What types of emerging communication response modes can be trained to enable students with significant cognitive disabilities to participate in learning activities?
Students with significant cognitive disabilities may appear to be “non-communicative.”  Yet everyone is communicating in some way.  It is a matter of recognizing an optimal response mode and training the individual to recognize that this mode carries meaning as seen by the response it elicits form the communication partner.

There are essentially three types of responses that have potential to be trained into communicative forms.  Engage the student in a book reading activity and watch for the following active responses from the student:

· Visual focus:  Does the student visually look, glance or make some type of eye contact with the book and/or the reader?  Are these visual behaviors that can be increased with extended activities in reading?  Does the student show visual attention when you direct him/her to a picture in the book? (e.g., “Look at the picture of the elephant. That’s a big animal.”)

· Motor action:  Is there movement of the head, the body, or limbs that show direct correlation to the reading activity?  Does the student make motor movement on cues, such as “Let’s turn the page and see what happens next.”  Are there body reactions related to the content of the book?  Can these motor movements be recognized in other situations?  Is this motor movement a response mode that can be trained for consistency?  A smile is also considered a controlled motor movement.

· Direct vocalization:  Does the student make non-verbal vocalizations that are directed toward the content of the story?  Does the student make non-verbal vocalizations that are in response to the interaction with the reader during story reading?  Are the vocalizations differentiated for different intents? (e.g., pleasure, displeasure).  Can this vocalization be reinforced as a recognizable response in other situations?  

Once a mode of communication is selected, this will need to be trained and reinforced through multiple opportunities to use it in meaningful activities.  Al persons who interact with the student should be looking for and responding to the mode of communication.

