
Module 4
Demonstrate your understanding of the development of early communication and language skills by reviewing relevant literature. Identify an approach (AAC or ICT) the 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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To start this assignment is it important to define what communication means, in its definition The Oxford Dictionary (2017) defines the word communication as ‘the imparting or exchanging of information by speaking, writing, or using some other medium, the successful conveying or sharing of ideas and feelings and social contact.’ Communication is a social act in which we interact with others and the world around us. For most, we develop our communication skills through the typical stages of development becoming competent communicators in childhood. We often take communication skills for granted however there are many skills needed to be a successful communicator. This assignment will focus at the communication skills and pathways learners with Severe Learning Difficulties (SLD) or Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD). 
Further definitions of communication can be useful to define communication for all learners. O’Kane and Goldbart (1998 p.58) define communication as occurring when ‘one person’s behaviour is interpreted or inferred a meaningful and understood by their partner in the interaction’. Communication relies on having a communicative partner who understands your communication model.   
Grandbois (2012) states that ‘effective communication goes beyond expressing basic wants and needs, individuals should be able to independently express all aspects of their personality’. Although this would be the the ideal outcome for all children, children with severe (SLD) or profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD) who do not follow the age related developmental norms, the development of their communication skills will be delayed therefore understanding the basic wants, and needs of SLD, PMLD learners can significantly enhance their quality of life. 

How children learn to communicate effectively has been the focus of many theorist’s work. The study of language and language development was dominated by the work of two theorists up to the 1970’s (O'Kane & Goldbart, 1998). 
 Firstly, Skinner (1957) applied his behaviourism theory to language stating that all language was learned through reinforcement. Parents positively reinforce in response to emerging language (social conditioning) and this is the way children learn how to communicate effectively.  (Pound, 2017)
Chomsky (1959) apposed Skinner’s theory and suggested that learning language and learning to talk was driven by innate or inborn forces.  His grammarian theory hypothesised that we are born with ‘language acquisition device’ (LAD) an inbuilt understanding of language structures. (Pound, 2017) and this explains how children learn the complex nature of language so quickly. 
However, in newer research, findings can be unified into two new theoretical approaches, The Psycholinguistic Approach and the Sociolinguistic approach. 
Psycholinguistic approach has four underlying principles, outlined by O'Kane & Goldbart (p. 2 1998) as;
1.Some level of cognitive intentionality is required for the development of intentional communication.
2.The child’s early utterances are expressions of semantic relationships
3. Semantic relations are an encoding of the child’s existing knowledge about the world
4. Language development is built, at least in part, on cognitive development 

 The next approach, The Sociolinguistic Approach, the emphasis is on the child in social settings. O’Kane & Goldbart state that ‘language is acquired only if the child has reason to communicate’ (p. 2 1998). This approach suggests that while children are active participants in the process of learning communication, the language learner needs certain social and cognitive skills if they are to benefit.  For children with limited cognitive or social skills these principles may not include the development of all learners. 
For educators knowing how children develop communication and language skills is key to making progress. Many interventions, assessments and theories behind development of communication may need to be used to ensure the child receives the best input to enhance the learning capabilities and communicative outcomes for the child.  
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This literature review will examine literature on communication difficulties, communication assessments and communication interventions related to children with severe and profound and multiple learning difficulties. Communication skills may be impaired due to cognitive, social, emotional, physical and or linguistic difficulties.  Typical communication development starts at birth, babies are born ‘with a range of characteristics and skills that predispose them to be social beings’ (O'Kane & Goldbart, 1998, p. 7) and ‘caregivers accept a range of actions and vocalisations as meaningful’.  It is these actions and vocalisation that form the basis of assessment of communication in learners with profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD). 
Assessment plays a crucial part in learning the ways in which pupils with SLD/PMLD communicate. The relationship between staff and pupil is integral to communication and the development of communication skills in pupils.  Vygostsky (1978 as cited in McLeod, 2014) theory of the Zone of Proximal Development linked with the concept of the More Knowledgeable Other relates to the difference between what a child can achieve independently and what a child can achieve with guidance and encouragement from a skilled partner.’ It is then important that any adult working closely with a learner with SLD/PMLD has ‘holistic view of her learner’s profile of strengths and needs in different contexts, must be sensitive to both the tasks demands and the individual’s responses to them’ (Layton & Tilstone, 2004). There are a range of assessment tools available and it is essential that we communicate to learners at their cognitive level.
Routes for Learning (Welsh Goverment, 2006)  provides a framework which supports early communication and cognition skills. It states the importance of assessment and observation and the role of relationships with learners with PMLD.  
The communication matrix identifies seven stages in the development of communication skills. Pre-intentional, voluntary behaviours, unconventional behaviours, conventional communication, concrete symbols, abstract symbols and language. 
In the Pre-intentional - Learners show only involuntary/reflexive responses to internal or external stimuli usually associated with well-being, e.g. pain, hunger. These must be responded to and given meaning. In the next stage- voluntary behaviours, although these behaviours are voluntary, they are not intentionally communicative, as learners do not yet realise they can control the of others. 
Unconventional communication.  Learners communicate intentionally but in unconventional ways, e.g. body movement. They realise that other people can be used to obtain something they want. 

At this stage The Affective Communication Assessment: ACA developed by Coupe et al, (1985)  could be used to assess responses to external stimuli. Through observations of the behaviours it is possible for an attentive adult to identify consistent likes, dislikes, wants and rejections (O'Kane & Goldbart, 1998). From these assessments communicative behaviours can been identified and a responsive environment can be created ‘a responsive environment for those who function within these early stages of communicative and intellectual develop is crucial, for personal and social development’ (O'Kane & Goldbart, 1998, p. 14). Attentive communicative partners can increase the quality of life for a child/adult with PMLD. 

The next stages of development as outlined in Routes for Learning are;
Conventional communication where learners use pre-symbolic behaviours to communicate intentionally. Moving onto concrete symbols; at this level, learners begin to use concrete symbols to represent objects/people. Such symbols may be objects of reference, pictures or actions/gestures.  Next, abstract symbols (e.g. speech, manual signs, Brailed or printed words, abstract graphic symbols or 3D abstract symbols) are used one at a time. Finally moving onto language; where 2 or 3 abstract symbols may be combined, and learners begin to use grammatical rules.

During all of these stages an assessment tool which may be useful is the Preverbal Communication Schedule (PVCS) Kiernan and Reid 1987) .  The PVCS assessment of pupils helps to establish the pupils’ existing abilities and identify targets for teaching programmes aimed at establishing use of speech or signs, symbols or other form of non-verbal communication as appropriate. It is split into five broad categories of pre-communicative behaviours which are relevant to the development of various modes of communication; imitation; informal communicative behaviours; understanding; and various formal communication skills covering use of signs, symbols and spoken words. (Anon., 2012)

Kiernan & Reid (1987) argued that the whole approach to teaching communication skills should be pupil-led rather than teacher-led. To learn communicative skills pupils, need opportunities to control their environment; they should be allowed to make choices, to express preferences, to express rejection of things or activities, and to achieve pleasurable interactions with others. If pupils are to be encouraged to communicate, they must have something to communicate about that they need or that interests them. They must gain something pleasurable from their interactions with others. It is important to identify the stage the children are currently working to assess their communication skills and ways in which to improve the communication.
 If we can identify where are learners are developmentally we should have a good understanding how they communicate. is then our responsibility to ensure that each person who comes into contact with our pupils know the ways in which pupils communicate.  The use of a communication profile/passport are an effective way to ensure that all adults that come into contact with that child have information about the how the child communicates. They are personal to each child and include information on the child’s likes/dislikes presenting the child’s personality. The passports are a practical and person-centred way of supporting children. 

There are many communication/language interventions available to use with children with delayed communication skills. Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC)is used to describe any aid that supports communication. Augmentative communication refers to any device, method or system used to support speech. Alterative communication refers to any device, method or system uses for communication when speech has not developed or has been lost. The use of AAC can help those with communication difficulties to communicate more effectively. 

Signing may be used to support communication. One specific signing programme developed for children and adults with language and communication difficulties arising from learning difficulties is Singalong.  Singalong is a key word sign-supported communication system based on British sign language and is used in spoken word order. It uses speech, sign, body language, facial expression and voice tone to reference the link between sign and word. Singalong is a structured communication system which is highly flexible and enables: the service user to have the tools with which to communicate their experiences, wishes and feelings and the professionals to be able to explain and prepare them for any changes in service. (Signalong, 2017)

Voice output communication aids (VOCA) refers to any device whose main function is to use output speech as a means of communication. Voice Output Communication Aids can range from simple single-message devices which use recorded speech, to complex computer-based systems which store many messages and use a computer-generated voice. Switch progression road map (Bean, 2011) details how to progress from cause and effect switches to complex programs dependent on the child’s ability to communicate. 
Symbols are used widely in everyday life as a kind of visual language. Road signs, care symbols on clothing, or direction symbols at an airport are examples of how symbols can convey information quickly and effectively. Symbols can be read, regardless of the person's language or literacy skills. People with communication difficulties may benefit from using symbols to understand what other people are saying, as well as to express what they want to say. (Communication Matters, 2017)
‘There are many possible causes why people need an AAC including cerebral palsy, stroke, head injury, motor neuron disease or learning disability. Other people, for example those with autism spectrum disorders, find spoken communication difficult because they do not understand how language works and may find it difficult to connect socially. A more concrete form of communication may be easier to use’ (Communication Matters, 2017).
The next part of this review will focus on autism spectrum disorders in relation to communication and an AAC specifically designed to help pupils with ASD communicate. Autism Speaks (2017) define ‘Autism, or autism spectrum disorder, refers to a range of conditions characterised by challenges with social skills, repetitive behaviours, speech and nonverbal communication, as well as by unique strengths and differences’. The range of language skills in indiduvals with autism is wide, and if we consider the autistic contiuuumn, it is clear that the fundamental problem is that of communication, rather than  language’. Jordan & Powell (P. 52, 1995). 
Effective communication interventions for individuals with autism will need to give them reason to communicate, means to communicate and something to communicate about (Jordan & Powell, 1995).  A diagnosis of autism accompanied by additional learning difficulties will mean the need for alternative and augmentative systems. When choosing a method of communication, it is important to factor the ease of its use plus the ease of transferring the method to different settings. It needs to be a system that is accessible in school and the wider community.  As communication is a shared system, all involved with the child must understand what is being communicated. 
PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) was developed in 1995 by Bondy &Frost for children with ASDs who have limited or no functional communicational skills.  The teaching protocol is based on Skinners book, Verbal Behaviour, such that functional verbal operants are systematically taught using prompting and reinforcement strategies that will lead to independent communication. Verbal prompts are not used, thus building immediate initiation and avoiding prompt dependency. (Bondy & Frost, n.d.) PECS aims to teach spontaneous communicative skills within a social context through the use symbols or pictures. The main difference between PECS and other alternative communication systems is that it requires few prerequisite skills (such as joint attention, imitation or eye contact) and that it aims to promote children’s spontaneous initiation of communication. (Magiati & Howlin, 2003)

PECS had six main phases which Pyramid Educational Consultants, (n.d.) briefly summarise as 
PHASE I: How to communicate:  is designed to teach a physical behaviour that will be considered communicative. Students learn to exchange single pictures for items or activities they really want.

PHASE II: Distance and Persistence: Still using single pictures, students learn to generalise this new skill by using it in different places, with different people and across distances. They are also taught to be more persistent communicators.

PHASE III: Picture Discrimination: Students learn to select from 2 or more pictures to ask for their favourite things. These are placed in a communication book – allowing pictures to be stored and easily removed for communication.

PHASE IV: Sentence Structure: Students learn to construct simple sentences on a detachable sentence strip using an ‘I want’ picture followed by a picture of the item being requested.

PHASE V: Answering Questions: Students learn to use PECS to answer the question, “What do you want?”

PHASE VI: Two parts
Commenting: Now students are taught to comment in response to questions like ‘What do you see?’, ‘What do you hear?’, ‘What is it?’, etc. They learn to make up sentences starting with ‘I see’, ‘I hear’, ‘I feel’, ‘It is a’, etc.
Attributes and Language Expansion: Students learn to expand their sentences by adding adjectives, verbs, prepositions, etc.


As each of the phases of PECS is taught in a systematic way it should support the way children with autism learn. Autism Spectrum , (2017)state that if the steps in a routine are presented with a clear beginning and end, the total routine is often learned quickly. Since people with autism are naturally motivated to repeat routines, the completion of the routine is reinforcing. PECS will be my focus intervention. 
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Pupil A is a 14 year old boy with a diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Disorder. He is nonverbal, has severe learning difficulties and is currently working at P4/5 across all areas of the curriculum.  Elks & McLachlan (2007 p7) break the communication at this level (P4)  into four different steps.
1. What is communicated? Simple words to name things, request things, ask for more and expand on the ‘messages’ above. 
2. How is it communicated? Initially uses non-verbal communication but gradually learns words or uses signs or symbols.
3. Interaction skills. Needs adult to respond to his communication and provide models of language. Can initiate. Interactions have 1 or 2 turns. 
4. Play Skills.  Can use several objects at once. Enjoys sorting. Can play with large doll objects and relates these to self/another person.
P4 in communication is developmentally at the age of 12-18 months.  Pupil A  mainly communicates his needs through gestures and pointing although some symbols are used without prompting e.g.  toilet, drink. For Pupil A I have identified PECS as an AAC system which will support their communication skills. I have chosen PECS due to the assessments completed. 
Pupil A is dominantly a visual learner, ‘much of the literature talks of people on the autistic spectrum as being visual learners’, (Hirstwood & Smith, 2014),  visual Learners prefer using images and they easily see pictures and maps and visualize outcomes in their mind therefore using PECs would support the visual learner.  Pupil A has some experience using PECS although after completing the PECS training I feel it is better to start PECS at Phase 1 again to ensure we are consistent with the teaching of the PECS.  Pupil A rarely initiates communication, PECs should increase spontaneous initiating of communication with a communitive partner. 
At  the beginning of the academic year all students are assessed using PVCS. This identifies the children’s current level and areas for improvement. 
Pupil A scores well in section 1, pre-communicative behaviours -visual clues, he can;
1. Shows interest in pictures and photos PVCS 3/1
2. Shows ability to recognise visual cues, e.g. recognises favourite sweets from wrapper PVCS 3/2
3. Can play matching and sorting games – object to object PVCS 3/3
4. Can play matching and sorting games – object to picture PVCS 3/3
5. Can play matching and sorting games – picture to picture PVCS 3/3
6. Recognises people from photos. PVCS ¾

Skills in these areas suggest that using PECS could be of value. Although PECS requires few prerequisite skills, having these skills should help the pupil move through the phases of PECS more quickly. 
Pupil A needs to develop his Formal Communication Skills, PVCS - 3. Use of symbols, signs or speech
These targets are now in place for Pupil A;
1. Shakes head to indicate No in response to simple question PVCS 17/3
2. Nods head to indicate Yes in response to simple question PVCS 17/4
3. Regularly and spontaneously uses a few symbols or pictures to express needs or preferences

Alongside the PVCS we assessed pupil A on the PECS critical communication checklist. 
PECS list nine critical communication skills, these are;
1. Request reinforcers
2. Request assistance
3. Indicate ‘no’ to ‘Do you want?’
4. Indicate ‘yes’ to ‘Do you want?’
5. Request ‘break’
6. Respond to ‘wait’
7. Follow functional directions
8. Transition between activities 
9. Follow schedule
There are overlaps between the targets gained from the PVCS and the PECs critical communication skills.  
At present pupil A shows these skills but not consistently and appropriately. E.g. shaking head for ‘no’, or hitting out for ‘no’.  if the child cannot calmly and effectively engage in each skill then the student will most likely try other means to achieve the same outcome. (Frost & Bondy, 2002) Pupil A’s behaviour is a cause for concern, their behaviour is now interfering with their learning and excluding them from learning opportunities. Pupil A can become aggressive with staff if frustrated. The triggers for the behaviour are linked to the critical skills, e.g. moving from one activity to another, needing a break or being asked to wait and indicating no. Teaching the pupil to communicate these needs using PECs would improve the pupil’s behaviour. 
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Ethical considerations before starting the research would be consent being obtained from parental guardians and assent taken from child as a willingness to participate in the task. The right to withdraw from the research would always be given. This would be accepted from the child if they refused to participate in the task. Data would be anonymised to protect the identity of the participant. Each child in the class had an individual learning pathway, this identifies approaches to use with each child that are likely to be successful. This will ensure no child is missing the opportunity to participate in an intervention that they may benefit from. (BERA, 2001)
Observations would be used to form the main data collection. Structured, systematic quantitative. Observations (Cohen, et al., 2003)would take place daily using PECs observation sheets. The data sheets used would differ depending on the Phase the child is working at but all would include data on the type and amount of prompting needed ( E.g independent, full physical prompt or partial physical prompt) and the number of trails completed and the success rate. 
The observer would be a non-participant in the group. The staff member not involved in the direct teaching of the PECs lessons would observe in order to collect the data quickly and objectively. While the preparation of the observation may take time, numerical data can be analysed quickly to see the results of the effectiveness of the lesson in developing the communication skills of the child.  The observer may need to practise collecting the data as the exchanges of PECs in Phase 1 and 2 are quick. The observer will need to know where to locate themselves, what to focus on, where to look and how to record each exchange. They will need to be discrete as not to discrete the participant from the task. (Cohen, et al., 2003). 
PECS would take place each day in up to 5 training trials depending on the child that day. PECs would also be used throughout the day to practise and reinforce previous phases covered. It is advised that over 50 instances a day of using PECS is needed. 
Critical incidents will need to be recorded in the form of unstructured observations. The structured observation will take place during the direct teaching of PECs however as the use of PECs increases we would expect to see more spontaneous use of the PECs symbols. These incidents will form a crucial part of the data collection as spontaneous communication is the final desired result. These notes will provide qualitative data, allowing the researching to write more about context and purpose of the spontaneous communication in order to get a deeper understanding of the child’s communication efforts. 
As Pupil A has some experience of PECS (although it is stated in PECS literature that little prerequisites are required before starting) empirical evidence suggests that being able to discriminate between pictures and deliberately communicating needs to others through gestures pupil A should rapidly acquire the skills needed in phase 1,2and 3. 
The master criterion being; 
Phase 1, independent exchange across 3-5 reinforcers with 2+ communicative partners in 2 different environments. 
Phase 2, pupil should be able to cross the room to retrieve picture and cross room to communicative partner. 
Phase 3, pupil exchanges correct picture on 80% of trials using several target pictures versus several distracter pictures (Frost & Bondy, 2012).

The data collected from the PECS lessons would quickly allow us to interpret the results to see if mastery has been achieved and when to move the pupil onto the next phase. Using the data collected we could also ensure there are enough exchanges taking place each day, the communicative partners are changed, and the items used are varied to ensure the child generalises the skills learned. Structured lessons would still take place each day up to 5 times and used in relaxed environments as often as possible throughout the day. 
During Phase 4 where the sentence strip is introduced stating with ‘I want….’ data would still take place using structured observation sheets focusing on the level of prompting needed to complete this step. It is at this point that the teaching of ‘help’ starts. The child can then say ‘I want help.’ This should help decrease unwanted behaviours as the children is able to calmly and effectively express their need for help. We would continue at this stage teaching the children to indicate ‘yes’ and ‘no’ appropriately. Giving the pupil a way to make a choice by saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’, will support their well being and confidence that they can independently make a choice.
During Phase 5 and 6 children are taught to answer in a response to ‘what do you want?’ and comment in response to their environment using ‘I see, I hear, I feel etc’. Once again data collection would be in the form of structured observations. We would expect children to be independently accessing their PECS regularly throughout the day to request. 
Behaviour would be observed using unstructured observations. Noting behaviour as and when they occur. As the PECS training continues we would expect to see a decline in inappropriate behaviours and the child is becoming less frustrated with a lack of communication skills and more independent in their initiating communication to request items. Research conducted by Conklin & Mayer (2010) found that using PECS increased their initiation of requests, thereby increasing their independence and choice making, which also appears to have collateral effects on problem behaviors. Similarly, Malhotra, et al, (2010) found that after training in PECS, problem behaviors often subside as the benefits of communication become more tangible. 

To conclude, empirical evidence has found that PECS can improve communication skills of children with Autism. We would expect to see spontaneous initiation of communication with a communicative partner. PECS can give pupils a reason and a reward to communicate, and supports independent communication that can be used at home, at school and in the community. As the use of symbols is universal it allows the pupil to communicate with everyone around them therefore not limiting their skills to only those who know them well. 
In response to the targets from the PVCS
1. Shakes head to indicate No in response to simple question PVCS 17/3
2. Nods head to indicate Yes in response to simple question PVCS 17/4
3. Regularly and spontaneously uses a few symbols or pictures to express needs or preferences
We would expect the student to achieve target 3 within the first few weeks of PECS training. 

In response to the PECS critical communication skills, we would expect the pupil to achieve these skills over the course of 12-24 months. PECS research has found that students need 12 months or more of PECS training before they are competent communicators. 
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[bookmark: _GoBack]When language and communication improve, nonverbal individuals have improved access to the curriculum, access to social interaction and tools to manage behaviour (Grandbois, 2012), therefore developing communication skills should be the priority in our classrooms. The theories, assessments and intervention programmes linked to developing communication skills plus the use of augmentative and alternative forms of communication can support learners of all levels of communication. Choosing a form of communication is an individual process and may take on many forms. A total communication approach should be used in the classroom to ensure the learners are able to achieve the best outcomes to improve communication and quality of life. A total communication approach will use communication passports to ensure every adult that comes into contact with the child knows the ways in which the communicate. The use of visual timetables to support routines and transitions can help support children to feel in control of their environment alongside objects of reference. The use of symbols and pictures support visual learners and using signing alongside speech and symbols gives the child the best opportunity of understanding what is being communicated. Voice output communication aids support all levels of learners with communication difficulties. Using a total communication approach within your classroom ensures communication is the most important feature of an effective classroom, consistency with and between staff develops skilled communication partners who are able to adapt their communication skills to meet the needs of the individual they are supporting. 
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