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COMMUNICATION  
PROGRAMME OF LEARNING 

P1-3 
 
Children at a very early stage of developing communication require people around 
them to be responsive to any attempts at communication.  Interpreting behaviour as 
potentially meaningful is one important adult response.  For example, a child might 
smile in during an activity and the adult interprets this response as meaning ‘more, 
please’, even if the child is not intentionally smiling to get ‘more’.  The child begins to 
get the idea that smiling results in getting more pleasurable experiences and 
eventually s/he will produce the smile to communicate ‘more’ intentionally.  To be 
responsive, adults need to attend very carefully to each child and treat all behaviour 
as potentially communicative.   This response may be to echo that behaviour back to 
the child, indicating that the ‘communication’ has been heard.  For example, the 
child may bang the table.  The adult bangs back ‘saying’ ‘I hear you’ and hopefully 
this will start a ‘banging the table’ conversation. 
 
Some children will be more intentional in their communication but not yet able to 
use conventional language.  At this level, children will be developing ways of 
indicating what they like and dislike.  For example, the smile is now used 
intentionally to ‘ask’ for an activity to be repeated.  Gestures might be used to 
request objects or just to ‘comment’ on something that can be seen.  A responsive 
environment provided by staff should include a widening range of motivating 
activities upon which children can ‘comment’. 
 
Some children will be beginning to use conventional communication, understanding 
or even using a few single words such as ‘more’, ‘finished’ and perhaps names of 
familiar people and objects.  Staff should encourage new words and meanings 
through a range of stimulating activities and providing the example of new words 
and phrases.  Using single words or short phrases is important at this stage. 
 
The programme of learning is divided into three areas: 

1. Responding (to social events and activities) 
2. Interacting (with others) 
3. Communicating  

The opportunities suggested are roughly in developmental order but should not be 
treated as steps to be mastered one after another. 
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Developmental Objectives 
 
The following charts show what pupils at each P-Level (developmental level) should be taught in Communication. 
 

P1 Communication 
Pupils should be taught: 

Responding  

 To respond when basic needs and 
desires are met (e.g. stop crying when 
discomfort is removed or relax when 
gently rocked) 

 To demonstrate a reflex response to 
sudden appearance of stimuli 
presented in on/off pattern (burst-
pause) (eg: still, widen eyes, increased 
movement) 

 To respond to nearby person (eg: still 
to sound of voice or search with eyes 
or increased movement) 

 To react to sudden loud noises-startle 

Interacting  

 To begin to show they have had 
enough of a social interaction (eg: by 
turning away or looking down) 

 To show an awareness that an adult or 
peer is present 

 To interact with familiar people (eg: 
smiling, turning, giving eye contact) 

 To accept close physical contact with a 
consistent group of familiar adults 

 To accept the steps of a moving and 
handling routine 

 To experience a range of interesting 
and enjoyable activities with a familiar 
adult 

 To accept coactive work/exploration 
with an adult 

 To accept the noisy, busy, classroom 
environment 

Communicating 

 To begin to make vocal sounds (and 
slowly increase the range, style and 
frequency of these) 

 To indicate through displeasure that a 
basic need must be addressed 

 To express emotional state  

 To give intermittent reactions (e.g. 
become excited in the midst of a social 
activity) 
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P2 Communication 
Pupils should be taught: 

Responding  

 To respond to consistent and 
predictable social routines (offered in 
the same order in the same 
environment on a daily basis) (e.g.: by 
relaxing, stilling, widening eyes or 
mouth, increased movement) 

 To respond to their own names 
(stilling, turning, increased movement) 

 To respond with consistent positive 
and negative reactions to a range of 
social activities (eg: smiling or turning 
head away) 

 To respond to people talking around 
them (eg: by looking at the speaker or 
making sounds) 

 To respond positively to familiar 
people (make fleeting eye contact, 
smile) 

 To respond to familiar sounds/songs 
(e.g. by stilling, turning, looking, 
smiling, vocalising) 

 To communicate through a positive 
response when basic needs are met 

 To reengage with interesting and 

Interacting  

 To show preference for particular 
people, objects and activities 

 To respond with interest in the actions 
of others close by (e.g.: make eye 
contact, turn towards, reaching out, 
vocalising) 

 To show anticipation of familiar social 
activities and events (e.g.: start to rock 
for ‘row the boat’ or lean forward to 
be lifted up) 

 To work co-actively with familiar 
people (e.g.: allow their hands to be 
used for eating) 

 To attend to adult or peers voice, 
movement, gesture, eye-contact, sign, 
speech and any other communicative 
behaviour 

 To begin to display consistent 
preferences 

 To engage with a range of interesting 
and enjoyable activities with a familiar 
adult 

 To engage in turn taking, stop/start 
activity with and adult 

Communicating 

 To show preferences for objects, 
activities and events (e.g.: responding 
with interest to those they like and 
turning away from those they don’t) 

 To indicate preferences and dislikes  
consistently through their responses 
to objects, activities and events (e.g.: 
looking expectant or smiling to 
indicate enjoyment and pushing away 
or moving away to indicate 
displeasure) 

 To attract someone’s attention (e.g.: 
by making sounds or gestures) 

 To make simple meaningful gestures 
(e.g.: pointing or using simple signs, 
photographs) 

 To use their voices to join in a 
‘conversation’ (e.g.: babbling) 

 To anticipate the steps of a 
movements and handling routine 
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accessible objects and stimuli shown 
to them by adults 

 To engage with favourite activities and 
reject activities they do not want to 
participate in 

 To engage in turn taking activity with 
another pupil, with adult support 

 
 

 

P3 Communication 
Pupils should be taught: 
Responding  

 To respond in different ways to 
familiar and unfamiliar adults 

 To respond to familiar sounds and 
early words such as brrrm/ woof/ 
mum (e.g.: smile and locate sound ) 

 To respond to familiar sounds and 
words, showing understanding of their 
meaning (e.g.: look at ‘mum’ or the 
dog) 

 To consistently respond to different 
familiar adults in different ways 

 To respond to options and choices 
with actions and gestures 

Interacting  

 To engage actively in familiar social 
activities and events (e.g.: join in 
action songs or hold up arms for coat) 

 To share joint attention in an object or 
activity (e.g.: looks at object and at 
person or looks where person is 
pointing if object close by)  

 To actively seek out attention from 
others (e.g.: vocalise or reach out) 

 To actively play with another person 
(e.g.: hand person a toy or pull at the 
person’s hands) 

 To initiate a turn taking activity with a 
familiar adult 

 To initiate a turn taking activity with 
another child 

 To greet familiar people 
 

Communicating 

 To attempt simple words and phrases 
in imitation (e.g.: mum, woof, all gone, 
bye bye, more) 

 To use a few words appropriately 
(e.g.: more, names, yes, no, mum – 
whatever is appropriate for that child) 

 To communicate a choice of object or 
activity (e.g.: by making sounds, 
gestures or pointing, giving picture as 
in PECs) 
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It should also be noted that we believe in the Communication Forms (modes) associated with Rowland & Stremel- Campbell (1987) Levels of 
Communication, when teaching children working at the pre-formal stage.  Below is a copy of the hierarchy of communication that we follow. 
 

  (Just one level  ‘Concrete Symbolic’ on original 
model Rowland & Stremel- Campbell, 1987) 

  

 Level 4  
Conventional Presymbolic 

Level 5 
Concrete Symbolic  

Level 6 
Graphic Symbolic 

Level 7 
Abstract Symbolic 

Level 8 
Formal Language  

Vocal  
 

Vocalisations accompanying 
gestures, 

touching objects, hands up/ 
out, 

point, 
wave 

 
 
 
 

Object cues  
(used  as part of actual activity 
happening at that time  
e.g. spoon  eating)  
 

Mimicking sounds 
 

Non- standardised 
vocalisation with 

clear meaning 

Single spoken words Combination of 2 or 
more words 

Motor/ 
Gestural 

Depictive gestures Non- standardised 
signs with clear 

meaning 

Single manual signs Combination of 2 or 
more manual signs 

 

Two –
dimensional 

Photographs Clear line drawings/ 
pictorial symbol 

systems (e.g. COMPIC 
or PSC) 

Abstract graphics 
(written word) 

Combination of 2 or 
more 2-dimensional 

symbols 

 
Three- 

dimensional 
 

Real Objects/ object 
cues 

( object represent an 
activity e.g. spoon  
it’s time to eat) 

Objects of Reference 
(can be miniature or 

mounted objects) 
 

Could also be tactile 
symbol. 

Brailed letters Combination of 2 or 
more 3-dimensional 

symbols 

 
 
 


