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• Characteristics of meaningful assessment 

• Framework for the development of 
expressive communication 

• The Communication Matrix 

• Implications for instruction
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“Assessment that does not lead to 
improved student performance serves no 

useful purpose”  
(Bradley-Johnson, 1994)





Assessment of Communication

….is about learning what the child 
understands about the world  

…. is about how the child perceives his/her 
relationship  to the world
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(symbolic) communication is an 
outgrowth of early relationships 
between infants, caregivers and the 
objects/events in their environment 



Four Elements of Communication 
(see pages 3-4 First things First)



The child

sender
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Perception of self occurs through 
interaction with people, knowledge of 
surroundings, and mastery of skills



The recognition of the association 
between one’s behavior and 

environmental outcomes is critical for 
future learning.  
 (Watson, 1966)



Communication Partner

Receiver
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Critical components of partner responsivity 
include (Wilcox, 1995)
– Sensitivity: The recognition of communicative or 
potentially communicative behavior
– Contingency: Contextually related and timely 
responses to potentially communicative behavior
– Consistency: Responding to the same behavior in 
the same ways, over time



EXPECTATION
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All concepts begin with 
relationships

“A (deafblind) child will have difficulty 

developing accurate ideas about the world 

unless she has at least one trusting 

significant, meaningful relationship to serve 

as a center from which to explore the world 

in gradually widening circles” 

Miles & McLetchie, 2008 14



Things to communicate about

Topic



The act of reference emerges not as an 
individual act but as a social one  (Werner and 

Kaplan 1963)



communication as a social accomplishment  
(De Thorne et al 2014)

Communication is supported through the 
shared histories people bring to their 

interactions



First words are intimately tied to children’s 
experiences with objects or persons. First 
words are recalled by repeating experiences 

(Wetherby et al 1998 as cited by Bruce, S. 2005)
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Behaviors used to communicate

Means of
Expression



• Decontextualization: spatial in a place 
other than here; and temporal from a 
time other than right now 

• Denaturalization: decreasing 
similarity between symbol and what it 
represents
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“when the focus is on successful communication, the 
form is reduced to its proper place of being a means 
toward an end, rather than the end itself” (De Thorne et al 2014)



Four Elements of Communication 
(see pages 3-4 First things First)



  
I. 

Preintentional 
Behavior 

 

  
The child’s behavior is not under his own control.  It is in reaction to things (such as feeling hungry or 
wet or sleepy).  Parents interpret the child’s state from his general behaviors, such as body 
movements, facial expressions and sounds. 
 

  
II. 

Intentional Behavior

  
The child’s behavior is now intentional (under the child’s control), but she does not understand that “If 
I do this, Mom or Dad will do that for me”–in other words she does not communicate intentionally yet.  
Parents continue to interpret the child’s needs and desires from her behavior, such as body 
movements, facial expressions, vocalizations and eye gaze. 
 

  
III.   

Unconventional 
Communication

  
The child uses pre-symbolic behaviors intentionally to express his needs and desires to other people. 
They are called “unconventional” because they are not socially acceptable for us to use as we grow 
older: they include body movements, vocalizations, facial expressions and simple gestures (such as 
tugging on people). 
 

  
IV. 

Conventional   
Communication

  
The child uses pre-symbolic behaviors intentionally to express her needs and desire to other people.  
“Conventional” gestures include behaviors such as pointing and nodding the head “yes”.  We continue 
to use conventional gestures as adults to accompany our language.  Note that many of these gestures 
(and especially pointing) require good visual skills and may not be appropriate for children with severe 
vision impairment.  
 

  
V. 

Concrete Symbols

  
Symbols physically resemble what they represent in a way that is obvious to the child—they look like, 
feel like, move like or sound like what they represent.  Concrete symbols include picture symbols, 
objects used as symbols (such as a shoelace to represent “shoe”), certain “iconic” gestures (such as 
patting a chair to say “sit down”) and sounds (such as making a buzzing sound to refer to a bee).  
Children with severe physical impairments may access picture and object symbols through the use of 
a mechanical device or by pointing, touching or eye gaze.   
 

  
VI. 

Abstract  
Symbols   

  
The child uses abstract symbols such as speech, manual signs, or Brailled or printed words.  These 
symbols  do not look, feel, or sound like what they represent.  They are used one at a time. 
 

  
VII.   

Language

  
The child combines symbols (any sort of symbols) into ordered two- or three-symbol combinations 
(“want juice”, “me want juice”), according to grammatical rules.  The child understands that the 
meaning of word combinations may differ depending upon how the symbols are arranged. 
 



Pivotal juncture of coordinated 
attention 

• The transition from pre-intentional to 
intentional communication is a 
developmental milestone second to none 

• It  marks children’s entry as  full 
participants in the social milieu around 
them and triggers other transactional 
processes that in a short time lead to 
symbolic communication  

( Warren & Yoder , 1999)
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Intentional Communication 
• Implies 

– Intentional behavior 
– Purposefully directed toward another person with 

intended meaning 

• Requires dual orientation to both the 
communication partner and the topic



Characteristics of Intentional 
Communication

– Persistence 
– Repetition 
– Alternating Gaze (body orientation, leaning 

toward) 
– Changing the signal used 
– Awaiting a response 
– Terminating the signal when responded to 
– Indicating satisfaction or dissatisfaction  to 

response  (Wetherby& Prizant 1989)
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Basic Sequence  of Receptive 
Communication Development



Basic Sequence  of Receptive 
Communication Development

•  Awareness: Reacts to People and may begin to orient 
towards them 

• Anticipation: Orients toward people and may begin to attend 
to their communicative behavior 

• Recognition: Attends to another's communication and 
responds to  their specific behaviors and intents



Benchmarks in  development of symbolic behavior 
(According to De Loache 1995, 1999, as referenced by Mineo Mollica 2003) 

 

Representational Insight

• Recognition of some sort of relationship 
between a symbol and a referent 

• Not yet a symbolic relationship 

• Based on the detection of shared 
features 

• Shaped by experience and instruction


