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Purpose Of This Flyer
• Encourage parents and service providers to be

more responsive to their child’s current forms
of communication.
• Discuss the reasons for and uses of expressive

communication.
• Encourage parents and service providers to

develop a “map” of their child’s current and
future expressive communication needs.
• Discuss the many forms that may be used for

expressive communication.
• Discuss the progressive nature of communica-

tion development.
• Present guidelines for designing an effective

communication program.

What Is Expressive
Communication?
Ex pres sive com mu ni ca tion in volves send ing a
message to another person(s) to (a) make something happen or (b) stop something that is already
happening.
Children and youth who are deaf-blind are able to
express themselves in many different ways. Parents, siblings, and service providers must be responsive to their varied forms of communication.
In addition, they must notice and encourage opportunities for expressive communication.

Expressive Communication

Reasons To Communicate –
At An Early Age
Register Protest or Rejection
“Don’t touch me!”
“I don’t like that!”
“I don’t want another bite!”
“Stop doing that!”
“Gain Attention”
“Mama”
“Hey, here I am…look at me!”
“Come over here!”
Request Continuation
“I want another bite.”
“More bouncing, please.”
“I need more work.”
“I want to play ball some more.”
Make a Choice
“I want chocolate milk.” (not more food)
“I’d like a hamburger.” (not a drink)
“I need a break from my work.”

Reasons To Communicate –
At A Later Age
Greet Someone; Make Social Comments
“Hi.”
“Bye.”
“Thank you.”
Make Offers
“Would you like some?”
“Here, have some of mine.”
Provide Comments
“Mine.”
“This is good.”
“The table is dirty.”
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Reply to a Previous Statement
“Okay.”
“Later.”
Get More Information
“What are we going to do?”
“Where are we going?”
“Where are we?”
“How do I do this?”
All of us express ourselves in hundreds of ways.
The above examples used speech; children who are
deaf-blind may also use facial expressions, gestures, sign, communication boards, etc.

Communication Milestones
Put Your Child on the Map
We will use the name “Lee” to represent an infant,
child, or young adult who is deaf-blind. Think of
Lee as your child, or as the student in your classroom.
Initially, just like all moms and dads, Lee’s parents
perceived Lee’s cries and movements as having
meaning even though Lee was not purposefully
communicating needs to anyone. People began to
respond to Lee’s movements and facial gestures as
if they were communication. Then, Lee began to
understand that certain movements made certain
things happen; Lee was beginning to have some
control over the world. Later, Lee’s mom, dad, and
teacher got together to figure out how Lee could
communicate with more people and in new ways.

NCDB

Voice (800) 438-9376

Communication Map
The Expressive Communication Map presented
below can be used as a guide to:
1. determine the ways in which your child is
able to communicate with you right now.
(Current)
2. determine the way or ways in which your
child can be taught to communicate during
the next year. (IEP Objectives)
3. determine the ways your child might be
able to communicate in the future.
(Visionary Planning)
As you look at the map in Figure 1, you will notice
that, initially, the communication techniques are
simple and concrete. As you move across the map
you will see that the ways to communicate become
more complex. Lee is able to use a number of different ways to communicate the same message.
When Lee does this, Lee is showing “purposeful”
communication behavior.
Parents and service providers should discuss the
following:
• In how many different ways is the student

currently communicating?
• What new ways could be taught during the

year?
• What possible ways may be taught in the next

five years?

Figure 1 Communication Map
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You may fill in the areas with the color-coding that
is shown, or you may make up your own. Parents
should be given a copy and a copy should be
placed with the child’s records. Too often, during
periods of transition, the child’s communication
system is not planned or maintained. When that
occurs, valuable time may be wasted by (a) changing the child’s program when the current one is
working, (b) trying to teach communication techniques that didn’t work in the past, or (c) teaching
techniques the child already knows.
Communication by Recognition
Behaviors indicate an awareness that another person is present.
Facial Expressions - These early forms may not be
purposeful communication, but simple reactions
that indicate pleasure or displeasure.
Examples
Opens mouth for more.
Turns head away.
Smiles or grimaces.
Vocalizations - Early vocalizations may indicate
pleasure or discomfort/distress. Parents may notice that when Lee is uncomfortable or not pleased,
Lee’s vocalizations are louder, longer, and have different inflections than when Lee is happy.
Examples
Cries to indicate discomfort.
Makes soft “u” sound when rocked.
Makes loud “a” sound when music goes off.
Makes gentle “wee” sound when swinging.
Contingency Communication
These behaviors are purposeful but not used for intentional communication. However, they may be
interpreted by others as being communicative. Lee
learns that by acting on the environment, Lee can
cause an effect.
Body Movements - Lee may use large body movements or more specific body movements to express
Lee’s wants. Initially, these may be used to protest
or to request more. At this point, Lee is demonstrating anticipation that an activity will continue.
Purposeful communication will continue only if
other people respond to it.
Examples
Moves body when person starts rocking Lee, then
stops.
Moves body back when person starts giving a
back rub, then stops.
Turns head away from disliked food.
Switch Activation (physical control) - Early assistive technology may include a switch that is connected to a tape re corder (for mu sic), a fan, a
vibration pillow, or lights. This is not a communication response, but this may help teach Lee cause
and effect. Lee may learn that if he makes a certain
Expressive Communication
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movement, activating a switch, Lee can have some
control over the physical environment.
Examples
Touches big yellow plate switch to turn on fan.
Touches vibration pillow.
Pulls strings on switch to turn on bright lights.
Switch Activation (social control) - If Lee is not able
to get other people’s attention by vocalizations,
physical touch, or going to them, Lee should be
taught other ways of calling or getting people’s attention. A switch may be hooked up to a tape recorder that has a loop tape with a re corded
message, “Come here, please.” A simple buzzer
may also serve as a calling device to get people’s attention.
Examples
Activates a buzzing device in the workplace to
indicate, “Need help” or “Need more work.”
Presses a switch with a red satin heart that is connected to a tape recorder that says, “Give me a
hug.”
Instrumental Communication
These behaviors are simple, non-symbolic behaviors that are directed towards another person, with
the intent of causing the other person to act. Behaviors can be directed at person or object, but not
both.
Touch Person - Lee will need to learn that things in
Lee’s environment don’t just happen. Other people
can control outcomes if Lee communicates with
them. If Lee has the motor ability to touch another
person to communicate, it is important to teach Lee
to do so. In order to show that Lee has purposeful
communication, Lee must look, turn to, or touch
another person to purposefully communicate to
that person. This can be done by eye gaze (if Lee
has enough vision to do this). It can be done by
moving Lee’s body toward the other person or it
can be done by touching the other person. Initially,
Lee may only touch you if you place your hand 1/2
to 1 inch from Lee’s hand. Then, you can begin to
move your hand away so Lee has to extend his
hand farther in order to touch you.
Examples
Touches Mom’s hand to get another bite.
Touches Dad’s arm to get more tickling.
Pushes brother’s face away to indicate, “Leave
me alone.”
Manipulate Person - Once Lee can touch a person,
Lee may begin to take the person’s hand and move
it toward Lee or toward an object that Lee wants.
We can help make this happen if we don’t move
our hands immediately when Lee touches us. In
this way, Lee will have to work a little bit harder to
make something happen (outcome).
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Examples
Pulls Mom’s hand (with the spoon) to Lee’s
mouth.
Pulls Dad’s arm to Lee’s tummy for more tickling.
Pushes peer’s hand to open locker in the high
school.
Touch Object - We also want Lee to touch one (out
of two or more) objects to request a choice. At first,
we do not provide Lee with two “good” choices.
We use an object Lee dislikes (a cool washcloth)
and one Lee likes (oatmeal with cinnamon). This
gives Lee a reason to touch one object and not the
other. Later, you can use two items, which Lee
likes, to allow Lee to make choices. Lee may turn
his cheek to touch the object if Lee does not have
use of his arms or hands. Lee may move his hand
only an inch to touch the chosen object. A physical
or occupational therapist may help determine the
best motor movement.
Examples
Touches warm applesauce.
Touches keys (to go riding) versus paper towel.
Touches waistband to indicate “Go to bathroom.”
Conventional Communication
The behaviors at this level are still non-symbolic.
At this level Lee begins to coordinate the use of objects and people.
Extend Objects - Lee will be able to extend objects
only if Lee has the motor ability to do so. All children will not have this ability, and some objects
cannot be extended. At first, Lee may extend the
object only a short distance. Gradually, Lee will
learn to extend it farther. Lee may also extend objects to get something else in return.
Examples
Extends cup to get more milk.
Extends money holder for you to put in Lee’s
“wages.”
Extends bowl for more popcorn.
Extends lunch ticket to manager in cafeteria.
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places, like church). Of course, Lee’s ability to
point will depend on how well Lee is able to see
and how well Lee can use his fine motor skills.
Many children who are deaf-blind will not be able
to use pointing as a way to communicate. However, if Lee has enough vision to see large objects or
large pictures and has good motor skills, we want
to teach Lee to point as a way to communicate.
Examples
Points to Daddy when he gets home from work.
Points to a door to go outside.
Points to a clock/watch with large numbers to
indicate, “Time to go to work.”
Two/Three Choice Com mu ni ca tion Sys tems Once Lee is able to make a choice from two objects,
we want to increase the number of choices. As an
example, Lee may do this by pushing a switch on a
three-choice-light/buzzer device to express Lee’s
choice of the three items or Lee may push one of
several switches that activate different messages
on a tape recorder. If Lee is not able to make simple
choices with objects, a more expensive communication system will probably not work either. No
system can do magic.
Examples
Uses eye gaze to look at one of four objects velcroed to a plexiglass form.
Touches one of three switches to get desired item
at lunch.
Activates one of two switches to communicate
where Lee wants to go (miniature objects may
be velcroed to the switches; once Lee learns that
these represent real objects or activities).
Emerging Symbolic Communication
At this level, the behaviors that are used to communicate become gradually more abstract.
Complex Gestures - Once Lee is able to use a few
sim ple ges tures, then more ges tures may be
taught. Think of gestures that we all use occasionally.

Sim ple Ges tures - Sim ple ges tures should be
taught before manual signs (if Lee has enough motor ability). You and I use gestures to communicate
every day. Lee will continue to use simple gestures
even though Lee may learn other complex ways to
communicate.

Examples
Gestures “Want.”
Gestures “Put in here.”
Shrugs shoulders to indicate “I don’t know.”
Gestures “Come.”
Shakes head “No” or “Yes.”

Examples
Waves “Hi"/"Bye.”
Gestures “Mine.”
Gestures “Eat.”
Gestures “Finished.”

Miniature Objects - Once Lee has learned to associate object cues with people and activities in Lee’s
receptive communication program Lee will be able
to use small objects that are associated with an activity as a way to express Lee’s wants and needs.

Pointing - Children without disabilities point to
people and objects before they learn to say their
first words. Often, their first words may be paired
with pointing. We all point on occasion to communicate something to somebody (especially in quiet
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Presses button on a touch activated talking device that has small objects glued to each of the
buttons.
Extends one of five small objects (velcroed on a
wheel chair tray) to the teacher to in di cate
where Lee wants to go.
Pic tures and Line Draw ings - Lee may have
enough vision (when Lee wears his glasses) to see
picture symbols (black drawings/Mayer-Johnson)
even though Lee can’t identify photographs. Line
drawings are less expensive than miniature objects
and take less time to find. If Lee can see and understand these, we can use them as we increase Lee’s
vocabulary.
Examples
Selects picture of swing to indicate, “I want to
swing.”
Presses a 3-Choice Switch with a picture of a
bucket indicating, “Need bucket to clean table
in cafeteria.”
Points to a line drawing of a red square to indicate, “Put me on the red mat.”
Symbolic Communication
Manual signs, written words, systems with braille,
and speech words are true symbols. Lee must understand that there is a 1-to-1 relationship between
the symbol and the object/person/activity; the symbol “stands for” or “refers to” the real thing. This is
very difficult for some children. If Lee has enough
cognitive abilities, Lee may be able to use an electronic system with speech output. Lee’s symbol
system may be large keyboard letters or a brailled
keyboard, depending on Lee’s vision, motor and
cognitive skills.
Some children may be taught multiple communication methods concurrently. While one method is
be ing mastered, the next method can be in troduced.

Communication Development Is
Progressive
Parents and service providers need to consider the
child’s vision, hearing, motor, and cognitive skills.
They must also consider the child’s age and with
whom the child will be communicating. It is important to remember that communication development is progressive. It may progress (a) from easy
to hard, (b) from few ways to many, (c) from few
wants and needs to many, (d) from a few reasons to
many, and (e) with few people to many. How do we
determine the most effective and efficient expressive communication system for Lee?
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Hearing and Vision Abilities
• When was the onset of the vision or hearing

loss?
• Does Lee have the ability to hear (with hear-

ing aids) and imitate some sounds?
• Can Lee see shadows or color?
• Does Lee see objects well enough to reach out

for them?
Motor Abilities
• Is Lee ambulatory?
• Does Lee have full range of motion of his arms

and hands, or is movement limited?
• If Lee can’t move his arms and legs, can Lee

move his face from side to side?
• Can Lee grasp objects?
• Does Lee have the ability to extend his arm or

to point?
• Does Lee have a tray on his wheelchair for at-

taching objects, switches, or electronic devices?
Cognitive Abilities
• Does Lee seem to learn things quickly?
• Does Lee indicate that he knows where he is

going and what is about to happen?
• Is Lee motivated to do things?
• Does Lee try things again and again when Lee

is learning new things?
• Does Lee smile when he has accomplished a

task?
Lee will not have to learn every form or way that is
presented above. You will need to consider Lee’s
vision, hearing, motor, and cognitive abilities and
disabilities in order to (a) strengthen current communication, (b) develop new ways to communicate, and (c) plan for more efficient ways for Lee to
communicate in the future.
REMEMBER. . . The best communication results
come from active teaching. Everyone in Lee’s envi ron ment must be re spon sive, con sis tent, and
provide many different opportunities for communication.

Suggested Reading
Communication Matrix for Parents and Professionals. Rowland, Charity. Portland, OR: Design
to Learn Projects, Oregon Health & Science University, 2009.
The “Communication Matrix” is an online assessment tool that is free and available to anyone. It is
designed to pinpoint exactly how an individual is
communicating and to provide a framework for
de ter min ing log i cal com mu ni ca tion goals. A
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26-page manual providing background information about the “Communication Matrix” is also
available. On the web at:
http://www.communicationmatrix.org/
Fact Sheet : Using Cues to Enhance Expressive Commu ni ca tion. Demchak, MaryAnn Rickard,
Charmaine ; Elquist, Marty. Nevada Dual Sensory
Impairment Project, 2002.
Provides information on the different functions of
expressive communication, the different forms of
expressing messages, and strategies to enhance expressive communication of children with severe,
multiple disabilities. Available on the web at:
http://www.unr.edu/educ/ndsip/tipsheets/expres
sivecommunication.pdf
Non-Verbal Communication: Cues, Signals and
Symbols. Durkel, J.C. Austin, TX: Texas School for
the Blind and Visually Impaired, 2002.
Offers definitions and descriptions of non-verbal
communication that includes both receptive and
ex pres sive forms. Avail able on the web at:
www.tsbvi.edu/Education/vmi/nonverbal.htm
Project SALUTE: Successful Adaptations for Learning to Use Touch Effectively. Project SALUTE: California State University, Northridge.
This website is a resource on tactile learning
strategies for working with children who are
deaf-blind or who are blind with additional disabilities. Website: http://www.projectsalute.net/
Tangible Symbol Systems Primer. Rowland, Charity Schweigert, Philip. Portland, OR: Design to
Learn, Oregon Health & Science University, no
date.
Tangible symbols are objects or pictures that stand
for or represent something about which we need to
communicate. This publication provides basic information about tangible symbols including how
to construct and use tangible symbols, tips from
the field, and troubleshooting suggestions. Includes pho tos. Avai l able on the web a t:
h t t p : / / w w w . d e s i g n t o l e a r n . c o m / u ploaded/pdf/Tangible-Symbols-Primer-07-09x.pdf
Publishers web site: www.designtolearn.com
Tactile Strategies for Children Who Have Visual Impairments and Multiple Disabilities : Promoting
Communication and Learning Skills. Chen, Deborah
Downing, June E. New York: AFB Press, 2006.
This book is designed to help service providers and
family members learn to interact through touch with
children who need tactile information to support their
learning. Chapter topics include: the sense of touch,
supporting interactions though touch, assessing tactile skills and planning interventions, focusing on tactile strategies, considering multiple communication
options, adapting manual signs to meet a child’s
needs, selecting appropriate tactile strategies, and encouraging emergent literacy. Cost: $39.95. Available
from AFB Press. Phone: 800-232-3044. E-mail:
afborder@abdintl.com. Pub lish ers web site:
http://www.afb.org
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For additional resources on Expressive Communication, see the Selected Topics Section of the NCDB
website
http://nationaldb.org/ISSelectedTopics.php
or contact our Information Specialists.
This publication is available on the web at
nationaldb.org/NCDBProducts.php?prodID=33

You are welcome to copy
this publication, but please
provide the appropriate
citations.
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