Case Study – Focus area – Communication

It is crucial to provide non-verbal children with opportunities to develop communication strategies and social skills as communication is a fundamental aspect of human interaction and is essential for personal and social development. Non-verbal children face significant challenges in communicating with others, which can lead to frustration, social isolation, and difficulties in accessing education and other services. Providing non-verbal children with opportunities to develop communication strategies and social skills is critical to their overall well-being and success in life. With appropriate support and resources, non-verbal children can overcome communication barriers and participate in their social settings.

The new Additional Learning Needs (ALN) bill in Wales aims to reform the system for identifying and supporting children and young people with additional learning needs, including those related to speech, language, and communication. The bill recognizes that speech, language, and communication difficulties can significantly impact a child's ability to access education and reach their full potential. Here's how speech, language, and communication development can affect the implementation of the ALN bill in Wales. The ALN bill emphasizes the importance of early identification and assessment of additional learning needs. Speech, language, and communication difficulties can be identified through comprehensive assessments by professionals such as speech and language therapists. These assessments help determine the appropriate support and interventions needed for the child's specific communication needs. The new bill promotes a person-centred approach, focusing on the needs and aspirations of the child or young person. For those with speech, language, and communication needs, this approach ensures that their communication goals and preferences are central to the support they receive. It involves collaboration between parents, professionals, and the child themselves to develop appropriate strategies and interventions. As a starting point, I have focused on four key main areas (regarding speech, language, and communication), Developing Communication Skills, Making Choices, Maximising Engagement and Social Skills.


1. Developing Communication Skills
Section 1. A – Develop Fix and Follow skills.
"Fix and follow" is a technique that encourages eye movement and strengthens the muscles responsible for controlling eye movements. By presenting a target (such as a toy or light) in different positions and encouraging the child to fix their gaze on the target and follow it with their eyes as it moves. The staff team should use the below strategies that can encourage fix and follow:
· Train staff on the Positive Looking 1 technique (Gwyneth McCormack)
· Use targets that are highly interesting to the child, such as a toy, musical instrument, or bright-coloured object, he likes the colour orange so use this to encourage participation. 
· Use visual and verbal prompts to help the child attend to the target and maintain his focus on it (Section 1. B – Follow items for 2-3 minutes).
· Staff to start with simple movements and gradually increase the complexity and difficulty level of the targets and movements as the child progresses with input from the Visual Impairment team.

Research has shown that fix and follow can be effective in improving eye movement and strength in children with visual impairments or developmental delays (Rosenberg et al., 2013). However, it is important to note that the effectiveness of the technique may vary depending on the individual needs and abilities of the child and the Visual Impairment and Occupational therapist team would be involved to determine the appropriate use and frequency of fix and follow activities for a specific child.


Section 2 – Making Choices
Section 2. A – Make a choice with an item.
To make choices with physical items, staff can provide a range of objects or materials for the child or young person to choose from. Eventually, he can also use items and picture cards or symbols to support and develop his understanding of the choices available to them. 
The aim of making choices with physical items is to empower the child to have control over his environment and make decisions that affect his daily life, which parents are hoping to develop. It will also help to develop his communication skills, decision-making skills, and independence. Making choices with physical items is particularly important for children and young people with speech, language, and communication needs. It helps to overcome communication barriers and provides opportunities for them to participate in activities and make decisions in a way that is accessible to them.

In a teaching and learning context, by providing opportunities for the child to make choices, staff can promote his sense of autonomy and self-determination, which can ultimately lead to more positive outcomes in his learning and development.

Section 2. B – Choose between more than two items.
Encouraging the child to make choices and express themselves, is an important aspect of supporting his autonomy and developing his decision-making. There are several ways that the staff can promote choice-making with the child, 
· Give the child options to choose from, such as "Would you like an apple, pear or banana for a snack?" or "Do you want to wear the yellow shirt, blue shirt or red shirt today?"
· Model decision-making behaviours for the child by narrating your own choices and explaining your reasoning.
· Acknowledge and praise the child for making choices, even if the choice is not what you would have chosen.

Research has shown that promoting choice-making in children can have positive effects on their behaviour, motivation, and self-esteem (Paterson et al., 2019). Additionally, allowing children to make choices and control their lives can lead to increased compliance with rules and requests and decreased behaviour problems (Dunst et al., 2012). It is important to note that the level of support needed to promote choice-making may vary depending on the child's developmental level and individual needs. Some children may need more structured choices or prompts to make decisions, while others may benefit from more open-ended decision-making opportunities. This would need to be reviewed regularly to ensure targets are realistic but also that the child is being challenged. 
Section 2. C – Choose between symbols.
Choosing between two symbols can promote independence in several ways, firstly, when the child is presented with a choice between two symbols, they are required to decide what they want or need. This helps to develop decision-making skills and encourages him to take an active role in his learning and development. Choosing between two symbols also allows the child to express his preferences and communicate his needs and wants more effectively. In addition, being able to choose between two symbols can also promote a sense of independence, which can help to build self-confidence and self-esteem and will encourage the child to take ownership of his learning and development. When the child is given choices, he is more likely to feel empowered and motivated, which can lead to more positive behaviour and engagement. By providing opportunities for children to make choices throughout the day, teachers and caregivers can help to create a more positive and engaging learning environment.

Section 3 Maximise Engagement
Section 3. A – Follow a Now and Next board.
Using a "now and next" board can support the child's engagement by providing him with a visual cue and a clear understanding of what is expected of him at a given time. A "now and next" board is a simple visual aid that shows the child what activity he is currently doing and what he will be doing next. By using the board, he can see what is expected from him clearly and concisely. This will help him to focus on the task at hand and reduce anxiety or uncertainty about what comes next. Knowing what is expected of him will also help to build confidence and self-esteem, as he will feel more in control of his environment. Providing a clear structure and routine for the child can also help reduce challenging behaviours. This is particularly helpful for children with autism or other developmental disabilities, who may struggle with transitions or changes to their routine. 

"Routine is not just important for children with autism; it is essential. Establishing and maintaining a predictable schedule provides a sense of security and stability that can greatly benefit individuals with developmental disabilities." - Autism Speaks

Section 3. B – Have a Visual timetable.
Using a visual timetable can support the child's engagement in several ways. A visual timetable is a tool that will provide the child with a clear, visual representation of his daily schedule, usually in the form of pictures or symbols. Firstly, a visual timetable can help to reduce the child's anxiety and stress by providing them with a clear understanding of what is expected of them throughout the day. It is noted that the child may struggle with transitions or changes to his routines. By having a visual timetable displayed would make him feel more at ease when he can see what is coming up next. Furthermore, A visual timetable will also help to increase the child's independence by enabling them to take responsibility for their schedule (at certain points of the day). In addition, by knowing what they need to do and when the child can start to manage his own time and become more self-directed. For children with learning difficulties or developmental delays, a visual timetable can be an effective way to help them understand the concept of time and sequencing. By seeing the pictures or symbols representing different activities, children can start to understand the order in which things happen. A visual timetable can also serve as a communication tool between the child and their teacher, parent, or caregiver. By using the same symbols or pictures in the timetable as are used in other contexts, such as during a lesson or at home, communication can be more consistent and effective. Parents have stated that the child does not get much stimulation at home, by using a visual timetable the child be supported to choose activities he would like to do at home, i.e., go to the park, play with a doll, or have a story. 

Overall, using a visual timetable is a simple but effective way to support the child's engagement and understanding of his daily routine. By reducing anxiety, increasing independence, improving understanding, and enhancing communication, a visual timetable can help to create a more positive and engaging learning environment for children.

Section. 3. C – Using switches in class.
Research has shown that early intervention and ongoing support can help non-verbal children develop effective communication strategies, including the use of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) tools such as picture symbols, communication boards, and speech-generating devices. AAC has been shown to improve communication outcomes for non-verbal children, including increased social engagement, expressive language skills, and overall quality of life (Millar et al., 2018).

In addition to AAC, non-verbal children can benefit from social skills development, this focuses on developing their ability to initiate and maintain social interactions, understand social cues, and build relationships with others. Social skills training has been shown to improve social competence and reduce problem behaviours in children with developmental disabilities, including those who are non-verbal (Kwok et al., 2019).

Communication switches are assistive technology devices that enable non-verbal individuals to communicate using pre-recorded messages or customised phrases. These switches can be used to maximise engagement and participation for non-verbal children in a variety of settings, including home, school, and community environments. Here are some strategies for using communication switches to maximise engagement:

· Program the communication switch with highly motivating messages or phrases that are relevant to the child's interests and preferences. This can help increase the child's motivation and engagement in using the switch. 
· Use the communication switch to facilitate social interactions with peers and adults by programming messages that encourage conversation, turn-taking, and social engagement. For this child, the use of a large switch to greet the class could be used to encourage participation and engagement. He will also be able to develop the use of switches in his sessions as shown on his timetable.
· Use the communication switch to provide the child with opportunities to make choices and express preferences. This can help promote independence and increase the child's sense of control. The long-term aim is that the child can make choices and use switches to answer closed questions. 
· Encourage the child to use the communication switch in different environments, such as at home, school, and in the community. This can help promote generalisation and increase the child's communication skills across different settings. Parents have stated that the child doesn’t get enough stimulation at home. Practising switch work at home could motivate and engage the child in addition to continuing his development in different environments. Research has shown that the use of communication switches can have positive effects on communication skills, social interactions, and engagement for non-verbal individuals (Raghavendra et al., 2019; McNaughton & Light, 2013). It is important to note that the effectiveness of the communication switch may vary depending on the individual needs and abilities of the child and that proper training and support may be necessary for the successful use of the device.


Section 4. Social Skills 
Developing social skills in children is crucial for the child’s overall well-being and success in relationships. Three of the key aspects that will contribute to social skill development are turn-taking, choosing who to work with, alongside focusing on positive interactions. These factors can support a child's social growth, as he develops these skills, they will need to be amended accordingly to challenge him. The child can let others know when he is unhappy or in pain so ensuring that staff focus on positive interactions will ensure he is engaged and present during that time.  Developing social skills is closely linked to the social learning theory proposed by psychologist Albert Bandura. According to this theory, individuals learn by observing and imitating the behaviours of others, whether through direct experiences or vicarious learning. In the context of social skills development, children and young people learn by observing how others interact, express emotions, and engage in social situations. They imitate the social behaviours and communication styles they see, acquiring and practising social skills through modelling. Positive reinforcement, such as praise or approval, strengthens desired social behaviours, while negative reinforcement discourages or inhibits certain behaviours. Models, including parents, teachers, peers, and media characters, provide examples for children and young people to learn from. By observing and modelling their behaviours, individuals acquire appropriate social skills and develop a sense of self-efficacy in social interactions. Understanding the social learning theory informs interventions and strategies to support social skills development in children and young people.

Section 4. A – Turn-taking.
Encouraging the child to take turns during play or group activities will help him develop important social skills such as patience, empathy, and cooperation. By waiting for his turn and sharing opportunities with others, the child will learn to respect the needs and feelings of his peers. This skill is essential in building positive relationships and collaborative abilities that extend beyond childhood.

Section 4. B – Choosing who to work with 
Allowing the child to have a say in selecting his playmates or group partners again, promotes autonomy and decision-making skills. When allowed to choose, children can gravitate toward individuals they feel comfortable with or share common interests. This will enhance his social engagement and motivation to interact. It will also encourage him to consider different perspectives and adapt to working with diverse personalities.

Section 4. C – Focussing on positive interactions.
Emphasising positive interactions fosters a supportive and inclusive social environment. Encouraging the child to engage in kind and respectful behaviours, such as sharing, expressing gratitude, or offering help, helps build empathy and a sense of community. By focusing on positive interactions, the child learns to value and appreciate others, which strengthens social bonds and creates a safe and enjoyable social atmosphere.

Incorporating these elements into the child’s daily activities and providing guidance and modelling will significantly contribute to his social skill development. Practising turn-taking, offering choices, and fostering positive interactions not only enhance his ability to navigate social situations effectively but also cultivate a foundation for building meaningful and lasting relationships throughout his lives.
Research has consistently shown the significance of these practices in promoting children's social skill development. A study by Denham et al. (2003) demonstrated that turn-taking games and activities positively influenced preschoolers sharing behaviours and cooperative play. Additionally, a study by Kapikiran and Karaçam (2012) highlighted the positive impact of children's choice in selecting their play partners on their social competence. Fostering social skills in children through turn-taking, allowing them to choose who to work with, and emphasizing positive interactions are essential for their social and emotional growth. These practices facilitate effective communication, cooperation, empathy, and the ability to form meaningful relationships, all of which are vital for their overall well-being and future success.


S.W.O.T Analysis

Strengths:
· Providing speech and language support can significantly improve the child's ability to communicate, which in turn can improve his quality of life and social interactions.
· With proper support, the child may be able to develop alternative communication methods (such as sign language or picture communication systems) that can help them express themselves.
· Offering speech and language support can also enhance the child's academic abilities, as communication is a critical component of learning.

Weaknesses:
· Providing speech and language support can be time-consuming and require specialized training and resources.
· The child may not respond well to traditional methods of speech and language therapy, which can be frustrating for both the child and the therapist.
· It may be challenging to measure the effectiveness of speech and language support for children with complex needs, as progress may be slow and difficult to track.

Opportunities:
· Advances in technology, such as augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices, can enhance the child's ability to communicate and express themselves.
· Collaboration with other professionals, such as occupational therapists and behaviour analysts, can lead to a more comprehensive approach to supporting the child's needs.
· Speech and language support can also provide opportunities for the child to participate in social activities and form meaningful connections with others.

Threats:
· Limited funding and resources may make it challenging to provide the necessary support for the child.
· The child may face stigma or discrimination due to his communication difficulties, which can negatively impact his self-esteem and quality of life.
· The child may experience frustration or anxiety due to his difficulty communicating, which can lead to behavioural challenges.



CONCLUSION
In conclusion, it is crucial to provide non-verbal children with opportunities to develop communication strategies and social skills. Communication is a fundamental aspect of human interaction and is essential for personal and social development. Non-verbal children face significant challenges in communicating with others, which can lead to frustration, social isolation, and difficulties in accessing education and other services. However, with appropriate support and resources, non-verbal children can overcome communication barriers and participate fully in their social settings.
The new Additional Learning Needs (ALN) bill in Wales recognizes the importance of addressing speech, language, and communication difficulties in children and young people. It emphasizes early identification and assessment of additional learning needs, involving professionals such as speech and language therapists. The bill promotes a person-centred approach, ensuring that the communication goals and preferences of non-verbal children are central to the support they receive. Collaboration between parents, professionals, and the child themselves is key in developing appropriate strategies and interventions.
Within the context of the ALN bill, there are specific strategies that can be implemented to support non-verbal children in their communication and social skills development. These strategies include developing fix and follow skills, making choices with physical items and symbols, maximizing engagement using "now and next" boards and visual timetables, and using communication switches. Additionally, focusing on social skills such as turn-taking, choosing who to work with, and promoting positive interactions can greatly contribute to the child's social growth.
Research has shown the effectiveness of these strategies in improving communication outcomes, social interactions, and overall well-being for non-verbal children. However, it is important to tailor the interventions to everyone’s needs and provide ongoing support and training to ensure successful implementation.
By providing non-verbal children with the necessary support and opportunities to develop their communication strategies and social skills, we can enhance their overall well-being, foster their active participation in society, and set them on a path to success in life. Society must recognise the importance of inclusive and accessible communication environments to ensure the full inclusion and participation of non-verbal children.
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