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This policy document has been developed in consultation with key staff working with pupils and students at St 
John’s School, in order to describe the context, philosophy and approaches used to support communication 
development at St John’s School. It should be read in conjunction with the Audiology Policy, MSI Policy, 
Speech and Language Therapy Policy and Mission Statement in Action.  
 

Pupil/ Student population at St John’s School 
St John’s School has a long history providing education and care for deaf children and young people. Deaf 
pupils/ students attending St John’s school present with a range of types and severity of hearing loss. In 
addition, for some pupils, the cause of their deafness may be linked to other conditions affecting sight, balance, 
taste, touch, smell, physical development, mobility and the development of cognition (thinking), learning, social 
and emotional development. At times, pupils/ students may also experience changes in their mental health 
which affects their ability to communicate. 
 
Pupils/ students who have difficulties with both hearing and vision can be described as multi-sensory impaired 
(MSI).The specific specialist approaches for supporting pupils/students with multi-sensory needs at St John’s 
School are described in the MSI policy.   
 

The National Deaf Children’s Society (NDCS) report in 2010, Complex Needs, Complex Challenges notes that 

around 40% of deaf children have additional needs. 
 
Hearing pupils/ students with specific identified communication, language and speech needs may also be 
placed at St John’s School.  
 

Approaches and Interventions to support communication development 
Holistic communication philosophy  
St John’s School aims to develop each pupil/student’s ability to communicate equally and successfully with 
others. As such, it is essential for staff working in school to have a detailed understanding of each young 
person’s individual communication strengths and needs.  
 
Pupils arrive at St John’s School at varying stages of communication development. These can be defined 
as: 

1) Communicating without language. 
2) Beginning to communicate with language.  
3) Developing communication through language.  
4) Confident communicating through language. 

 
At each of these different stages, pupils/ students may also understand and use different modalities (ways) of 
communication. These may be: 

o Spoken. 
o Manual (sign). 
o Mixed (sign and spoken). 

 



St John’s School recognises and values this diverse range of abilities amongst the pupil/student population. 
This includes considering and valuing the language and communication choices of parents/ carers and the 
home environment. 
 
Across the school the curriculum is delivered through a spoken language dominant approach. This 
means that teaching always takes place in spoken English. This enables pupils/ students to have continuous 
access to clear and effective models of spoken English and enables the ongoing development of listening 
skills. 
 
In some class groups, pupils/ students are at the stage of communicating without language or 
beginning to communicate with language. For these pupils/ students, sign and spoken communication 
is used together. This means that teaching takes place in spoken English, supported by Makaton signing. 
This enables pupils to access communication and learning at their developmental level. Hands-on signing may 
be used for pupils/students with MSI needs or those beginning to communicate through language. 
 
Additional approaches may also be used with pupils/ students at the stage of communicating without 
language or beginning to communicate with language. These could include: 

o Objects of reference- using objects to represent a specific activity. 
o Intensive interaction- the pupil/ students’ communication partner adjusting their verbal and non-verbal 

communication to let the pupil or student lead an interaction, e.g. during Jabadao music and movement 
sessions. 

o Pictures and symbols- real photos or drawings to represent names, objects, actions, places. 
o Visual timetables 
o Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS)- a structured approach to develop shared attention 

build interaction and intentional communication by making an exchange of a picture for a desired object 
or outcome. 

o Voice output devices: any electronic device/ programme that provides pupils/students a spoken or 
written output to support their expressive communication. 

 
Language Planning 
This is an approach that considers the importance of considering the complex influences on and around 
individual pupils/ students developing their communication abilities. Language planning involves a process of: 

 Assessing skills 

 Establishing an individual plan  

 Monitoring progress over time 
 
At St John’s School, this process includes: 

 Pre-entry assessment: gathering background information, compiling a detailed report on 
communication strengths and needs, including recommendations for intervention. 

 Developing a baseline individual education plan, including specific, measurable, achievable and time-
related (SMART) targets. 

 Developing annual pupil profiles and where appropriate MSI profiles which reflect specific 
communication preferences, strengths and needs. 

 Developing and reviewing termly speech and language therapy targets and programmes of 
intervention. 

 Annually completing detailed communication assessments in line with the teacher assessment cycle 
during the Summer Term (led by the speech and language therapists). 

 Reporting and sharing communication assessment findings and updating recommendations for support 
at annual review meetings. 

 Weekly staff meetings to discuss pupil/student progress and share advice and recommendations for 
support. 

 
 
 
 



Maternal Reflective Method 
The Maternal Reflective Method (MRM) is an approach to language teaching which was established by the 
educational psychologist Father Van Uden, in St. Michielsgestel, a school for the Deaf in Holland.  

 
MRM is a whole child approach where social emotional, personal, intellectual and cognitive development are 
all important. Learning takes place by doing and discovering, encouraging shared interaction and conversation. 

The term maternal acknowledges the different style of talking (register) used by parents/ carers with children 

who are at an early stage of developing language. Van Uden (1977) described this as an ideal way to facilitate 
language development for deaf children. 
 

Key concepts include:  

 Seizing the intent to communicate and giving it purpose and structure.  

 Reflecting back the communication using spoken language, writing, pictures, objects, symbols or 
key signs.  

 Creating opportunities for functional/ practical communication. 
 

MRM is used as part of a range of approaches to develop communication and specifically spoken language 
development at St John’s School. The approach includes holding an initial conversation, reading session and 
then reflective tasks.  
 

The key concepts of seizing, reflecting and creating are used by staff working with pupils at all stages 
of communication development 
 

Shape Coding 
Shape Coding is a structured, visually based approach to teaching grammar, originally devised for work with 
school aged children who have specific language impairments, Ebbels (2007).The approach works by using 
key shapes, colours and notation to denote the word order for simple sentences. Deaf children/ young people 
may experience a delay in their language development as a result of their hearing loss. This approach aims to 
close that gap, through developing understanding, awareness and use of English vocabulary, word categories 
(such as nouns, verbs and adjectives), morphology (word structure) and syntax (sentence structure). 
 

Shape coding is used effectively in classes across St John’s School when pupils/ students are at the 
stage of developing communication through language.  
 

Audiology 
Daily input from a highly qualified, experienced and skilled educational audiologist is provided at St John’s 
School. The audiologist is able to test/ assess pupil/ students’ hearing levels, support with troubleshooting 
issues with hearing instruments, take impressions for ear moulds and monitor the acoustic environment at St 
John’s School. This input ensures that deaf pupils/ students have the optimum access to sound and spoken 
language in order to support their developing communication.  
 

The audiologist contributes to the language planning process for pupils/ students at St John’s School by 
contributing to the pre-entry assessment process, at times working jointly with the speech and language 
therapist to gather information or assess directly. The audiologist also completes reports for their annual 
reviews and gives further specific advice, recommendations and direct input where appropriate following 
testing. In addition, the audiologist also provides regular training updates for staff at St John’s School. 
Collaborative working is an essential element of the speech and language therapy provision at St John’s 
School. The audiologist liaises closely with parents/ carers, colleagues across the whole school staff group and 
outside professionals/ agencies to share information and support ongoing communication development.  
Further detailed information is described in the Audiology Policy. 
 

Speech and Language Therapy  
A team of highly specialist speech and language therapists provide a comprehensive service to the pupils at St 
John’s School. The amount and frequency of speech and language therapy input is determined following 
assessment and in accordance with identified objectives and provision as detailed on statements of special 
educational needs or education and health care plans.  
 



The speech and language therapists lead the communication assessment for pre-entry assessments, and 
contribute significantly to language planning by ongoing assessment and monitoring of communication 
development through setting and reviewing termly targets. In addition, the therapists provide detailed 
assessment reports for annual review meetings, contribute to transition plans and education and health care 
plans. 
 

All pupils/ students are offered weekly intervention from the speech and language therapy team. In most 
cases, this is considerably more and may include individual, paired or group sessions. This frequent, high level 
of therapy provision enhances opportunities for structured development of communication and enables close 
monitoring of development. Therapists working in this way are able to respond carefully and quickly to 
developing skills and closely target specific communication needs. 
 

The speech and language therapists also provide regular training on issues related to communication, 
language and speech to staff at St John’s School and outside professionals. Collaborative working is an 
essential element of the speech and language therapy provision at St John’s School. The therapists liaise 
closely with parents/ carers, colleagues across the whole school staff group and outside professionals/ 
agencies to share information and support ongoing communication development. Further detailed information 
is described in the speech and language therapy policy. 

 

Information and Communication Technology 
Pupils and students at St John’s School have an ever increasing level of access to developing information and 
communication technologies. Staff use technology during learning experiences to support communication 
development. This may include: 

o Recording, capturing and reflecting on assessment and learning tasks through devices such as iPads 
and video recorders. 

o Using apps designed as an alternative or augmentative communication aid such as Proloquo2go. 
o Developing listening skills for telephone/ smartphone use. 
o Developing awareness and safe use of social media. 

 
Further guidance on the use of information and communication technologies is included in Acceptable Use 
policy and ICT policy. 
 

Staffing 
All staff working at St John’s School have a responsibility to support and facilitate the development of each 

pupil/ student’s communication, in accordance with the schools’ Mission Statement in Action document. This 

is achieved through: 
o Attending an induction training session to introduce the school’s communication philosophy and 

approaches. 
o Participating in weekly liaison meetings to share information about individual pupil/ student progress, 

development and current issues that may affect communication development. 
o Regularly referring to current documents that outline each pupil/ students’ communication strengths and 

needs, such as recent reports, Pupil Profiles, MSI Profiles and Speech and Language Therapy Targets. 
o Delivering/ supporting the delivery of tasks and activities designed to support communication 

development, such as specific tasks/lessons in class or speech and language therapy sessions. 
o Contributing where requested and appropriate to target setting, review and report writing through 

discussion with key colleagues. 
o Participating in specific training sessions to develop knowledge and skills using specific approaches 

that support communication development. 
o Participating in ongoing professional development to maintain and further develop specialist knowledge 

and skills working with deaf children and young people. 
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