	
	
	





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 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
The objective of this discussion is to explore and reflect on the use of Augmentative Alternative Communication to support a child with Severe Learning Difficulties. 
Communication refers to the sharing of information between two people, language refers to the method of human communication via spoken or written means, it is the formalised version of communicating, as discussed by Battye (2018).  There are many reasons as to why we might communicate with one another, one being to get our needs met.  An interesting vignette that attracted the authors initial interest to the topic can be seen in the following quotation, “Only 7% of human communication is verbal” (Battye, 2018:1). This research posed an interesting insight and allows for further research to be made on the subject. A major part of communication is via non-verbal means, such as by using gestures, body language and facial expressions. A new born baby will use pre-intentional communication, where they are unable to realise that their cries will result in having their needs met. As the baby develops their communication skills they begin to realise that the adult is responding to their attempts at communicating and their communication develops from pre-intentional to intentional. 
The discussion will take the following format initially with an extensive literature review where the author has looked at a large volume of texts and publications on the subject and has utilised them to inform judgements. Due to the large amount of research available on this topic the literature review was a particular area of focus for this piece as it supported identifying those sources that helped identify the practical model of support for the pupil profile, as described. 
The profile, which is an important element of the question is relatively succinct due to the limited nature of information that was appropriate to include in this discussion, due to ethical implications, as discussed below. Nonetheless, the profile still provides an important framework from which to consider the various approaches that could be adopted in supporting communication skills. 
The methodology in this particular discussion relates to the theoretical approaches the author would take based on the literary research undertaken when considered in the context of the pupil profile and their particular communication needs. The author outlines the potential ethical guidelines and limitations associated with undertaking a case study about this topic. As this is theoretical based on a profile, without any implementation of any approach described in the discussion, the ethical considerations are only theoretical also and have no potential impact on any pupils. 
The rationale is another key element to this discussion as the author has used this section to focus on the theoretical principles from which an approach has been identified for the profiled pupil. The theoretical content within the rationale has been used to justify why the particular approach has been selected. 
By linking theoretical principles identified through research and then applying them to a particular pupil profile, it is hoped that this will create a very practical way for the author to apply learning to their own teaching practice. 
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This section will consider the variety of literature that is available to the author which has been used to inform this discussion.  
There is a large volume of research and publications in reference to this topic allowing the author scope to consider a wide selection of sources. There are a number of key publications which have been focused on however, and these will be reviewed herewith.
Battye (2018:1) in ‘Who’s Afraid of AAC?’ is a publication which is more practical in its approach which helps the author translate the theory behind communication and language into an identified approach. An example of one of the useful insights gained via this research can be shown where it states that communication is the sharing of information that happens between two people that are aware of what the message means. 
The development of communication can be separated into two approaches, ‘The sociolinguistic approach’ and ‘the psycholinguistic aproach’ as stated by Coupe O'Kane & Goldbart (1998:2) in ‘Communication before Speech’. This publication was used by the author as it provided a theoretical framework to provide context for the wider discussion as it highlighted two concepts on which to reflect. The psycholinguistic approach has four main principles, one of which states for intentional communication to develop at least ‘some level of cognitive intentinality is required’ as discussed by Camaioni (1993) and Schweigert, (1989) cited in O’Kane & Goldbart (1998:2). Harris (1992, cited in Coupe O'Kane & Goldbart, 1998:2) discusses the sociolinguistic approach and raises the point that children will only communicate if they have a reason to, they need to be motivated and have a purpose for their communication.  
One influential theorist on this topic is Piaget, who reflects the breath and historic nature of research in this area, which the author feels is best reflected through his publication of ‘ Language and Thought of the Child’ (2014). Piaget (2014) asserts that the early expressions made by children in the beginning stages of communication before speech have been descibed as ego-centric speech, stating that children use repetition or echolalia of words and sounds simply for the enjoyment of talking. Piaget’s work is particularly helpful as it has provided a number of successive researchers on the topic of communication and language development. Piaget’s influence on successive research is exemplified in another publication used for this discussion, ‘How Children Learn’ by Pound (2008). Pound (2008:37) reiterates Piaget’s research where she discusses Piaget’s theory about stages of development, in which children have to be at a particuar stage in order to learn a new skill. 
Pound (2008:19) also discusses the theory of Sigmund Freud and other psycoanalytic theorists. In comparison to Piaget, Freud theorised that there are stages to devlopment, however in contrast to Piaget, he believed that development happens when we struggle to balance the demands of our subconcious. This provided some challenge and balance to Piaget’s theories which allows for further understanding of the topic to develop. 
There are a considerable number of texts referring to the barrier to communication that children with aditional learning difficulties may face, one of which is ‘Building Bridges Through Sensory Integration’ by Yack, et al. (2002). This provides a clear context about therapies for children with autism and other developmental disorders. This publication gave the author an insight into the combination of sensory integration and communication strategies and how they support each other. Another text, ‘Finding You, Finding Me’ by Caldwell (2006) provided vital insight into pre-verbal communication and how to develop these early communication skills in children wil additional learning difficulties, especially Autism Spectrum Disorder/Condition (ASD/C). In relation to this text, additional publications that provide clarity on the topic were used to support the authors interpretation of the matter, ‘Understanding Intensive interaction’ by Firth et.al (2010) discusses the differences between functional communication and social interactions which added another level to the author’s understanding of why individuals communicate.  Sensory Stimulation: Sensory-focused Activities for People with Physical and Multiple Disabilities’ by Fowler, (2007) describes the challenges that support staff working alongside those with additional and sometimes challenging learning needs find when trying to identify what motivates the person. This supported the authors knowledge and allowed the author to use this research to inform decisions made in the following sections.
The Elklan range of texts, Language Builders for Pupils with SLD’ by Elks, et al. (2013),  ‘Language Builders for Complex Needs’ by Elks & McLachlan (2007) and ‘Language Builders for AAC’ by Kirton, et al. (2013) have provided a greater comprehension and a rounded understanding of communication and language skills and how to equip learners with the ability to communicate effectively. 
‘The Effects of Switch Training on the Communication of Children with Autism and Severe Disabilities’ by Taylor Dyches (1998) is a research report about the effectiveness of using switches as an Augmentatative Alternative Communication device with children on the autism spectrum and it observed that prior to 1998 no formal research had been published on the topic. This article presented the author of this discussion some thought-provoking evidence about why children with autism had been denied the use of technical AAC devices to support and develop their communication skills. It was highlighted in this article that perhaps the cost of using high-tech devices would out weigh the overall benefits of using such a device, this argument will be discussed in greater detail hereafter. This study also provided a much need insight into the effectiveness of using switches as a form of AAC with children on the autism spectrum, it supported the authors views, which will be justified further in this discusion.
‘Assistive Technology: Principle and Applications for Communication Disorders and Special Education’ by Wendt and Lyle (2011) affords arguments against the use of AAC as well as arguments for. It forces the author to think about the possible barriers that could be presented when using aided communication devices such as switches. It not only discusses the potential cost implications surrounding high-tech communication devices but the text argues the point about motivation. This supported the authors understanding and engaged the authors thoughts about what forms of AAC are not only suitable and appropriate for the learners needs, but are also highly motivating for the participant.
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The aims of this section is to highlight the different approaches available to support a pupil with Severe Learning Difficulties to develop communication and language skills. The interventions mentioned in this section will all be forms of Alternative and Augmentative Communication (AAC), a combination of low-tech and high-tech AAC will be discussed with the relevance of each related to the needs of Pupil A.
Pupil A has been highlighted as in need of a communication intervention to support and develop pre-verbal communications skills. Pupil A has a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder and a Statement of Special Educational Needs, which describes a severe delay in speech and language skills, communication and social skills. Pupil A has been assessed using Performance - P Scale – attainment targets for pupils with special educational needs (Department for Education, 2017) and is working within P3i across all areas of learning. Pupil A has also been assessed using the Routes for Learning Routemap, (Welsh Assembly Government, 2006) and is developing skills between points 26 – ‘Contingency Awareness’ and 34 – ‘Object Permanence’.
Elks & McLachlan (2007:7) refer to ‘Communicating Steps’, a grid which highlights the six levels of communication children up to 5 years old would typically go through when learning to communicate. It gives an insight into what children should be communicating and how they would be communicating it as well as how they interact with others and engage in play skills. In comparison to this document is the ‘Developmental Norms’ grid cited in ‘A Practical guide to Child Observation and Assessment’ by (Hobart & Frankel, 2004) which offers a more detailed and insightful description of the developmental stages neuro-typical children up to 16 years old would journey through. In reference to both of these documents, Pupil A seems to be a best fit for the ‘Anticipatory’ level which equates to P Level 2 and developing similarly to a neuro-typical at 5-8month old. Battye (2018:2) suggests that the leap between pre-intentional and intentional interactions would be seen before a child’s first birthday in a neuro-typical child, however, children and adults with severe learning difficulties (SLD) or profound and multiple difficulties (PMLD) may not make that leap until later on in life, if at all. Therefore, it is incredibly important to ensure that there are sufficient skills in order for others to successfully communicate.  Children, like Pupil A, with additional learning difficulties such as ASD find conventional face to face, verbal communication difficult for a number of reasons. Empirical evidence can be used to support this assessment as Pupil A is able to signal likes, wants and dislikes and anticipate familiar routines. 
“It was snack time, the previous session had ended and the adults were preparing cups and bowls. Some other children were coming up to the counter to collect their drinks and snacks, Pupil A followed the other pupils into the kitchen area. Pupil A opened the fridge door and took out a yoghurt and placed it towards their face.” (Critical Incident 1)
This observation highlights a lack of verbal social communication skills which supports the sociolinguistic approach where it was stated that children will communicate if there is a need or motivation. In this case Pupil A’s motivation was to eat, and used pre-verbal communication skills to achieve the desired outcome. The next level of communication is ‘Intentional’, where the child communicates purposeful ‘messages’ without words using non-verbal communication to get their needs and wants met. At this stage, the child’s interaction skills are solely reliant on the other person responding to their attempts at communicating, the child is developing joint attention and such interventions as ‘Intensive Interaction’ would be beneficial. ‘Intensive Interaction’ is a therapeutic approach designed to allow pre-intentional communicators to develop their skills and become intentional and purposeful communicators, as described by Battye (2018:2). Successful outcomes have already been achieved through this intervention with Pupil A, eye-contact, engagement and mimicking of actions have been witnessed by the author during sessions. The importance of using such strategies is a view shared by both Caldwell (2006:97) and Firth, et al. (2010) who suggest that it is first important to build positive relationships in order to foster purposeful connections built around mutal enjoyment, Pupil A regularly shows enjoyment when participating in joint attention with familiar adults and is beginning to seek out interactions from adults during shared sessions. Donald Winnicott’s theory, as described by Pound (2008:18) in How Children Learn, underlines the importance of adult engagement in child play focussing primarily on mother and child interactions. This reflects the entire premise of the ‘Intensive Interaction’ therapy comparing the mother’s face to a mirror for the baby.
Donald Winnicott’s theory behind transitional objects as quoted by Pound (2008:18) states “the first thing in the world that belongs to the infant, and yet is not part of the infant.” (Winnicott 1957 cited in Manning-Morton & Thorp 2003, cited in Pound, 2008:19) This early theory relates to the use of AAC approaches to support and develop communication skills via the use of objects, signs, symbols or photographs to help contextualise and understand the spoken word. Piaget’s sensorimotor stage, as described by Pound (2008:37) as the stage where babies and toddlers knowledge is taken from their senses and physical actions and “become aware of object permanence – the realsisation that objects have their own existence, independent of our perception of them.” (Pound, 2008:37). This research informed the authors understanding of the early development of communication and the significance of using real, concrete objects to support understanding of verbal language and therefore how best to support Pupil A. Integrated Treatment Services, (2018) state that the use of Objects of Reference (OoR) provide visual cues, enables choices, identifies the start of a new activity or transition as well as increasing the understanding of verbal speech. A symbolic development assessment was undertaken for Pupil A, before the author began this discussion, and it was identified that Pupil A is working at the Object Level. Pupil A has a range of significant objects that relate to specific and consistent activities relevant to them and that are always available. The use of these objects is consistent and they make sense to the pupil, this is reiterated as an important part of the programme by Communication Matters (2015).
 “…our practical experience is that if someone is using a communication aid then their spoken language will actually improve…rather than decline” (complexneeds.org.uk, 2012) .
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The aim of the methodology is to clearly outline the considerations that would have to be deliberated if a ‘case study’ on the subject were to be carried out.  When all of the considerations have been discussed the author will clear justify the reasons behind the choice of AAC intervention within the rationale.
Following previous initial assessments of Pupil A’s communication and language skills and comparing other possible interventions it has been highlighted that the use of an AAC would strongly benefit Pupil A’s communication and language skills. 
The AAC approach that would hypothetically be chosen would be the use of an aided AAC method using a combination of low-tech and high-tech ‘switches’ to support and develop communication and language skills.
‘Switches’, as defined by Taylor Dyches (1998) are mechanisms that interface the user with either a battery operated or electronical device. 
Wendt & Lyle (2011:134) discuss the importance of motivation when using any forms of technology, without moyivation it is highly likely that the participant will not want to engage with the activities set out, rendering the intevention inept. It has been percieved that Pupil A enjoys movement, colour and noise, as referred to in Critical Incident 2 and so tailoring the intervention activities towards exteroceptive stimuli would be decidedly motivating.
Taking the aforementioned points into consideration the communication devices that are deemed to be appropriate and available are; a switch, a switch interface box, selection of switch assissted toys such as a flipping rabbit, disco ball, bubble machine, fan, foot spa and dedicated computer software including familiar photographs and images to stimulate a response.
If this additional intervention were to be completed, with all of these considerations taken into account, it would still, however, have to follow ethical guidelines in accordance with BERA (2011). 
If a case study were to be researched and written on this subject then these are the considerations the facilitator would have to assess. Prior to the implementation of the intervention a discussion would be facilitated with the pupil’s parents/guardians and a Speech and Language Specialist to ensure consistency and accuracy of approach in the best interest of the child. The parents/guardians would be included in the discussions and consent would be obtained. The facilitator of the intervention would be sensitive to the participants needs and would not continue with the intervention if the participant became distressed or uncomfortable, the facilitator is aware of the participants needs and would be able to make an informed decision.
The intervention would be carried out with integrity and completed to the highest standard. All participant’s data will be treated with anonymity and confidentiality to minimise any adverse effects that may arise if the research were to be published. 
There are some possible barriers to setting up and implementing this intervention that could diminish the successfulness of the desired outcomes. It is conceivable that the use of technology could impede the learner’s development if the equipment is not correctly installed, has sufficient power or batteries or does not have access to the appropriate software to match the hardware. It is the role of the facilitator to ensure that every measure is taken to ensure that these do not create obstructions to the research. All equipment being used with the participant would have to follow appropriate health and safety guidelines and would be Portable Appliance Tested prior to being used.  It is also imperative that all equipment is readily available throughout the whole intervention to ensure consistency, it would be counterproductive to allow the participant to be met with repeated failure and could possibly result in learned helplessness (Abrahamson, Seligman & Teasdale, 1978 as cited in Wendt & Lyle, 2011:134). 
An initial baseline Switch Progression Road Map (Bean, 2011) assessment has previously been completed by a Speech and Language Therapist and Pupil A’s teacher and it was agreed that Pupil A is currently working at the ‘Experiential’ level, as observed in the following vignette
“Pupil A was in the sensory room with a familiar adult. The adult repeatedly pressed the switch to operate the bubble machine, Pupil A gave a positive response to the changes of colour by smiling and vocalising. When the adult stopped pressing the switch Pupil A turned away from the machine.”
(Critical Incident 2)
This critical piece of empirical evidence supports the initial assessment as described above, the key milestone that Pupil A is currently working at is ‘Student begins to respond consistently to ICT generated activities and experiences’ (Bean, 2011). If the intervention was to be put in place, another Switch Progression Road Map Assessment would be completed if the intervention had been ongoing consistently for at least 6 weeks. The aim of the intervention would be to progress the participant onto at least the next key milestone, ‘Student begins to be more proactive in their intentions’, which would take the participant into the ‘Making something happen’ level of the assessment.
In comparison to the points highlighted previously in this discussion, there is evidence to suggest that there are negative views about the use of an AAC method. ASHA, (2018) discusses the points of view and worries or concerns that some parents or professionals may have regarding the use of an AAC method which may affect their willingness to engage with AAC. One example of a common myth, “Introducing AAC will reduce an individual's motivation to improve natural speech and will hinder language development.” (ASHA 2018) Many believe that if a child has access to AAC then it would not motivate them to use their own spoken language and in turn the child could be misconcieved as being too heavily reliant on a machine to do the talking for them. This view can be supported by the empirial evidence observed by the author. Taylor Dyches (1998) also discusses some possible issues that may arise from using AAC, especially ‘switching mechanisms’ or ‘switches’ as they are more commonly known. As previously discussed this article suggested that the use of communication devices for children with ‘cognitive impairments’ would be too costly and ‘cognitive prerequisites’  should be met first. This publication was published in 1998, since then the availability of technology has developed and while the affordability of high-tech devices is still costly, the readiness of applications to support communication has increased. The Communication Bill of Rights (National Joint Commitee for the Communication Needs of Persons with Severe Disabilities, 1992) asserts that all people with a disability have the right to access “functional AAC and AT (Assistive Technology) services and devices at all times”, meaning that as educational professionals, it is our duty to ensure that all children have the opportunity to have their voices heard. Nevertheless, with all arguments reflected upon the author considers that sufficient details have been given in validation for the chosen AAC method and the appropriateness of the method towards the suggested participant. It has been emphasised that Pupil A would benefit from receiving such intervention and has been suitably assessed prior to this discussion. All considerations have been thoughtfully examined to the best of the authors knowledge and so believes that the use of ‘switches’ as a form of AAC would strongly enhance the participants communication and language skills. This is further reinforced through the research of Taylor Dyches where she stated, “switch training was an effective strategy for helping students with autism and severe disabilities to communicate a simple message.” (1998:160). Further to this, ‘Alan’ as identified in the case study published by Taylor Dyches (1998:152), shares similar learning needs to Pupil A. In particular, both have a diagnosis of ASD with a severe communication delay. Both ‘Alan’ and Pupil A share similar modes of communication such as echolalia and laughter, similarly to ‘Alan’, Pupil A’s vocalisations and echolalic sounds do not appear to be in relation to specific events within the environment. Whilst it is not a certain outcome that two pupils with similar characteristics will always respond in the same way to an approach in the context of a classroom environment, based on the limited profile information available for Pupil A and for the purpose of this discussion, this is still identifiable as an effective approach. 
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The Communication Bill of Rights (National Joint Commitee for the Communication Needs of Persons with Severe Disabilities, 1992) asserts that all people with a disability have the right to access “functional AAC and AT (Assistive Technology) services and devices at all times”. Further to this, Taylor Dyches states “switch training was an effective strategy for helping students with autism and severe disabilities to communicate a simple message.” (1998:160). Therefore, the author’s conclusion that the use of switches is both appropriate and effective in principle when supporting a pupil with needs similar to those in the pupil profile, is sound based on the research identified in this discussion. Despite this conclusion however, the fact that ‘Communication is a dynamic process not a static situation so we should never “arrive” at a definitive programme for a child.’ (Brown, cited in Wyman, 1996 cited in Welsh Assembly Government, 2006:28) means that other methods and approaches to communication should also be considered as part of a wide range and flexible package of support for pupils. Indeed; a multi-modal approach is needed to ensure that the child is well equipped to communicate effectively. In real life communication is multi-modal (combining speech with gestures etc) communication with learners with additional needs should be readily accessible by all, using range of aided and unaided modes you can capitalise on the strengths of each and minimise the limitations. (Mitchell, 2014). 
It is clear, that due to the depth of research available on this topic, as identified in the literature review of this discussion, there is a lot of opportunity to consider multiple approaches for pupils with varying communication needs, many of which with sound academic basis for their justification. 
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