
What is Communication?

Com mu ni ca tion is the ex change of a mes sage be -
tween two or more peo ple. Eve ry one com mu ni -
cates in many dif fer ent ways and for many
dif fer ent rea sons.

Com mu ni ca tion can be ex pres sive or re cep tive.
Chil dren who are deaf- blind may never learn to
talk. How ever, they can ex press them selves to you. 
They can re ceive the mes sages you send them.

Through com mu ni ca tion, chil dren can make
changes in their world. They can ex press their
wants and needs.  They can make choices.

Through com mu ni ca tion, you can teach your child
to play, to learn about the world, to in ter act with
you, to do daily tasks, and to work.

How Can We Increase
Communication?

One of the best in di ca tors of a child’s use of ef fec -
tive com mu ni ca tion is the rate of com mu ni ca tion.
What does this mean? The more a child com mu ni -
cates, the better he/she will com mu ni cate. How
does he com mu ni cate more? Children com mu ni -
cate more when they are pro vided fre quent op por -
tu ni  ties to com mu ni cate.  Op por tu nities to
com mu ni cate should be in cluded across func tional 
ac tiv i ties and caregiving rou tines.

Let’s take a look at the func tional ac tiv i ties that oc cur
at home or at school. For the youn ger child, these
may be eat ing, bath ing, chang ing clothes, and play -
ing with a sis ter or brother. For an older child, these
may in clude swim ming, cook ing, and work ing.
Providing op por tu ni ties and be ing re spon sive are
two of the most fre quent meth ods to in crease a
child’s com mu ni ca tion.

1. Ask the following questions:

t How many dif fer ent peo ple in ter act with
your child or your stu dent in a day? 

t How many in ter ac tions oc cur in teach ing an
ac tiv ity?

t What are the daily ac tivi ties in which you in -
ter act with your child or stu dent?

t How many op por tu ni ties to com mu ni cate
with you does the child have in dif fer ent ac -
tivi ties? None? One? Five? Ten?

2. Notice your child’s actions during 
functional activities. For example —

Functional Activity     Ways Child May
     Communicate

Eating à à Opens mouth for “more.”
Drinking à à Extends cup for”more.”
Swimming à à Raises hand for “out.”
Dressing à à Touches Mom for “help.”
Working à à Signs “More.”
Transitioning à Says, “Bye.”

t In what ways is your child com mu ni cat ing
with you?

3. Make sure every person who interacts with
the child knows how he or she receives and
sends messages.

Each child will do this in unique ways. It is nec es -
sary to stop, watch the child, and read the mes sage.

t Does each per son take time to watch and lis -
ten to the child?

t Are good rec ords be ing kept so each care giver 
knows what to ex pect?
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Par ents and teach ers need to work to gether to do
the fol low ing:

t In crease the op por tu ni ties the child has to
com mu ni cate.

t In crease the dif fer ent ways in which the child
com mu ni cates.

t In crease the dif fer ent rea sons the child has to
com mu ni cate.

t In crease the number of peo ple, things, and ac -
tivi ties the child com mu ni cates about.

t In crease your at ten tion to sup port pos i tive
com mu ni ca tion at tempts.

What Can You Do?

In the fol low ing ma te rial, we will use the name
“Lee” to rep re sent an in fant, child, or young adult
who is deaf- blind. Think of Lee as your child, or as
the stu dent in your class room.

What can you do for Lee to in crease his in ter ac tive
com mu ni ca tion?

1. Interact often with him. Give Lee a chance to
understand what you are going to do before 
you  do it. Give Lee a chance to make a 
choice, or to request “more.”

2. Allow Lee to participate in activities as much
 as possible.

3. Make sure Lee has a name sign. This may be
 the first initial of Lee’s name to be worn on

Lee’s chest.

4. Make sure that you have a way to identify 
yourself to him.

t For Sis ter, her long braids.

t For Dad, his beard.

t For Mom, her rings.

t For teacher, her short hair.

5. Give Lee an opportunity to communicate 
with you.

6. Always communicate to Lee what will happen
next or where Lee is being taken before the 
activity or movement takes place.

7. Post an actual example of an interaction in
your classroom; so that, everyone (peers,
buddies, and all service providers) can follow 
this.

An Example of Communication
Interaction

for Lee:

t Ap proach Lee slowly; let Lee smell or sense
your pres ence.

t Use Lee’s name sign.

t Let Lee know your iden ti fi ca tion cue, as in
Mom’s ring.

t Let Lee know you are go ing to the car by let -
ting Lee take or feel a set of keys.

t Have Lee open or close the car door.

t Let Lee buy some thing at the store.

t Help Lee hand the money to the clerk if Lee
can’t do this by him self.

t Let Lee know the ac tiv ity is fin ished by put -
ting the keys in a box or on a hook.
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Com mu ni ca tion: A Guide to Teaching Stu dents
with Vi sual and Mul ti ple Im pair ments - 
Hagood, Linda. — Texas School for the Blind and Vi -
sually Im paired (TSBVI) 1997, xiv, 382.

A re source guide for teach ers and model for teach -
ing com mu ni ca tion skills to stu dents with vi sual
and mul ti ple im pair ments is set forth.  As sess ment
of com mu ni ca tion skills, the plan ning of in struc tion, 
se lec tion of com mu ni ca tion meth ods and con texts,
sam ple ac tiv ity rou tines, and strat e gies for solv ing
prob lems are dis cussed. Or der from the Texas
School for the Blind and Vi sually Im paired, 1100 W.
45th St., Aus tin, TX 78756, (512) 206-9240. Pub -
lisher’s web site:
 http://www.tsbvi.edu/pub li ca tions

Di men sions of Com mu ni ca tion: An In stru ment
to As sess the Com mu ni ca tion Skills and Be -
hav iors of In di vid uals with Dis abil ities - 
Mar, Harvey H., Ph.D; Sall, Nancy, Ed.D. 1999, 70.

An as sess ment in stru ment de signed to help teach -
ers, ed u ca tional spe cial ists, speech-lan guage ther a -
pists, psy chol o gists, and other ser vice pro vid ers
eval u ate the com mu ni ca tion skills of per sons with
mul ti ple dis abil i ties in clud ing se vere or pro found
men tal re tar da tion and deafblindness. Part I ad -
dresses de vel op ing a com mu ni ca tion pro file and
Part II ad dresses de sign ing an in ter ven tion plan.
Avail able from:  Harvey H. Mar, Ph.D., St. Jo seph’s
Children’s Hos pi tal, 703 Main Street, Xa vier 6, Pat -
er son, NJ  07503.  Email: hhm1@co lum bia.edu.

Hand In Hand: Es sen tials of Com mu ni ca tion
and Ori en ta tion and Mo bil ity for Your Stu -
dents Who Are Deaf-Blind: Vol ume I -
Huebner, Kathleen Mary (Ed.); Prickett, Jeanne
Glidden (Ed.); Welch, Therese Rafalowski (Ed.);
Joffee, Elga (Ed.) — AFB Press: 1995, xliv, 687.

This par tic u lar book is in tended pri mar ily for
self-study.  It is di vided into three seg ments: Key
Con cepts, Com mu ni ca tion, and Ori en ta tion and
Mo bil ity.  Each of these seg ments is, in turn, di vided
into 20 self-con tained mod ules which pres ent es sen -
tial in for ma tion about deaf-blind ness, how
deaf-blind ness af fects learn ing, and how stu dents
who are deaf-blind can de velop crit i cal com mu ni ca -
tion and O&M skills.  Avail able from: AFB Press,
Cus tomer Ser vice, P.O. Box 1020, Sewickley, PA 
15143.  Phone: 800-232-3044. Fax: 412-741-0609. 
Cost: $64.95 for the 2 vol ume set. The com plete se -
ries of Hand in Hand books and video are $169.95.  
Pub lisher’s web site:
http://www.afb.org/catalog99

Par ents’ Per spec tive On...Be hav ior, Com mu ni -
ca  t ion And In struc  t ional  Strat  egies  -
NTAC/NFADB Par ent Work shop. Na tional
Tech ni cal As sis tance Con sor tium for Children and
Young Adults Who Are Deaf-Blind/Na tional Fam -
ily As so ci a tion for Deaf-Blind: 1998, 4 pages.

Cre ated by 80 par ents, this is a list of the most im por -
tant prac tices to par ents in the ar eas of be hav ioral is -
sues, com mu ni ca tion and in struc tional strat e gies in
the ed u ca tion  of their child who is deafblind.  Avail -
able from DB-LINK.
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Communication is Worth the Effort

t Learn the most ef fec tive ways to ex press your mes sages.

t Lis ten and watch in or der to re ceive mes sages from your child.

t Give your child prac tice in re ceiv ing and ex press ing mes sages.

t Make sure your child’s In di vid ual Ed u ca tion Plan con tains both re cep tive and ex pres sive com mu ni ca tion
ob jec tives.

t Help your child WANT to com mu ni cate. Let your child see that com mu ni ca tion gives power.

t Ini tially, help your child com mu ni cate in the “here and now.”

t Com mu ni ca tion is a crit i cal self de ter mi na tion skill at all ages.

   

This fact sheet was adapted from one orig i nally writ ten by Kathleen Stremel and pub lished and dis trib uted within the state
of Mis sis sippi by the Mis sis sippi State wide Pro ject for In di vid uals who are Deaf and Blind.

Additional Resources



Re mark able Con ver sa tions: Guide to de vel op -
ing mean ing ful com mu ni ca tion with chil dren
and young adults who are deafblind -  Miles,
Barbara (Ed.); Riggio, Marianne (Ed.) Perkins
School for the Blind: 1999, 308.

This book is a prac ti cal guide for teach ers, fam ily
mem bers and oth ers who play a crit i cal, di rect role
in the lives of chil dren who are deafblind. Good
com mu ni ca tion is em pha sized and il lus trated with
sto ries that are based on pos i tive, real ex pe ri ences.
The be gin ning chap ters lay the foun da tion for the
de vel op ment of in struc tional pro grams for chil dren
who are con gen i tally deafblind or who have be come 
deafblind early in life. Later chap ters look more spe -
cif i cally and se quen tially at the nuts and bolts of
pro vid ing mean ing ful ex pe ri ences for these learn -
ers. The book is avail able from Perkins School for the 
Blind, 175 North Bea con Street, Watertown, MA
02472, Attn: Pub lic Re la tions & Pub li ca tions. Tele -
phone: (617) 972-7328; fax: (617)972-7334. The cost is
$35.00.

A Re source Man ual For Un der stand ing and In -
ter acting With In fants, Tod dlers, and Pre -
school Age Children With Deaf-Blind ness -
Alsop, Linda, Ed. SKI*HI In sti tute: 1993, 575.

The man ual’s pur pose is to give in sight, in for ma -
tion, and strat e gies for in ter ven tion to ser vice pro -
vid ers for in fants, tod dlers, and pre school age
chil dren who are deaf-blind. The man ual is di vided
into four teen sec tions con tain ing topic in for ma tion
spe cific to deaf-blind ness. Or der in for ma tion: (801)
752-9533.

Teaching Com mu ni ca tion Skills To Stu dents
With Se vere Dis abil ities - Downing, June E.,
Ph.D. Paul H. Brookes Pub lishing Co. 1999, 198.

Helping stu dents with se vere dis abil i ties com mu ni -
cate as ef fec tively as pos si ble with teach ers and
class mates in gen eral ed u ca tion en vi ron ments is the
scope of this book. Much of the in for ma tion may
also ap ply to other set tings such as home, com mu -
nity and work place en vi ron ments. The fo cus is on
stu dents with se vere cog ni tive dis abil i ties or de vel -
op men tal de lay, au tism, se vere sen sory im pair -
ments (in clud ing deaf-blind ness), or se vere
phys i cal dis abil i ties. Or der from Paul H. Brookes
Pub lishing, (800) 638-3775. Pub lisher’s web site:
http://www.pbrookes.com

What Do I Do Now? Com mu ni ca tion Skills and
Strat egies for In di vid uals Working with
Young Children Who Have Sen sory Im pair -
ments - SKI*HI. HOPE Inc. 1997, var i ous
paginations.

This pro gram pro vides inservice train ing for staff in
pre school and el e men tary school set tings on com -
mu ni ca tion needs of chil dren with sen sory im pair -
ments. There are ten in struc tion units that cover
com mu ni ca tion top ics and tech niques in clud ing:
sig nals, turn-tak ing, ac tive vs. pas sive, and
choice-mak ing. Avail able from HOPE, Inc., 1856
North 1200 East, North Lo gan, UT 84341; phone/fax: 
(435) 752-9533;
e-mail: hope@hopepubl.com
Pub lisher’s web site: http://www.hopepubl.com

Page 4 Communication Interactions

TTY (800) 854-7013 DB-LINK Voice (800) 438-9376

DB- LINK (The Na tional In for ma tion Clear ing house on Chil dren Who Are Deaf-
 Blind) is funded through Co op era tive Agree ment No. HO25U60001 by the U.S.
De part ment of Edu ca tion, OS ERS, Spe cial Edu ca tion Pro grams. The opin ions and
poli cies ex pressed by this fact sheet do not nec es sar ily re flect those of DB- LINK or
the U.S. De part ment of Edu ca tion.

DB- LINK
345 N. Mon mouth Ave
Mon mouth, OR 97361
Voice: (800) 438- 9376
TTY: (800) 854- 7013
Fax: (503) 838- 8150

dblink@tr.wou.edu
http://www.tr.wou.edu/dblink

+  (  : 

Please feel free to copy this pub li ca tion with the
ap pro pri ate ci ta tions. For ad di tional cop ies or
cop ies in al ter na tive for mats, con tact DB-LINK.


