
   
 

 

        
          

     
    

           
         

             
         
        

 
               

       
             

 
 

   
 

        
        

 
            

           
    

 
              

             
         
          
         

              
     
             

            
 

            
 

         
           

           
           

       

Speaking and Listening 
Transcript 

The Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment System is a new assessment 
designed to more validly measure what students with significant cognitive 
disabilities know and can do. This presentation will provide an overview of the 
Speaking and Listening strand of English Language Arts for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities who will complete the alternate assessment. 

This training, English Language Arts: Speaking and Listening, is one of a series of 
training videos that supports teachers of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities in their efforts to teach and assess. Sponsored by a grant from the U.S. 
Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, this training is part 
of the professional development efforts of the Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate 
Assessment Consortium. 

Speaking and Listening is one of the 4 strands of the Dynamic Learning Maps 
Essential Elements for English Language Arts or ELA. 

There are 2 clusters of Essential Elements in the Speaking and Listening strand. The 
first cluster is Comprehension and Collaboration and the second is Presentation of 
Knowledge and Ideas. 

These clusters relate closely to the DLM’s ELA Claim 3 that states, students can 
communicate for a range of purposes and audiences. The conceptual areas on the 
map related to this claim and the Essential Elements are: 

• Conceptual Area 3.1 Using language to communicate with others 
• Conceptual Area 3.2 Clarifying and contributing in discussions 

As we will see, the Essential Elements in the Speaking and Listening strand require 
students to use receptive and expressive language to comprehend and evaluate 
information, to interact with teachers and peers, and to present information to others 
in a manner that is appropriate to the topic and the setting. 

Before we begin discussing these clusters of Essential Elements more closely, let’s 
take a look at a model of receptive and expressive communication to see how 
listening, speaking, reading and writing relate to each other. Teal and Sulzby 
introduced this model in 1989, and Koppenhaver, Coleman, Kalman and Yoder 
adapted the model in 1991 to address students with developmental disabilities 
including those who use augmentative communication, or AAC, as a form of 
expressive communication. What this model shows is that all four areas of language 
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Transcript Page 2 

are interrelated and develop concurrently rather than sequentially. Reading and 
listening are the receptive forms of language represented in the model, and 
speaking and writing are the expressive forms of language represented in the 
model. 

When we think about students with significant cognitive disabilities, it is important to 
remember that many students cannot use speech to meet their communication 
needs. Therefore, we need to think a bit more broadly and realize that “speaking” 
includes any form of expressive communication including the use of signs, symbols 
or gestures, and “listening” includes any form of receptive communication such as 
American Sign Language. The same is true for the other components of the model. 
Some students can’t listen to spoken language, but they can still develop some 
alternate form of receptive language. Some students have visual impairments that 
make it possible to read print, but they can access text through braille or some other 
format. Finally, some students can’t use a pencil or keyboard to write, but they can 
use some alternate access to the alphabet to write. 

Why do we communicate with others? In general, people speak or express 
themselves for a few common reasons. As we review the reasons or purposes for 
communicating, think about how and why your students communicate with you and 
their peers during the school day. 

Charity Rowland developed a Communication Matrix to address early forms of 
communication for students with the most significant disabilities. The 
Communication Matrix suggests that even beginning communicators need access 
to a means of communication that allows them to communicate to refuse, obtain, 
meet social purposes, and give and receive information. 

Janice Light identified 4 purposes for communication. She was specifically 
interested in supporting the communication of individuals who use AAC, but the four 
purposes apply equally well across all communicators. Lights purposes are: 

• Communication of wants and needs 
• Communication to transfer information 
• Communication for social closeness 
• Communication for social etiquette 

As we look more closely at the 2 clusters within the Speaking and Listening strand, 
you will see how the communication skills addressed in the Essential Elements are 
encompassed by the communication purposes that were just presented. As 
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Transcript Page 3 

educators, we have to be careful that we do not restrict our students’ 
communication opportunities to responding to our questions, making choices 
and/or making requests. We need to facilitate communication opportunities that 
will allow our students to develop a full range of communication skills for a variety 
of purposes. 

Let’s look at the cluster of Essential Elements that focuses on comprehension and 
collaboration. 

The Anchor Standards for these Essential Elements require students to participate in 
a range of interactions and collaborations with others. Students are expected to 
comprehend information presented in a variety of formats. They also need to 
recognize and evaluate a speaker’s viewpoint, reasoning, and use of evidence. 
Historically, education for students with significant cognitive disabilities has 
emphasized one to one instruction focused on IEP goals. Often, this instruction was 
delivered in special settings outside of the general education classroom. The 
Essential Elements included in the Comprehension and Collaboration cluster require 
that students receive at least a portion of their ELA instruction in groups with peers 
so that they can develop these essential communication and collaboration skills. 

The Essential Elements build on each other across the grades. For example, the 
earliest Essential Elements focus on interactions between the student and a 
supportive adult. While the student may be a novice communicator, the adult is 
available to attribute meaning to communication attempts, repair any 
communication breakdowns, and model a variety of communication strategies and 
language use. Interactions then expand to multi-turn exchanges, first with adults 
who can extend the student interactions, and later directly with peers while an adult 
provides support. These interactions eventually build to discussions with peers that 
involve staying on topic, listening to others before responding, asking and 
answering questions for clarification, indicating agreement or disagreement, 
commenting, and adding information to the discussion. 

Let’s take a look at what collaboration and communication look like as 3 students 
work together on a group-writing project. For this assignment, students have been 
asked to write about turtles. Although there is typically quite a bit of interaction in 
this classroom, the activities are always led by the teacher. In the lesson you’ll see in 
the video, the teacher asked the 3 students to work together to write without her 
guidance. 
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Transcript Page 4 

(Click on the arrow at the bottom left of the screen to start the embedded video) 

As you watch the next video segment, think about what you are seeing as well as 
what you are not seeing. Here are some things to consider: 

1) Do all 3 of the students participate? 
2) Do the students complete their assigned roles? 
3) Do the students stay on topic? 
4) Are the students able to work together effectively? 

Watch as the students try to figure out how to write the word, favorite. You will see 
them looking at their classroom word wall for clues about the spelling. (Click on the 
arrow at the bottom left of the screen to start the embedded video) 

The students in this video made a nice first attempt with their group writing project, 
but you can also see that there is certainly room for growth. Although the girl 
fulfilled her role as the recorder, she did not generate words that described the 
turtle or determine which letters were needed to spell the words others suggested. 
Rather than asking for help, the girl simply paused and looked at the boys 
expectantly. The boys were both active in making suggestions about spelling, but 
there was no negotiation. If someone suggested a letter, it was written down. 
Confusion and disagreement occurred when the girl tried to write the letter, f. The 
boy at the end of the table noticed that she was not writing the letter correctly. He 
did his best to get the girl’s attention and to model how to write f, but this required 
multiple attempts before the boy successfully communicated his message. 

Overall, the 3 students were able to produce a written product related to the turtle. 
The words were not spelled correctly, but many letters and sounds in the words 
they chose were represented. Their teacher recognized that the students need 
more opportunities to engage in collaborative activities in order to learn how to 
negotiate, request help when needed, and express opinions. She realized that she 
could work on these skills in her teacher-directed lessons by eliciting, modeling and 
supporting these types of communication interactions. 

All three students in the previous video had significant cognitive disabilities and 
participate in the alternate assessment, but they were able to see, hear, speak and 
move without any physical constraints. What would this type of activity look like if 
one or more of the students had motor or sensory challenges, or if a student could 
not use verbal speech to communicate? 
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Transcript Page 5 

Let’s start by thinking about communication. In order for students to interact they 
need access to appropriate vocabulary. The overlay shown in this slide is an 
example of a core vocabulary communication overlay. It contains 16 words that are 
used frequently in conversation and can be used throughout the day across 
multiple contexts. These words could be represented by text, picture 
communication symbols, symbols showing American Sign Language signs, tactual 
symbols, or Braille. The overlay could be used as it is or with a voice output device. 
If a student were to use this vocabulary to participate in the group writing activity we 
just saw, he or she would have the ability to ask for help, to indicate agreement or 
disagreement by pointing to “like,” “not like” or “not want”, and to ask a question or 
indicate confusion by choosing, “what.” The student could indicate that the turtle 
hides in his shell by choosing “go in,” meaning that the turtle goes in its shell to hide. 
When they wrote about the turtle being their favorite, a student could use this 
overlay to say, “I like it.” 

The words on a core vocabulary overlay are not activity-specific. It would be 
possible to provide a student with specific words about turtles, but that would limit 
the student’s opportunity to develop skills that could generalize across contexts. 
What would happen next week when the unit shifts to a different topic? With the 
core vocabulary, the student could participate successfully in the turtle writing 
activity and many, many others. With the core vocabulary, the contexts in which the 
words are used provide the information needed to support the message. 

Think about your own students for a moment. What activities do you do on a regular 
basis to promote student collaboration and communication? Do your students have 
opportunities to work together on projects, to negotiate, and to work collaboratively 
to solve problems? If not, can you think of how you might tweak some of your 
current classroom activities to incorporate more opportunities for interaction and 
collaboration between students? 

Now let’s move on to the second cluster of Essential Elements in the Speaking and 
Listening strand, Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 

The Anchor Standards for this cluster require students to present information to 
others in a manner that is well organized and clear and tailored to the specific task, 
purpose and audience. Students are expected to use audio, visual, tactual or digital 
media to express and enhance information being presented. Finally, students are 
expected to adjust communication to fit the context. As with all of the Essential 
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Transcript Page 6 

Elements, the grade level demands increase over time and the earliest Essential 
Elements include the provision of adult guidance and support. 

Using media to support expression and comprehension of information is a familiar 
idea to educators. You probably use digital media and visual displays frequently to 
support your students’ understanding of various concepts and topics. The Essential 
Elements now guide us to teach our students to use media to express information 
and enhance understandings of their presentations. The availability of both standard 
technology and assistive technology make these exciting and accessible goals for 
students with significant cognitive disabilities and offer new means of expression to 
students who may otherwise have limited means available. 

It is now easier than ever to access media. In the past, we found photographs and 
drawings from old magazines, catalogs, and out of date calendars, but students can 
now access millions of creative commons images and videos on line. If your class 
has access to a digital camera, it is also simple and affordable to take photographs 
or make a video of an event or a process such as a science experiment. Students 
can add sound or spoken messages to their projects using fairly simple technology 
if they have access to a computer, tablet device, or a talking photo album from a 
card shop. 

Let’s look at a couple of examples of how technology enhanced some student 
projects. 

This is a page from a book two students wrote about a horse named Elvis that they 
met at summer camp. The students took digital photographs of the horse and 
learned how to insert them into PowerPoint. On this page, the students wrote the 
name of the horse, E-l-s, for Elvis, and then they attempted to spell the sound the 
horse made. They represented that by writing the letters h and s multiple times. For 
an added effect, the students found a free sound clip of a horse whinny online and 
inserted it into this page of the book. (Click on the arrow below the speaker icon to 
play the sound clip.) The sound effect and the topic made this book popular with 
their peers. 

This video shows another example of how media can support comprehension and 
enhance expression. The student who is reading created a book in PowerPoint 
about two of his favorite cartoon characters, Tom and Jerry. The student found 
drawings of the characters online, copied them into PowerPoint, and wrote 
sentences describing the action in the drawings. Later, he read the book with his 
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Transcript Page 7 

friend. As you watch the video, notice how the drawings support both the reader 
and his friend in reading and comprehending the text and how they add to the 
experience of sharing the book. 

(Click on the arrow at the bottom left of the screen to start the embedded video) 

The final Anchor Standard in the Speaking and Listening strand focuses on 
adapting communication to the context. In the early grades, the Essential Elements 
linked to this standard require students to communicate thoughts and feelings with 
increasing levels of independence, complexity, and clarity. In fourth and fifth grade, 
the Essential Elements require the student to differentiate between formal and 
informal communication. From sixth grade on, students are expected to adapt their 
communication to the situation. 

While these Essential Elements are important for all students, there are additional 
considerations for students who use AAC. These are based on the fact that it takes 
more time and effort to compose a message using AAC than it does when using 
speech. Students who use AAC often communicate in short telegraphic messages 
with familiar communication partners to save time and physical energy. Rather 
than saying, “Did you see the game last night?” the student who uses AAC might 
simply say “see game” to a familiar partner, knowing that they both share an interest 
in the same team. However, with an unfamiliar partner, a short telegraphic message 
may not provide enough information to be understood. Students who use AAC 
consistently have to consider whether they can compose a quick and efficient 
message or whether they need a more accurate message that takes extra time and 
energy in order to be understood. 

Educators working with these students must learn to be flexible as well. Requiring a 
student who uses AAC to speak in complete sentences across all interactions is not 
only inefficient; it decreases the sheer number of opportunities for interaction 
because it takes too long. In our work with students who use AAC, we need to help 
them learn how make decisions by allowing them to use efficient messages in 
appropriate situations rather than requiring them to use full sentences, and by 
helping them learn to identify situations that require accurate and complete 
messages. 

Teaching students the power of accurate, formal communication can be a 
challenge. The distinction became clear for Jose through a writing assignment. Jose 
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Transcript Page 8 

was a curious, enthusiastic, and interactive 5th grader who had many motor, 
cognitive, and communication challenges. Jose used a power wheel chair for 
mobility that he controlled with his head. He communicated using a communication 
device that was mounted to his wheel chair. The device was set up to quickly scan 
vocabulary words and letters, and Jose made choices pressing a switch with his 
head. Because the process was time consuming and laborious, it was difficult to 
convince Jose that it was ever worth the time and effort to compose messages that 
contained any words that he considered unnecessary. Jose used short, efficient and 
grammatically incomplete messages with everyone including unfamiliar partners 
who were typically unable to interpret the meaning. 

Jose learned the power of more formal communication when writing about his 
favorite sport, power soccer. It was a sport that he and another classmate played, 
but none of the other students had ever seen. Because he wanted his classmates to 
learn about power soccer, Jose was motivated to compose more complete 
sentences. Since it was a book rather than a conversation, Jose was able to take all 
the time he needed to spell words using letters from an onscreen keyboard. He 
wasn’t concerned about a communication partner who was waiting for him to finish. 
The book Jose wrote was a hit with his classmates. They understood the sport he 
loved. This experience, with some carefully planned feedback from the teacher, 
helped Jose understand that in some cases, communication is more effective when 
it is accurate rather than efficient. 

Before concluding this module, let’s briefly return to the model of receptive and 
expressive communication that was discussed earlier. If you consider any of the 
examples presented, it is easy to see how these four areas are interrelated. For 
example, Jose’s understanding of how to adjust his communication based on the 
partner and the situation developed through a reading and writing activity. In 
addition, he learned the value of listening to his communication partner to gauge 
whether or not he needed to expand his messages. The students who wrote about 
the turtle spoke to provide ideas, listened to each other as they made suggestions, 
wrote down descriptions, and eventually read them to the teacher. 
The Speaking and Listening strand gives us an opportunity to help our students 
refine and expand their communication skills. The goal is to positively impact their 
face-to-face communication of thoughts, ideas, feelings and information as well as 
their ability to read and write all while improving their skills in collaboration. 

That completes the Speaking and Listening module. For more information about the 
Dynamic Learning Maps Essential Elements and the Dynamic Learning Maps 
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Alternate Assessment System, please go to www.dynamiclearningmaps.org. Thank 
you for your participation. 
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