approaches to early development. Psycholinguistic is the term coined for approaches based on semantic-cognitive theories stemming from the work by Chomsky. The other approach based on the behaviourism is commonly known as a sociolinguistic approach (Coupe O'Kane & Goldbart, 2016). These two approaches that are inherently different in practice, go hand in hand when developing interventions targeting early communication. Harding (1983) concluded that the development of intentional communication is based on cognitive ability and social experiences. 
Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) is used to provide a way of for individuals to communicate when they do not posses the physical ability capability for speech or writing. AAC can be both aided and unaided. Unaided communication does not require any equipment and relies solely on the use of body signing, eye pointing and gestures. This can be common for some pupils with profound and multiple disabilities that struggle to interact with the simplest of aided communication such as switches. With gestures, eye pointing and body signing being unique to the individual, the communication is heavily reliant on the communicative partner understanding what the person is trying to say (American Speech and Language Hearing Association, 2017) . Other forms of unaided AAC such as Sign language can be can complex and allow for a standardised common code of communication. Studies into the effectiveness of using signs as an early intervention, specifically with children with downs syndrome have has positive outcomes (Wright, Kaiser, Reikowsky, & Roberts, 2013). The sign language used in the by Wright et al (2013) study was a simplified signing system, specifically adapted for pupils with learning difficulties. The two main types of simplified key-word signing systems are Signalong and Makaton. Both systems are used to support the spoken word, not replace it. Makaton is the United Kingdoms most popular system for pupils with learning difficulties and is used in in health settings and not just educational institutions. (Vinales, 2013) 
Aided AACs come in a wide variety of types, ranging from low tech picture-based approaches to High tech specialised communication devices and programmes. Both systems are now common place in most special educational needs environments in the country. The most common Low tech AAC included Objects of reference, Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) and the use of schedules and picture schedules and timetables. There has been little new research into the effectiveness of low tech AACs over the past 10 years. A review of the use of PECS documented positive outcomes in not only communication but social interactions and in challenging behaviour (Sulzer-Azaroff, Hoffman, Horton, Bondy, & Frost, 2009). This conclusion was also documented in later work by Ganz et al (2012). Object of Reference is “highly effective approach used by Speech and Language Therapists with a range of clients. A well-established approach; objects of reference can aid understanding of spoken language, support understanding of daily routines and provide a means of expressive communication” (Intergrated Treatment Services, 2018). Objects of Reference specialise in working with individuals that have a low level of receptive communication. The real objects offer basic symbolic development and can be adapted for most sensory needs. E.g. smells. This system requires a lot of physical objects so lacks mobility (Dimensions, 2015)
 High tech AACs such as Voice Output Communication Aids (VOCAs) and Speech Generated Devices (SGDs) give individuals that are unable to speak a voice. These devises are customisable making frequently used phrases easily accessible through 2 or 3 key combinations. (Dimensions, 2015). Historically these devices were very expensive but have become more affordable to be accessible through smartphone and tablet computer applications. These devices can be more engaging than low tech AACs minimising the individual abandoning the intervention (Ganz J. , 2014). Ganz (2014) also suggested that the consistent voice of the SGD provide the individual with more opportunity to identify with a spoken word.  From Ganz (2014) review of both low tech and high tech AACs both PECs and SGDs are more effective that other picture based AACs, with PECS being more effective for primary students than secondary students and adults.











Pupil profile and Assessment 
For this assignment all student’s names will be replaced to ensure anonymity. As well as the anonymity of the students, anonymity will be in place for the school and local authority in which the intervention took place. This action will prevent “links” to be made and identities publicised. The student in this assignment will have the pseudonym, Evan. Evan is 5 years old and has down syndrome. Evan was new to the special needs school having been previously educated in a mainstream setting. Limited information was provided from prior institution regarding communication level.  Some basic picture symbols had been used at prior institution. From initial observation in the classroom environment, Evan was vocalising when interacting with both his peers and adults in the room. Evan seemed to have a limited range of letter sounds but would aid his communication with facial expressions and gestures. Evan was friendly and was seeking interaction with others. 
Before an intervention can be designed, an assessment is required to identify the current level of communication and understanding. To determine Evans comprehension and expressive language skills, the Derbyshire Language Scheme Assessment framework was used. The Derbyshire Language Scheme is specifically design for students with severe learning difficulties and broken down into 3 main stages. 
1. Early Vocabulary Stage Aims to teach pupils to understand and use many words but not sentences. 
2. Simple Sentence Stage Aims to teach pupils to understand and use a range of sentences of increasing complexity. 
3. Grammar and Complex Sentence Stage Aims to teach pupils more mature ways of expressing themselves and a range of new concepts. There is greater emphasis on producing grammatically correct sentences.
(Derbyshire Language Scheme, 2017)

The language assessment tool is based on the concept that the number of “information carrying words” in a sentence determines the complexity of the instruction and the level of comprehension. Objects familiar to Evan were used to ensure that level of understanding was tested, and false outcomes were not created due to lack of knowledge of the object. The first assessment carried out was to determine a level of understanding of a sentence that had 2 information carrying words based on object and place. A plate, fireman Sam figurine, spoon and a pencil where presented on a table in front of Evan. Evan was given a series of instructions that followed the two-information carrying word protocol in relation to moving the object to a specific place, for example, “Evan, can you put the pencil on the plate?”. Evan was able to do this 5/5 times. To further assess the level of understanding of a sentence containing two information carrying words, Evan was assessed in relation to object and actions; for example; “Evan, can you make fireman Sam Jump?”. Evan was able to demonstrate the right action 4/5 times. In the second assessment session, after a short confidence building exercise, Evans understanding of sentences that carry two information carrying words was tested further. Objects previously used were replaced by pictures of known objects. Evan found this level of questioning more difficult and obtained a score of 2/5. Evan seemed to lack the ability to link object with the images and struggles with the comprehension. Evan will require more learning experiences to master this stage. To gain further insight into Evans understanding, he was exposed to sentences containing 3 information carrying words, utilising objects. Evan was asked questions such as “Evan can you put the red pencil on the plate?” when presented with a selection of different coloured pencils to add the extra variable. Evan performed the right action 2/5 suggesting an emerging skill in this area. To conclude, Evan has solid understanding of sentences relating to objects that contain 2 information containing words and has emerging knowledge of sentences containing 3 information carrying words. Evan does need time and educational experiences focussed at linking objects to symbol/picture representations.
To gain a broader insight into Evans current level of communication and understanding, Elkan’s; Early Language builder - Communication Steps were utilised (Elkan, 2007). During the first few weeks of Evan being in school, time was taken for focussed observations of Evans communication skills in both structured and play times. These observations allowed a profile to created encompassing more peer related communication and interaction. The Communication Steps are 6 clearly defined levels; Pre-intentional Communication, Anticipatory, Intentional, Words and Ideas, Joining words and idea Abstract words and reasoning. From looking it at the Communication Step level descriptors it was clear that Evans current level of language was at the “Words and Ideas” stage. 

	Level of Communication

	WHAT is communicated?
	HOW is it communicated?
	Interaction skills
	Play skills

	Words and Ideas

(12-18months)
P level 4
	Simple words to name thing, request things, ask for more and expand on messages from previous descriptors
	Initially uses nonverbal communication but gradually learns words or uses signs and symbols
	Needs adult to respond to communication and provide models of language. Can initiate interactions
	Can use several objects at once. Enjoys sorting. Can play with large doll objects and relates these to self/another person.



Extract taken Appendix 1 (Elkan, 2007)
The Early Language Builders – Communication Step assessment suggests that Evans current level of communication is equal to that of a 12-18-month-old child that is developing at a typical rate. The Communication Steps also give an indication of what P Level this child would be attaining. Evans is attaining a slightly higher P levels than estimated when assessed against Performance Indicators of Value Added Targets (PIVATs) (Lancashire County Council, 2002). This can be expected from a child with down syndrome as most children have an uneven profile of social, cognitive and language development (Mann, 2017). Baddeley and Jarrold (2007) concluded from range of studies investigating the working memory of children with down syndrome, that a lack of short term auditory memory and auditory processing creates this uneven profile. The impairment in this area affects the phonological loop that is believed to play a critical role in language development. (Mann, 2017). Children with Down Syndrome often struggle with speech intelligibility due to oral motor skills, a smaller oral cavity and hypotonic muscles around in the face and jaw (Todgram, 2015). These deficits can create a gap between the level of understanding, or receptive language, and their expressive language.


Rational 
Every child, regardless of the extent of a disability, has basic rights to communicate.  In 2015, the National Joint Committee for the Communication Needs or a person with Severe Disabilities (NJC) revised the Communication Bill of Rights originally created in 1995. The Bill identifies a list of communication rights that should be ensure in everyday practice and in interventions that involve persons with severe learning difficulties. (Zangari, 2017)
1. The right to interact socially, maintain social closeness, and build relationships 
2. The right to request desired objects, actions, events, and people 
3. The right to refuse or reject undesired objects, actions, events, or choices 
4. The right to express personal preferences and feelings 
5. The right to make choices from meaningful alternatives 
6. The right to make comments and share opinions 
7. The right to ask for and give information, including information about changes in routine and environment 
8. The right to be informed about people and events in one’s life 
9. The right to access interventions and supports that improve communication 
10. The right to have communication acts acknowledged and responded to even when the desired outcome cannot be realized 
11. The right to have access to functioning AAC (augmentative and alternative communication) and other AT (assistive technology) services and devices at all times 
12. The right to access environmental contexts, interactions, and opportunities that promote participation as full communication partners with other people, including peers 
13. The right to be treated with dignity and addressed with respect and courtesy 
14. The right to be addressed directly and not be spoken for or talked about in the third person while present 
15. The right to have clear, meaningful, and culturally and linguistically appropriate communications
(www.asha.org, 2017)
As item 11 states, every child has the right to a functioning Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) approach. The chosen intervention should match the students’ needs and allow the learner to communicate in-line with the Communication Bill of Rights. From discussions in the Literature Review section, there are a wide variety AAC and ICT approaches that could benefit Evan. Considering the specifics of Evans pupil profile, the Pupil Exchange Communication System (PECS) has been identified as the primary intervention to support and develop Evans communication and language skills. There have been over 150 articles providing evidence of the effectiveness of PECS in relation to student with Autism and Severe learning difficulties. The use of PECS will increase the number of potential communicative partners in comparison to other AAC such as signing. This is particularly true when the child is outside of the educational environment where there is little opportunity to sign with others. The PEC system can be used in most areas with minimal support needed to interact with others. Sulzer-Azaroff et al (2009) concluded in their research into PECS, that the use of the intervention was effective on speech production as well as functional communication. Many children with down syndrome have weakness in speech and language, yet motor and visual perceptual skills are an area of strength further supporting the use of PECS. (Foreman & Crews, 1998). Speech Generating Devices were a feasible option for this intervention but lack of ICT knowledge in the home setting created a potential for Evan to lose his voice at home. I believe there is more scope to progress from PECs to a SGD if Evans language skills do not improve than vice versa hence finalising the intervention choice. 

























Intervention 
For PECs to be effective in the early stages, items that are desirable to the child must be identified. These items are known as reinforcers. To determine reinforcers specific to Evan, observations were conducted focusing on certain behaviour patterns during play.  
What Items does the pupil seek and expend energy to obtain?
What Items engage the pupil for extended periods of time?
What items to they resist taking away?
Phase 1 of PECS is the exchange of a single picture/ Symbol to obtain the desired object with physical prompting. Evans first exposure to the Picture Exchange Communication system involved myself, as the communicative partner, Evan, and a member of support staff to act as the “Helper”. In this instance the reinforcer was the Fireman Sam Figurine previously mentioned. Sat opposite Evan on the carpet within reaching distance, I presented Evan with the figurine. As Evan reached out to take the Fireman Sam figurine, the helper, positioned behind Evan, guided his hand to the symbol of Fireman Sam. Evan picked up the symbol and was guided further to give the symbol to the communicative partner. Once the exchange of symbol for desired item had taken place, the item was verbally labelled, “Fireman Sam”. During this stage no verbal prompts are given to the student. Evan was instructed to give the desired item back to the communicative partner and the process of backward was continued with physical assistance being reduced in relation to the level of independence from Evan. On completion of the third session, Evan was able to independently exchange the symbol for the desired object with no physical prompts from the helper and with no open hand prompt from the communicative partner. Different reinforcers where used during the 3 session Evan showed an understanding of the process to obtain the desired object. 
 The aim of phase two of the Picture Exchange Communication system, is to teach Evan to persist in initiating communication with an importance on travelling to obtain desired item. As with phase one, a scenario was constructed involving Evan, myself, as the communicative partner, and a helper. The initial part of phase 2, Evan was then given the desired object and allowed to play with the object for approximately 15 seconds. The communicative partner removed the item and positioned himself with the item at a distance form Evan. Evan once again, is required to take the symbol for his desired item to the communicative partner. The symbol, in the initial phase, was positioned in front of Evan. The communicative partner entices Evan by playing with the toy at a distance. Evan is then prompted by the helper to take the symbol to the communicative partner to successfully exchange for the desired item. The exchange is rewarded, and the item is once again labelled verbally. 
Phase 3 of the Picture Exchange Communication System requires the leaner to discriminate between items. This phase can prove to be difficult with learners and can take time to master. The first part to phase 3 requires Evan to discriminate between highly preferred item and a distractor item. The 2 symbols are positioned on Evans PECs book. The communicative partner will engage with both items in clear view of Evan. Evan will then need to choose the correct symbol to successfully exchange with communicative partner. If the wrong symbol is given to the communicative partner the following error correction protocol is followed. If Evan gives the symbol for the distractor item to the communicative partner, the item is immediately given to Evan with the communicative partner offering no verbal labelling or praise. Evan will quickly discard the item and reach out for the desired item. Evan is prompted to the symbol of the preferred item. When Evan offers the symbol of the preferred item, the exchange is done immediately with the item labelled verbally and praised. This stage is repeated until Evan can discriminate between the two symbols, regardless of the position on the PECS book. 
The second part of the phase 3 requires Evan to discriminate between multiple preferred items and other items on the PECs book. This is key point in the development of communication for Evan as it allows Evan to initiate spontaneous communication that can help him make choices in a clear and easily understood way. From previous classroom experience, this phase can have an impact on the frequency on incidences of negative behaviour. The students increased ability to communicate in formal code lowers the anxiety levels of students. This stage also has other benefits such as requesting toileting. The ability to request the toilet in a formal code that everyone can understand is fundamental in many ways. 
Phase 4 of the PECs approach will allow us to really target Evans speech development. Phase 4 looks at constructing simple sentences using a sentence strip and sentence starter symbols such as “I want”. One of the critical aspects when working with a young person during this stage is to allow every opportunity for speech.  Constant time delays should be created to encourage speech when guiding the student along the sentence strip. The communicative partner will also read the sentence aloud to help the Evan further understand the spoken language he is expressing when using his sentence strip. This strategy helps Evan close the gap between his receptive and expressive language skills, a key area when developing communication with children with down syndrome.
Phase 4 also introduces the concept of attributes to constructing a sentence. This expands the learner’s ability to communicate more specific wants and needs. Simple attributes such as colour are the initial building blocks to construct these more complex sentences. When developing these sentences, it is important that the pupil has an understanding of the chosen attributes. This phase develops in line with the Derbyshire language Scheme as the more attributes included on the sentence strip gives and understanding of the number of information carrying words that Evan can understand. 
By the start of phase 5, Evans PECs book will have coloured pages with many symbols for a variety of items. The coloured pages will group items together such as food items and preferred choice items. This stage encourages Evan to make choices when responding to questions such as “what do you want?”. Speech is encouraged when using the sentence strip during the exchange. This stage develops Evans communication skills into a more functional form. Evan will be able to respond to questions used to address the whole class in a more fluid nature. Questions such “What do you want for snack?” and “What do you want to do for choice?”. 
The final stage of the Picture Exchange Communication System enables the student to comment. This is a big step and a milestone to any student on the communication program, it opens up a new world of communication that prior to this stage, in relation to PECs, has been focussed on requests and “wants”. The introduction of symbols such as “I see” and “I feel” enriches interactions and can help encourage a love for learning. Common school-based activities, such as circle time or reading a book in a group setting, allows the student opportunities to participate and interact to a much higher degree. With a potential improvement in speech skills since starting the communication system, with the aid of his PECs book and sentence strip, could see Evan verbally commenting on pages in a book. 
To support the development of speech with a child with down syndrome it is important to address the unique physical needs.  As previously discussed, oral motor exercises are important to strengthen and re- align muscles in the face that are used in speech. (Barnes, Roberts, Mirrett, & Sideris, 2006) These exercises can involve massage or play tasks such as blowing bubbles. There is requirement to try and develop the physical needs of speech to enable the learner to create the maximum amount of letter sounds with a clearest pronunciation. 
Interventions such as the Picture Exchange Communication systems and oral motor exercises play an important role in developing Evans speech and communication skills. It is also important that Evan is exposed to more regular teaching strategies and approaches that aid speech and language. The development of an understanding of phonemes and reading strategies can give Evan the opportunity to develop greater language Skills. It is important that these teaching strategies are implemented from an earliest possible age. Burgoyne et al. (2012) found that students who were younger, had higher initial receptive language. 
























Conclusion
Although the assignment only looked at one AAC intervention that could be used with a student with the specific needs detailed in the pupil profile section, I believe the most effective way to improve communication is through a total communication approach. From my classroom-based experience, I believe this total communication approach is particularly effective with children with down syndrome. Encompassing all relevant strategies, especially the use of sign language to supplement PECS, provides the most effective way to prepare our student for life past the educational environment before spoken language skills are present. Based on the capability of the individual, if spoken word is still illegible, the advances in Speech Generating Devices offer the person a sleek method of communication that opens life opportunities. 
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