
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 14th 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 14th communication right: 

 

The right to be addressed directly and not be spoken for or talked about 
in the third person while present 

 
 

This right speaks to several issues: 
 

• the need to communicate directly to the individual who has severe 
disabilities (rather than through others about this individual);  

• to not engage in surrogacy by projecting our perceptions of what the 
person with severe disabilities wants or needs and speaking for 
him/her (as opposed to creating opportunities and providing supports 
so the individual can express his/her own thoughts); and 



• not talking about the person in his/her presence. This latter point 
speaks to our desire to be recognized as opposed to be treating as 
though we are invisible.  

 
 

Related Skills for Communication Partners 
 

• Gain the attention of the individual with severe disabilities prior to 
expressing to that individual. This may include saying the person’s 
name or being at eye level or using a touch cue prior to 
communicating.  

• Direct our attention fully to the individual with severe disabilities (as 
opposed to communicating while moving or communicating in a 
hurried manner). 

• Provide individually appropriate strategies that support the person 
with severe disabilities to be an active participant in conversation. 
This will include thinking about visual latency, auditory processing, 
and wait time, among other considerations.  

• Be thoughtful about the individual’s most effective expressive and 
receptive communication forms/modes across contexts and partners.  

• Be sure that communication partners can use these preferred 
communication forms/modes.  

• Provide cues to support comprehension (gestural, touch, objects, 
movement…) 

• Support others in the school and home environments to interpret the 
meaning of pre-intentional and early intentional communication in 
ways that are respectful-e.g. not to over-interpret or assign meanings 
that are not evident or that may project someone else’s meanings or 
preferences. Teach peers (including siblings) about the importance of 
honoring the individual’s voice and not expressing our desires through 
another person.  

• Do not talk about the person (in their presence) as if he/she is invisible 
and unimportant. Including the person in such conversations is a good 
way to show respect. 

• When we see others engage in behaviors that violate this 
communication right, we need to “speak up” and suggest a positive 
alternative.  

 
 



Resource 
 

Downing, J. E. & Chen, D. (2015). Beginning steps in communication 
 intervention. In J. E. Downing, A. Hanreddy, & K. D. Peckham-
 Hardin (Eds). Teaching communication skills to students with severe 
 disabilities. Third edition. (pp. 107-135). 

 
 

Please join us on Twitter or Linked In to share your ideas and resources 
about this topic.  

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


