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BEGINNING COMMUNICATORS 
VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 

Slide 1. 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 information 

about getting started with students who are beginning communicators.  

Slide 2. This training, Beginning Communicators is one of a series that supports 

teachers of students with significant cognitive disabilities in their efforts to teach 

and assess more effectively.  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.  

Slide 3. The overall purpose of this training is to support educators in recognizing 

and building intentional, symbolic communication for students with complex, 

significant cognitive disabilities.  To begin, let’s make certain that we have a shared 

understanding of the fact that everyone communicates. Individuals communicate in 

many different ways and the repertoire of communication skills that our students 

with complex, significant cognitive disabilities have are often quite restricted; 

however, all of the vocalizations, body movements, and gestures are means of 

communication that we can build upon when developing intentional, symbolic 

communication.  

Slide 4. Most of the time when we think about supporting communication for 

students with complex, significant cognitive disabilities we're thinking about the use 

of symbols, objects or other representations of speech. The good news is that 

communication can take a variety of forms.  This means when one form is 

unavailable to a particular student, we have others to encourage and teach.  

Certainly, our goal is to build symbolic communication skills in all students.  This 
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means we want to target the development of speech, sign, and/or symbol use in 

communication.  However, we should also think about increasing the range of non-

symbolic communication behaviors available to the student.  These include gestures 

and other behaviors that individuals use to intentionally communicate a desired 

message.   

 

Slide 5. However, not all students have developed communication behaviors, 

gestures, or symbolic language.  Sometimes students with significant cognitive 

disabilities are pre-intentional communicators.  When this is the case, we must 

develop skills in observing the most basic physiological responses such as increased 

rate of breathing, eye movements, and more conventional expressions of frustration, 

sadness, or happiness. Learning to observe these behaviors allows us to build on 

them as we help the student work toward intentional and then symbolic 

communication.  

 

Slide 6. Through the Dynamic Learning Maps project we have learned a great deal 

more about this population of students.  For example, in the spring of 2013, more 

than 46,000 educators completed First Contact Surveys on individual students in 

grades 3-12 with significant cognitive disabilities who will complete the alternate 

assessment based on alternate achievement standards.  

 

Slide 7. Approximately 67% of the students whose teachers responded to that survey 

combine two or more words, signs, or symbols to communicate intentionally for a 

range of purposes.  These students have full use of symbolic language to meet their 

communication needs.  

 

Slide 8. An additional 24% of the students whose teachers completed the First 

Contact Survey use single words, signs or symbols for a restricted range of 

purposes.  These students demonstrate some symbolic communication skills, but 

they cannot depend on symbolic language to address the full range of their 

communication needs.  These students need continued support to continue to 
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develop their ability to communicate and need instructional programs that address 

the full range of communication functions required by the DLM Essential Elements 

as well as life in and out of school.  

 

Slide 9. This module is focused on the 6% of students whose teachers reported were 

intentional in their efforts to communicate but cannot use words, signs, or symbols.  

These students might use gestures to point, wave, or protest.  They might lead an 

adult to a desired object, and they are intentional in their use of crying and yelling to 

communicate their displeasure.   

 

Slide 10. The other students addressed in this module are the 3% whose teachers 

report to have no intentional means of communication.  These students might laugh, 

cry, and have other behaviors that can be interpreted by communication partners, 

but there is no evidence that the student is using the behaviors to intentionally 

communicate with the adult.  

 

Slide 11. The First Contact Survey tells us that 9% of the students with significant 

cognitive disabilities who will complete the Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate 

Assessment have no symbolic language and of that 9%, 3% have no obvious 

communicative intent.  This group of students must still be assessed and the 

Dynamic Learning Maps project has created initial precursor items as a way of 

trying to provide teachers with a way to observe and record student behaviors 

rather than requiring these students to interpret symbols as would be required in a 

traditional multiple choice task.  

 

Slide 12. The kinds of things that educators must learn to observe include student’s 

physiological response such as increased breathing rate.  Students might also 

vocalize producing sounds that can be interpreted meaningfully.  Students might 

laugh or cry or display feelings or emotions in other ways.  They may have body 

movements that can be observed as well as specific gestures or facial expressions.  

Many of these forms of communication can happen without intention.  For example, 
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when we are excited about heart rate might increase or when we are scared we 

might call our or vocalize in some other way.  

 

Slide 13. The range of symbolic communication we hope to build over time include 

speech, sign language, photographs and pictures, objects, and graphic systems or 

picture symbols.  Most of the students in the 9% who do not currently have 

symbolic forms of communication will likely use a range of these forms as they 

develop increasingly sophisticated communication skills.  

 

Slide 14. Pause for Activity 1 

 

Slide 15. Educators communicate in a variety of non-symbolic ways in the classroom 

every day.  We use non-symbolic means like clapping our hands to gain attention, 

we make facial expressions, and we sit quietly waiting for students to notice.  There 

are many, many ways that our behaviors rather than our words work to engage and 

communicate with students.  

 

Slide 16. When we use non-symbolic means of communication in our classrooms, we 

expect that students will interpret the meaning and respond accordingly.  Beginning 

communicators find this very difficult if not impossible because they are working on 

establishing their own set of non-symbolic behaviors to communicate with us.  One 

of the most important ways we can help students build these non-symbolic 

communication behaviors is by attributing meaning.  We must be willing to 

interpret the behaviors and actions we see and attribute meaning to them.  For 

example, one of the first ways we can introduce formal communication is through 

choice making.  Offering legitimate choices whenever possible helps students learn 

that their efforts to communicate can be interpreted by others – even if some of 

those early efforts are not intentional.  

 

Slide 17. Here you will see Isabelle making a choice of a book to read.  She makes her 

choice by reaching out to touch a book.  The teacher does ask her to touch the book 
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she wants and she interprets Isabelle’s reach as a specific response.  We don’t know 

Isabelle’s intent in making the choice, but the teacher trusts herself to respond to 

the behavior and subsequently has an opportunity to teach Isabelle that her 

behaviors have meaning.  Then, after Isabelle gets the book, she smiles broadly and 

the teacher appropriately attributes meaning.  Let’s watch.  [Video transcript] 

“Isabelle, which one of these books do you want to read?  Mouse Mess or the Jacket I 

wear in the snow.  It is going to snow tomorrow.  Can you touch the book that you 

want to read.  Okay.  Give it a shot and then maybe we can read the book together.  

Oh, you are smiling. Do you like this book?”   

 

Slide 18. Isabelle demonstrated two fairly conventional means of communicating.  She 

reached out to touch when offered choices and she smiled.  But consider all of the 

non-symbolic ways that beginning communicators can interact with us.  They can 

cry.  

 

Slide 19. They can smile.  

 

Slide 20. They can laugh. 

 

Slide 21. They can turn away.  

 

Slide 22. The list is pretty long, they can reach, move, guide, pull, grimace, touch, hum, 

bite, rock, yell, hit, and push.  This list is far from exhaustive, but it gives you a sense 

of all of the ways that students communicate with us.  Often starting with 

unintentional use of many of these behaviors, but learning over time that the 

behaviors are accomplishing something for them.  

 

Slide 23. With guidance and support, beginning communicators learn that these 

behaviors can help them accomplish a variety of communication functions including 

expressing their needs or wants, sharing information, establishing social closeness, 
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and eventually engaging in acts of social etiquette such as greeting or thanking 

others.   

 

Slide 24. But students with significant cognitive disabilities who are beginning 

communicators need us to teach them that their efforts are meaningful.  We have to 

pay attention to the environment and situation while also carefully observing the 

student’s body language and facial expressions.   

 

Slide 25. While we are paying attention, we also must support, encourage and comfort 

students.  We have to create a positive environments that invites them to 

communicate not just about the things we present, but about the things they notice 

and the efforts they make to initiate.   If we want to build communication skills, we 

have to focus on the things students find interesting.  Yes, the Essential Elements 

require us to address specific skills and understandings, but if we don’t figure out 

how to keep the focus on the things beginning communicators find interesting, we’ll 

have a very difficult time ever getting them to communicate about the topics we 

choose.   

 

Slide 26. Perhaps the most important thing we can do to support beginning 

communicators in developing communicative intent and eventually symbolic 

communication is to attribute meaning to every effort they make to communicate.   

 

Slide 27. There are two important resources you should spend time exploring if you 

teach students with significant cognitive disabilities who are pre-intentional and/or 

pre-symbolic communicators.  The first is the communication matrix.  The 

communication matrix is an easy to use assessment instrument designed for 

individuals of all ages who function at the earliest stages of communication and who 

use any form of communication. The assessment is intended to support families and 

educators in their efforts to understand the communication skills a student is 

already exhibiting while guiding the adults in next steps toward building the 

student’s skills.   
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Slide 28. In the fall of 2014, a new site, the Communication matrix Community 

launched.  This is an interactive community of support for professionals and family 

members of individuals with complex communication needs including those with 

the most significant cognitive disabilities.  The site includes videos and access to a 

cadre of experts in beginning communication to answer questions and address 

comments and concerns. The final resource was created by the North Carolina 

Department of Public Instruction in collaboration with the Center for Literacy and 

Disability Studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. This site 

presents training, resources, and information related to early communication 

assessment and instruction for students with significant cognitive disabilities.  It is a 

semi-structured resource that includes carefully selected links to valuable tools and 

information.  Take time to get to know these resources in order to maximize your 

success in teaching students with significant cognitive disabilities who are pre-

intentional and/or pre-symbolic communicators.  

 

Slide 29. Pause for Activity 2 

 

Slide 30. Thank you for your participation.  For more information about the Dynamic 

Learning Maps Alternate Assessment system, please go to 

dyanmiclearningmaps.org.  

 


