
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 tenth 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. 

This month we will focus on the 10th communication right: 

 The right to have communication acts acknowledged and 
 responded to even when the desired outcome cannot be 

realized 
 

Important Practices 
 

• Acknowledge communicative attempts across all forms/modes of 
communication and all intents/functions of communication. This is a 
matter of respect and also will encourage the communicator to initiate 
more often. When communication partners are highly responsive, the 
intentional communication acts of the individual with severe 
disabilities will increase.  

• Use Communication Dictionaries to teach all communication partners 
to recognize the individual’s expressions across communication forms 

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


(including unique vocalizations and gestures that may not be readily 
comprehended by others).  

• Teach individuals with severe disabilities what they need to know to 
draw the attention of others. Support those with sensory loss to better 
understand when others are able to hear and see their attempts. (I can 
recall “catching” my daughter using signs as I entered the room. She 
did not yet understand that I could not see her signs unless I was in the 
room and turned to face her. ) 

• Ask the individual with severe disabilities to repeat their 
communicative act if you didn’t understand. You might say, “Please 
tell me again.” This shows that you are invested in their 
communication. It also gives them an opportunity to be persistent.  

• Teach peers how to respond to the individual with severe disabilities. 
How should they establish joint attention? What could they say to 
acknowledge?  

• When the desired outcome cannot be realized, acknowledge the 
message and intent and if possible, explain when it may be possible to 
have the outcome realized. For example, “You want to go outside. 
First we will see the nurse and then we will go outside.” 

• Teach receptive vocabulary that will support the individual to 
understand that they have been acknowledged and to also understand 
a delay in having their desired outcome realized. Offer plenty of 
receptive opportunities with this vocabulary. Examples could include 
vocabulary such as: I’m listening, tell me again, now, next, first/then, 
tomorrow… 

• Remember the Tri-Focus Framework and the strategy: Enhancing 
Sensitivity. See Siegel-Causey & Bashinski (1997) reference below 
for a review. 
 

Resources on Responsive Communication Partners 
 

Bartolotta, T. E., & Remshifski, P. A. (2013). Coaching communication 
 partners: A preliminary investigation of communication intervention 

during mealtime in Rett syndrome. Communication Disorders 
Quarterly, 34, 162-171. 

 
Downing, J. E., Hanreddy, A., & Peckham-Hardin, K. D. (Eds.). (2015). 
 Teaching communication skills to students with severe disabilities. 
 Third Edition. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.  
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Janssen, M. J., Riksen-Walraven, J. M., & van Dijk, J. P. M. (2006). 
 Applying the diagnostic intervention model for fostering harmonious 
 interactions between deaf-blind children and their educators: A case 
 study. Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, 100, 91-105. 
 *Note: Janssen and her team have a series of intervention models that 
 include strategies to improve the communication partner’s 
 responsiveness to the learner’s affective state and responsiveness.  
 
Kent-Walsh, J. & McNaughton, D. (2005). Communication partner 
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Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 21(3), 195-204. 
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 Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 12, 105-120. 
 
 
I’m sure you have many additional ideas. Please share your thoughts.  
 
Please join us on Twitter or Linked In to share your ideas about this 7th 
communication right.  

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


