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Total Communication 
 

‘Total communication’ is an approach which recognises that what pupils have to 

‘say’ is important and will be responded to, whatever the form in which it 

happens. Although our ultimate goal remains that pupils should use and 

understand ‘formal’ communication (ideally through speech), we also recognise 

that children at earlier stages of development need to learn the pre-requisites 

of communication using whatever means are appropriate or available  to them.   

At Ysgol Crug Glas, pupils’ ways of communicating could include any of the 

following, often in combination: 

 

body language, facial expression, eye pointing, gestures, vocalisations, signs, 
objects of reference, symbols, photographs, pictures and text, use of additional 
augmented communication systems through computers and other technological 
equipment. 

 

It is just as important to recognise that pupils may respond to any, or any 

combination, of these when someone is communicating to them.  It is therefore 

essential that all staff focus on communication in the broadest sense and in 

every context across the curriculum.  The following are some ways in which 

communication may occur: 

 

Vocalisations: These may include a range of crying, shouts, grunts and general 

sounds that are used by pupils to communicate their needs and feelings. Staff 

listen and observe the context and consistency in which these occur for 

meaningful interpretation of these vocalisations. 

 

Gestures:  These may be simple or complex body movements, such as of an 

eyebrow to indicate ‘yes’, or a specific whole body movement that might indicate 

rejection or dislike. Staff observe, interpret and record gestures, whilst trying 

to encourage intentional communication and, later, consistency of response. 

 

Sensory/tactile: A range of textures, sounds and smells are used to increase 

pupils’ awareness and understanding of the time of day and changes in the 

environment.  For example a different smell, style of music or tactile glove/mat 

may be used to indicate the different days of the week. 

 

Objects of Reference: These represent activities that occur throughout the 

day.  There are a range of objects of reference used for some activities, 

depending on the needs, age and understanding of the pupil. 
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Symbols: These are a meaningful graphic form which have multiple uses. For 

some pupils they can provide a real alternative mode of communication which can 

be used on its own or as a support for signing and/or speech.  They represent 

every day and curriculum-related vocabulary.  Those used in school are based on 

the Makaton Vocabulary.  Additional symbols might need to be created by staff 

or parents for particular pupils or purposes. 

 

Signing:  A number of our pupils are able to use one or more sign to 

communicate simple needs.  In addition, all staff are encouraged to use signing 

to provide additional visual cues or information for pupils.  Signs are used in 

spoken word order and to support the key words in phrases and sentences.  

Signs used in school are drawn from the Makaton Vocabulary and from British 

Sign Language. 

 

Speech:  Staff encourage speech by developing pupils’ vocalisations, fostering 

imitation and consistency in a variety of settings.  Where appropriate and with 

the advice of the Speech and Language Therapist,  pupils who have difficulties 

with articulation and pronunciation of words and phrases, are encouraged 

through imitation and speech exercises. 

 

Text:  this is used to convey information usually in conjunction with symbols or 

photographs.  

 

Communication passports are being developed throughout school to provide a 

guide to the means of communication used and understood by particular 

individual. They also provide information about their current level of 

understanding. 

 

 

 

 


