
Severe and Multiple Disabilities Constituent Committee Monthly Message 

The DCDD Board members prepare briefs about topics of interest for our members. As a 
DCDD member, you are receiving this brief on the topic of resources for professionals 
who work with students who have communication disorders and/or who are deaf or 

hard of hearing. We appreciate your continued membership with DCDD!  Please feel free 
to discuss this article on DCDD Linkedin or Twitter. 

This monthly message is the fourth in a series about the Communication Bill of Rights. 
The list of 15 communication rights and guidelines for professional practice can be 
found in this article:  

 Brady, N. C., Bruce, S., Goldman, A., Erickson, K., Mineo, B., Ogletree, B. T., Paul, 
 D., Romski, M., Sevcik, R., Siegel, E., Schoonover, J., Snell, M., Sylvester, L., & 
 Wilkinson, K. (2016). Communication services and supports for individuals with 
 severe disabilities: Guidance for assessment and intervention. American Journal 
 on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 121(2), 121-138. 

In this month’s article, we will focus on the fourth communication right:  

 The right to express personal preferences and feelings 

How we might support individuals with severe disabilities to express personal 
preferences and feelings: 
 

• Offer a rich array of experiences so that preferences are established. 
• Watch for expressions of preference expressed across communication 

forms/modes-verbalizations, vocalizations, sign language, gestures (from 
idiosyncratic to conventional gestures such as head nodding or shaking), body 
language, facial expressions, and respirations. 

• Conduct systematic preference assessments (which will ground the selection of 
reinforcers and be useful to providing meaningful choice-making opportunities). 

• Be sure that the elements that support authentic choice-making are present 
when choices are offered. Does the individual have knowledge of/experience 
with each of the options being presented? Does the individual understand the 
representations? Is the size of the array appropriate? Are options being 
presented in a way that is accessible to the individual? Has visual latency, and 
other forms of latency been considered when determining how much time is 
required to present each option? Does the individual have a clear indicating 
response? What will happen if the individual does not like any of the options 
presented? We will discuss choice-making more in September.  

• Be attuned. Voice what individuals with severe disabilities tell us through their 
body language and facial expressions. Watch for their reaction to the 
interpretations, as a double check on accuracy.  

https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8201148
https://twitter.com/dcdddcdd


• Offer “more” of what they like and when possible, provide opportunities for 
them to “finish” what they don't like.  

• Teach vocabulary for: more, finished/all done, I like, I don’t like… and other 
messages to express preferences. 

• Keep a preferences map. Expand it as experiences grow.  
• Be mindful that what is preferred in one setting or with one person may differ in 

another setting or with another person.  
 
I’m sure you have many additional ideas on this topic. Do you have a favorite preference 
assessment?  
 
Please join us on Twitter or Linked In to share your ideas about this fourth 
communication right.  

 
Susan M. Bruce 
Constituent Chair, Severe and Multiple Disabilities Committee 


