
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Communication Policy 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Signed: Hazel Simmons 

Position: Headteacher 

Date Agreed: June 2021 

Next Review: June 2023 



 

 
 

A Total Communication Approach 
The Bridge School in partnership with NHS professional therapists 

 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The right to express your views is not only a key part of the Human Rights Act 1998, 
it is also vitally important for personal development and wellbeing. Children develop 
the skill to communicate at different speeds dependent upon their developmental 
needs, expressive preferences and abilities. Children with Special Educational 
Needs (SEN) benefit from a Total Communication Approach, to ensure that their 
communication development is maximised over time. The SALT team are vital 
components at The Bridge, working in collaboration with classroom staff to select 
and use the most appropriate tools for each child. 

 
Communication is a top priority for us and features large in our own Key Skills 
Hierarchy 

 
The 2014 SEND reforms very helpfully made it an explicit requirement for pupils with 
SEN, like the majority of children at The Bridge, to be provided with a clear focus on 
their Speech, Language and Communication Needs; so that is what we do, 
supported by our SaLT team. 



 

 
 

 
Means, Reasons and Opportunities 

 

It is important that communication is an everyday experience for children. Our focus 
at The Bridge School is on developing the Means, Reasons and Opportunities to 
communicate (Money and Thurman, 1994). We are aware that: 

 

 
• Without the Means of communication, you cannot express yourself. 

 
• Without Reasons for communication, there is no point in or need to 

communicate. 
 

• Without the Opportunities, there cannot be any communication 
 

Thus, while Communications is timetabled, every lesson, the bits between lessons and 
every aspect of being in the school is regarded as a communications development 
opportunity. 



 

 
 

 
The link between behaviour and communication 

 
Behaviour is communication. Many children and young people, who have 
behavioural difficulties, including many of those with social, emotional and mental 
health needs (SEMH), also have speech, language and communication needs. 
These needs often go unrecognised because behaviour can mask a child or young 
person’s difficulties with communication. SALT and The Bridge School work 
collaboratively on supporting children and young people with behavioural 
problems and SEMH by identifying their SLCN, advising their families and 
professionals working with them on how to respond appropriately, and providing 
advice and guidance for ongoing support. When we see a child who is not 
behaving kindly or who appears unhappy, our first question will always be: ‘what 
are they trying to tell us’? Giving a child a communications channel will very often 
be the answer to their issues. 

 
Training 
 
This is an essential component of supporting students with SALT. This is achieved 
through a clear training development plan focussed on communication skills for 
staff at The Bridge School and parents. SALT provides a core training package that 
is accessible for school staff and parents in key areas of communication needs, 
related to students with SLD. The Bridge staff also benefit from additional training 
regarding communications from other educationalists and psychological 
interventionists. 

 
Therefore, at The Bridge School, we aim to: 

 

1. Adopt a Total Communication Approach throughout school, where pupils 
have access to their personalised communication tools throughout the day. 

 
2. Identify and develop a Means of Communication tailored to each child’s 

individual needs: communications style; cognitive ability; physical ability. 
 

3. Create Opportunities for Communication throughout the curriculum to 
enable each child to communicate functionally and spontaneously, to the 
best of their ability. 

 
4. Understand the importance of helping to understand our children’s Reasons 

to  communicate



 

 
 

 
We are very aware that a student’s inability to communicate effectively can be a 
significant (possibly the most significant) barrier to learning. Therefore, we work 
collaboratively with SALT to ensure that we focus on communication friendly 
strategies and environment that remove these barriers. We will achieve this through 
working in close partnership (SaLT team, Senior Leadership Team and Classroom 
staff): 

 

• Take a strategic whole-school approach (this is our total communication 
approach) to supporting communication for its pupils. This includes school 
development planning and a strategic systemic approach to the early 
identification and monitoring of pupils with SLCN. 

 
• By ensuring that communication is part of the school improvement plan 

incorporating support from the relevant members of the Multidisciplinary 
Team (MDT) – for example, Occupational Therapy (OT)/ Physiotherapy (PT), 
Speech and Language Therapy (SALT), Paediatrics and dietetics. 

 
• Identify and support students with SLCN and incorporate this in their 

Education and Health Care Plan (EHCP). 
 

• Support the professional development of all staff at The Bridge School 
including supporting students with SLCN through bespoke training 
interventions. 

 
• Support staff to provide high quality teaching and supportive learning 

environments that foster and encourage the development of 
communication skills. This is essential for students with severe learning 
disabilities (SLD) who represent the majority of the pupils at the Bridge school. 

 
• Support parents to develop and incorporate communication skills into home 

and community environments through parent training and liaison 
 

• Support students’ communication skills at every point of transition but with 
particular focus on transition to Post 16 settings. 



 

 
 

 
SALT at The Bridge School 
 
The Bridge School SALT is supported by National Health Service (NHS) provision from 
West Suffolk Foundation Trust (WSFT). SALTs: 

 

 
• Work in the classroom settings - liaising with staff and working with children as 

part of their classroom experiences to share good practice, regularly review 
progress and plan next steps for communication skills. This achieved through 
education and health care plan reviews (EHCPS) known to SALT annually and 
through one-page profiles to identify a child’s communication skills 

 
• Jointly plan classroom activities/ ideas in order to incorporate 

communication across the day 
 

• Support each other and class teams on how to generalise new 
communication skills across the various environments accessed 

 
• Provide a baseline level of training for all staff on communication across the 

setting 
 

• Ensure that communication targets are embedded across all areas of the 
Curriculum. 

 
• Keep other professionals updated on our children and their means of 

communication i.e. OT/ PT/ Paediatrician to support Multi-Disciplinary 
working between professionals and The Bridge School. 

 
• Refer onto additional services in a timely and appropriate way (as required) 

 
• Identify and prioritise children based on their needs in relation to the school 

environment and their clinical need. 
 

• Engage with parents in a purposeful and timely way ensuring that 
communication skills can be integrated into the family home and supporting 
parents with training and liaison when needed. 



 

 
 

 
Communication Systems 

 
At the Bridge School, we encourage a total communication approach where 
children can develop and are entitled to a range of methods to convey their wants, 
opinions, fears, feelings and needs. 

 

 
We want all our children to access a system that is within their skill set and functional 
to their cognitive ability. (This may not always be through spoken words.) This is 
known as Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) and can be 
approached in a variety of ways, dependent on each child’s needs. The rang of 
expressive communication systems that we support include: 

 
• Physical Objects 

 
Objects can be used in a number of different ways to help children develop their 
choice making and requesting skills 

 

 
Using objects to request - an object can be used to request an activity i.e. cup given 
to ask for a drink 

 
Choice Making – motivating objects can be used as part of a choice making 
approach where objects are presented and indicators such as a reach or eye 
pointing can be used to indicate a selection 

 

• Intensive Interaction 
 
This is a pre-verbal approach that serves to help support children to engage with a 
supporting adult or peer in order to develop their communication skills. By copying 
the actions or vocalisations of a child, we can help support them to develop the 
ideas that communication can influence interaction with our environment 



 

 

 
This system works well with children with social communication difficulties i.e. ASD. 

 
• Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) 

 
This is a symbol or photo-based system where children with social communication 
difficulties will learn to include others in their requests. PECS helps to teach children 
to exchange a token for a motivating object (Phase 1). The six phases focus on 
acquiring a hierarchy of skills including, travelling with a token to a communication 
partner (phase 2) picture discrimination (to choose between a selection of photos/ 
symbols – Phase 3) and sentence construction (Phase 4) i.e. “I want” plus object. 

 
PECS is used by over half of our children at The Bridge School. 

 
 

 
 

• Voice Output Communication Aid (VOCA) 
 
VOCA is a communication system (usually computer based) where children can 
select a variety of symbols and photos to create functional requests to 
communicate within their environment. Access to this system requires some level of 
sentence construction and an awareness of categorisation. 

 

 
 
Children at The Bridge School are predominantly accessing ProLoQuo2Go via an 
iPad.  At the Bridge School we refer to these as TalkPads. Provision and support for 
these devices is accessed through Suffolk Communication Aid Resource Centre 
(SCARC). Access to this service is supported through SALT. 



 

 
 

 
• Makaton (Signing) 

 
Makaton is a hand-based system where children learn to develop motor patterns 
or signs with their hands to communicate different activities/ objects/ requests and 
curriculum core language. Makaton is used as a visual and kinaesthetic support to 
aid the development of the spoken word and as a means of communicating every 
day  needs and wants 

 

 
Some of our children develop individual signs which are reliant on familiar adult 
interpretation and some others also start to relate their needs and feelings to 
gestures, which is helpful. Makaton is often a very useful back up to system based 
AAC. But being understood is one part of the issue and Makaton really helps 
children to understand other children as it is a ‘group’ activity and thus encourages 
students to communicate with each other. The school’s own licenced Makaton 
trainer works with SALTs to ensure synergy of the various approaches and also offers 
training to parents. 

 

• Expressive Oral Language 
 
Some children use spoken language to communicate their wants and needs. We 
initially focus on labelling single words through play and modelling from a supporting 
adult. When children can label single words spontaneously, we model adding 
information such as child says “ball”, adult says “red ball”. Early Communication skills 
are an everyday activity that must be part of a child’s everyday experiences and 
cannot be taught in isolation. We do however use ‘Talking Tins’ and Microphones to 
allow children the opportunity to hear themselves, which is often a good motivator. 
Finally, and most importantly, we speak to children: we encourage them to greet 
visitors and provide opportunity to speak and be spoken to. 

 
It is important to note that the development of spoken language is heavily reliant 
on cognition and the social desire to communicate. It is evident that difficulties with 
cognition and social communication affect our children at The Bridge School, 
especially those with a diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). We look to 
make oral interactions joyful and rewarding to encourage engagement. 



 

 

 
Every day – all day 

 
Alongside the development of communication systems, we work on supporting 
receptive (understanding) language as part of everyday experiences for our 
children. Children with cognitive difficulties often need additional cues within their 
environment to ensure that they can follow instructions and access the curriculum. 
This especially relates to our ASD pupils where research identified the importance of 
visual support to access learning 

 
At The Bridge School, we always look at where a child is on their receptive journey 
– this starts with real objects and moves towards single word labelling. This is known 
as the visual hierarchy 

 

 

TREE 
 
 

 
Once we have assessed a child’s receptive levels, we provide different types of 
receptive support (visual support) dependent on a child’s individual needs. These 
include: 



 

 
 

 
Objects of Reference (OOR) 

 

For children who are working with objects, an object of reference can help cue 
them into an activity i.e. showing “pad” = personal care. It is important that objects 
are accessible and available at each point of transition across the day and familiar 
the child. The Bridge school has an agreed set of OOR that is used universally across 
the school to support students who require visual support at this level. 

 
 

 
 
Photographs 

 

Photographs of the item or activity that the child is accessing or transitioning to are 
the next step: real but 2D. In the visual hierarchy, photographs are harder to 
understand than objects but are potentially, easier to transition within a working 
environment. Once a child can access photographs to help support their 
understanding, you should be able to transition over to photographs easily by just 
swapping out their OOR for photographs. 

 

 

Symbols 
 
Symbols are a symbolic representation of the item or activity that the child is 
accessing or transitioning to. In the visual hierarchy, symbols are harder to 
understand than photographs but help prepare a child, especially those accessing 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication – AAC, access more expansive 
communication systems (i.e. Voice Output Communication Aid – VOCA). At this 
stage, it is important to discuss and agree with the team working with the child on a 
symbol system to use to support the child. 



 

  
 
Once a child can access symbols to help support their understanding you should 
be able to transition over to symbols easily by just swapping out photographs for 
symbols. 

 

Makaton Signing 

 

 

 
Visual support systems 

 
We use several visual support systems at The Bridge School to help students to 
understand what is happening and transition across their day. We use these at the 
level at which are students are accessing the visual hierarchy: 
 

• Now/ Next 
• Rewards Charts 
• Visual timetables 

 
Now/ Next 
 
Now and Next boards are used at The Bridge School to visually communicate 
instructions or expectations to a student, supporting their understanding of what is 
happening/going to happen. Now/ Next boards can help reduce anxiety about 
transitions or changes in routines. They can also reduce the need to regularly repeat 
verbal instructions. 
 
 



 

 
 

Now Next 

Banana 
 

 
 

Soft play 
 

  
 

 

Visual Timetables 

 
Many of our students at The Bridge School need to know what is happening across 
the day. We support this by using a visual timetable, for the whole class. Some 
children also have their own personalised visual timetables. 

 

 
A visual timetable means placing objects/ photos/symbols of activities in the order 
in which they are going to happen. At The Bridge School we follow left to right to 
model to follow the typical development of literacy access. The visual supports are 
moveable so they can be taken off when finished or put into a different order, when 
needed or at points of change. 

 
Transitioning into literacy 
 
At The Bridge School our communication strategy allows for our pupils to work towards 
developing reading skills. It is important to note that for students with SLD this may 
not be achievable but for our students who are working towards this skill it requires 
adaptation in order to help students to acquire reading potential. 

 



 

 
 
 
It is important to note that all of our students are on a ladder towards reading skills 
but it is important to note that the pre-requisite skills required to achieve reading may 
not be attainable for some students with SLD. At The Bridge School, we follow a 
functional reading programme to help support these skills and also to encourage 
enjoyment of reading or being read to and as another vehicle to demonstrate 
emotion and oralcy. However, in order to access these skills we set certain pre-
requisites to start accessing the programme: 

 
Pre-requisites to access the reading programme 
 
The key factor that will indicate access to The Bridge School Functional Reading 
Programme is: 

 
• Symbolic Discrimination 

 
 
 
Symbolic discrimination requires two levels of skills – expressive and receptive. It is 
important that both skills are secure before transitioning onto the reading 
programme. 

 
Expressive: This means that a student can identify that a symbol is representative of 
an object and therefore they are able to use that symbol to make a request for that 
object. 

 
Receptive: This means that a student can understand that a symbol relates to an 
activity or object and therefore, they are able to use the symbol to transition to an 
activity or follow an instruction. 



 

 
 
 
 

ABOUT PHONICS 
Phonics is a higher order skill that requires multiple 

cognitive processing that is beyond the ability of the 
majority of The Bridge School pupils. 

Intent Implementation Impact 
The teaching of phonics 
is included in our 
Creative Curriculum 
only where it can be 
effective and 
worthwhile.  

 
KS1 and 2 pupils 
receive exposure to 
phonics and are 
assessed. Phonics 
learning incorporates 
teaching other 
important key skills. 
 
Older pupils are 
encouraged to read 
via whole word 
strategies although 
phonics continues to 
have a place, it is less 
important.  
 
Vocabulary acquisition 
is very important for our 
pupils. We seek to 
extend the range of 
words they can 
understand and also 
communicate (using 
their own preferred 
communicating 
method). 

 

• Floppy Phonics 
Sounds   and Letters 
along with the Oxford 
Reading Tree stories. 
 
• Older pupils 

experience reading 
development via the 
progressive books in 
the PHONICSBOOKS 
series. These 
decodable texts follow 
a highly-structured 
phonic sequence, 
supported by pictures 
and graphics, with 
emphasis on syllable 
deconstruction, whole 
word understanding 
and wrapped in 
exciting narratives. 

 

It is important to note that 
most  of our pupils will not 
derive any meaningful 
benefit from being taught 
phonics 

 
However, for those pupils 
who can benefit from being 
taught phonics, the impact 
mostly about life skills: the 
ability to recognise labels in 
a supermarket or a name on 
a coat-peg. 

 
Teaching and learning 
phonics may also support 
speech and language 
development for those that 
have oral ability.  

 
See reading data 2021/22 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
Communications Schemes of Work 

 
Every class follows a communications specific scheme of work based on a whole 
school map, that includes a master quality literature narrative or theme of multiple 
narratives, additional reading based on a decodable or phonics book series, a 
film  plus writing, listening and, for some, speaking. However, the skills within those 
sub-topics is not a straightforward continuum  nor linked to a ‘year group’ and 
every SoW is specifically constructed with that particular classes needs in mind, 
reflecting their core abilities, EHCP targets, communications style preferences and 
rate of progress that can be achieved. 

 
 
Summary 

 
At The Bridge School, we identify and emphasise the importance of developing and 
sustaining communication across all areas of learning. We aim to give our children 
the most effective mode of functional communication in relation to their needs and 
learning potential. We work together and with parents to ensure that 
communication skills can be incorporated into all environments that our children 
access. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This policy has been evaluated for the potential adverse impact it may have on any 
individual by reason of their ethnic origin, disability, gender, sexual orientation, age, belief, 
marital status, caring responsibilities or chosen working pattern, in accordance with the 
requirements of the Single Equalities Act 2010. It is not believed that this  policy will have any 
such adverse impact on staff or pupils for any of these reasons. 
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