Communication, Language and Literacy

Communication in the broadest sense involves processes of listening, speaking, reading and writing.  Communication begins to form early in typically developing children. 

· Spontaneous behaviors emerge between 0 – 3 months when unintentional actions are perceived and responded to by caregivers.

· Intentional behaviors begin between 4 – 8 months.  While still highly partner perceived, these behaviors increase as they are directed toward an object or action for a implicit purpose.  

· Intentional communication begins around the ages of 9 – 12 months and carries an identifiable message through voice, eye gaze or gestures.  The language of communication evolves from these early intentional behaviors and communication messages.  

· Basic Communication emerges with words and word combinations that follow the rules of syntax and morphology. 

Language learning skills develop as children interact with others, listen to and use language, extend their vocabulary and experience stories, songs, poems and rhymes.  As children continue to experience these early experiences, they use language, typically through speech, to clarify their thinking and ideas.  As children develop speaking and listening skills they build the foundations for literacy, for making sense of visual and verbal signs and ultimately for reading and writing.

When we consider learning within an academic content framework, students are engaged in some form of communication, language and literacy in all learning activities.  Yet for student with significant cognitive disabilities, communication functions are almost always hindered by limitations of cognitive, speech, language, sensory, or motor conditions.  Many of these students have not yet emerged from the early levels, either exhibiting only spontaneous behaviors, intentional behaviors, or early intention communication.

For many years, communication training for students with significant disabilities focused on being able to express basic needs and wants.  There are only so many times a day that a student can request a drink, food or the need to be moved.  There was also a strong inclination that students needed to demonstrate certain “prerequisite” communication skills before moving into higher levels of language and thinking.  In reality, literacy and language learning materials and content-based activities are the most valuable means to develop communication skills.  And at the same time, students are increasing their literacy and content knowledge and skills.  It is essentially a win-win situation.  

The speech language pathologist plays a vital role once we view communication as the key to accessing literacy and the content standards, for students with significant cognitive disabilities.  This communication training will not be relevant to the student unless it is integrated into the classroom activities.  
