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Introduction   
 
Communication is a complex phenomenon. A helpful framework for 
thinking about and discussing communication is the Means – 
Opportunities – Reasons model and it is this model which forms the 
basis of this article. 
 
Many aspects of communication are described using terms (such as 
speech and language) which are very familiar to most people. 
Unfortunately, some of these terms have everyday meanings which are 
rather loose. It is helpful for practitioners to be clear about what is meant 
by each of these terms. The glossary at the end of this article therefore 
sets out the way in which they are used throughout this series. 
 
 
The Means – Opportunities – Reasons model  

 
When thinking about communication, we tend to focus on the means of 
communication. Clearly, we need to have the means to communicate. 
But, although necessary, this is not sufficient. We only communicate 
when we have opportunities and reasons for doing so. This is 
summarised in the Means – Opportunities – Reasons model shown 
above. This model demonstrates that we communicate only when all 
three features come together – i.e. in the diagram, when the circles 
overlap: when we have the means to communicate, an opportunity to 
communicate and a reason for doing so.  

Means 

Reasons  Opportunities  
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Communicative means – how we communicate 
 
Communication involves many behaviours, or communicative means, 
including 
 

speed 

volume 

stress 

pauses 

speaking this can be varied in terms of 
  

pitch 

singing  

laughing  

chuckling 

snorting 

yawning 

making and breaking eye contact 

looking at objects and people 

glancing at our watch / a clock (e.g. to indicate we want 
to end a conversation) 

glancing / staring 

using the eyes 

to challenge / threaten / make advances  

smile 

frown 

purse our lips 

using facial 
expressions 

look excited / interested / bored / annoyed / worried etc 

nodding it (for yes) 

shaking it (for no) 

moving the 
head 

wobbling it (to signify indecision) 

shrugging the shoulders 

sitting up straight / slouching 

lying down 

using body 
language 

waggling our hips 

dancing 
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maintaining an appropriate distance from another 
person 

keeping away from another person 

getting very close to another person 

using proximity 
 

getting so close to another person as to touch 

pointing 

waving 

beckoning 

wagging a finger 

thrusting our middle finger upwards 

producing a V-sign (2 versions) 

miming e.g. for a drink 

punching the air 

shaking hands 

gesturing 

jointly with another person 
through contact  doing a “high five” 

signing 

changing seats (e.g. to move closer to / further away 
from another person) 

edging away from another person 

walking / running away from another person 

dawdling (e.g. as when a child dawdles to annoy a 
parent) 

skipping (e.g. with joy) 

jumping (e.g. with joy) 

moving 

shifting our weight (e.g. from one foot to the other in 
embarrassment / impatience) 

poking 

grabbing 

hitting 

punching 

pulling hair 

tripping up 

touching 

hugging / embracing 
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kissing 

smartly / casually 

in a uniform 

provocatively 

going nude 

dressing 

wearing jewellery (e.g. engagement / wedding ring) 

on paper 

using a PC / laptop 

writing 

sending emails / text messages 

drawing 

ringing a door bell / knocking on a door 

using indicators / horn when driving 
 
On any one occasion, communication can involve several of these 
communicative means. For example, when about to pick up her baby, a 
mother may speak slowly, in a quiet voice, varying her pitch a lot, whilst 
making eye contact and holding out her arms.  
 
As competent communicators, we communicate without the need for 
conscious thought and much of what we do is unintentional. For 
example, we may be greeted at work by a friendly colleague who asks 
Are you OK today? Our standard reply is likely to be Oh, fine, thanks. But 
we may really feel tired and out of sorts, so our spoken language may be 
accompanied by facial expressions and a tone of voice which indicate 
that we are not fine. Very often then, our actions speak louder than our 
words and frequently contradict them. 
 
As noted elsewhere,1 practitioners must do all they can to  

• understand and support each person’s expressive 
communication 

• support each person’s receptive communication. 
 
In order to carry out the first of these tasks, practitioners must support 
each person to use the means of communication that works most 
effectively for him / her 2 and must respond appropriately.3 

                                                 
1 See article B. 
2 See article 2. 
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For the second task, practitioners need to modify the way they speak 
when they communicate with people who have visual impairment and 
additional needs.4 Furthermore, they will need to augment their own 
spoken language for many of the people in this group.5 
 
 
Opportunities to communicate – where, when and with  
whom we communicate  
 
There are numerous opportunities to communicate in daily life, 
depending on location, time and other people. As will become clear, 
there is considerable overlap between these aspects. 
 
 
Where we communicate 

The opportunities we have to communicate vary to some extent 
according to where we are. Locations for communicating include 

• at home; this can be divided, as there are likely to be different 
opportunities for communicating in the bathroom, toilet, kitchen, 
living room, garden and so on 

• at school / college / university; these can be divided, as there 
are likely to be different opportunities for communicating in the 
classroom, lecture theatre, assembly hall, canteen / dining hall, 
and so on 

• in the work place and places linked with it such as the canteen  
• in the pub  
• in an expensive restaurant 
• in a doctor’s / dentist’s surgery 
• in a stadium at a sport event 
• in the library 
• in religious buildings 
• in museums / art galleries 
• in a concert hall. 

 

                                                                                                                                                         
3 See article 14. 
4 See article 17. 
5 See article 2. 
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When we communicate 

The opportunities we have to communicate vary to some extent 
according to time and the activities we engage in. Times and activities 
when we communicate include 

• during meals; this will be affected by where these occur: see 
above 

• playing in the garden 

• sunbathing in the garden 

• watching television 

• carrying out a difficult task, e.g. in a lesson or lecture 

• travelling; this will be affected by the kind of transport involved; 
e.g. there are more opportunities to communicate when out for 
a walk than when using a motorbike 

• shopping 

• consulting a doctor 

• watching a sport 

• playing a sport 

• worshipping 

• listening to music; this will be affected by where we do this, as 
listening to a CD at home is very different from listening to a 
symphony orchestra in a concert hall. 

 
 
The people we communicate with 

The opportunities we have to communicate vary considerably according 
to the people around us at the time. The people we communicate with 
include 

• our immediate family; relationships, of course, vary over time, 
so communicating with a parent when a baby is very different 
from that activity when a teenager, and it is different again when 
a mature adult communicating with a very elderly parent 

• the wider family 

• neighbours 

• personal friends 

• acquaintances 
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• police officers; how we communicate with these people will 
depend on the context, such as whether we are asking for 
directions, or being questioned about a crime we have 
committed 

• teachers, lecturers 

• colleagues; how we communicate with these people will 
depend, amongst other factors, on relative seniority 

• waiters in restaurants 

• shop assistants 

• doctors, dentists, nurses and so on 

• religious leaders. 
 
Practitioners must ensure that they provide each person who has visual 
impairment and additional disabilities with opportunities to communicate.6 
 
 
Reasons to communicate – why we communicate  
 
Competent communicators communicate for a wide variety of reasons, 
many of which have negative connotations. They include to 

• lie 

• deceive 

• persuade 

• abuse 

• insult 

• tease 

• praise 

• worship. 
 

                                                 
6 Providing opportunities to communicate is covered mainly in article 16, 
although articles 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 and 14 also contain material 
relevant to this issue. 
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Typically developing children communicate for an increasingly wide 
range of reasons which remain important for virtually everyone. These 
include 

• gaining attention 

• greeting 

• requesting items and expressing needs and wants 

• requesting information 

• giving information 

• protesting 

• affirming / agreeing 

• denying / disagreeing 

• rejecting 

• commenting when something disappears 

• commenting when something is unexpectedly absent 

• commenting on possession 

• expressing feelings. 
 
Practitioners should encourage people who have visual impairment and 
additional disabilities to communicate for a variety of reasons.7 
 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
The Means – Opportunities – Reasons model is a helpful framework for 
considering the very complex phenomenon of communication. It is 
recommended that practitioners who are concerned with the 
communication of people who have visual impairment and additional 
disabilities should be familiar with the model. They should also 
understand the terms explained in the glossary which follows. 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 Encouraging people to communicate for a variety of reasons is covered 
mainly in article 16a, although articles 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 and 14 also 
contain material relevant to this issue. 
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Glossary  
 
Communication is the transmission of information, by any means, 
whether intentionally or not, from one person to another. It is a two-way 
activity; it is interaction, involving at least two people.  
 
Expressive communication concerns the sending of information. When 
we think about this, we usually think of speaking, but we also 
communicate expressively when we write, gesture, sigh, laugh, smile, 
frown, shrug our shoulders, cry, scream, etc, etc. 
 
Receptive communication concerns the receiving and understanding of 
information. It occurs when someone hears, sees or feels someone else 
do something, and interprets that behaviour as having meaning.  
  
Intentional communication occurs when someone deliberately 
communicates with another person: for example, when they say they 
want a cup of tea, or when they tap someone else on the shoulder to 
attract that person’s attention.  
 
Unintentional communication occurs constantly. For example, we are 
always communicating things about our mood to other people without 
intending to. We do this with our posture, the tone of our voice, our facial 
expression and so on. Young babies and many individuals who have 
severe impairments can only communicate unintentionally. But people 
who know them well can interpret their behaviour as communicative. 
They often know, or guess, what it means when the individual cries, 
whinges, smiles, looks and points, drops things, turns away, nods, 
waves, etc. 
 
Children typically learn to communicate intentionally by about 9 months 
of age. Vision, physical and cognitive abilities are all very important, so 
children with significant disabilities take longer to learn to communicate 
intentionally. Some never acquire this ability, and remain at the pre-
intentional stage.8 
 
Speech is what we produce when we speak and what we can hear when 
someone else speaks. People can speak without communicating. For 
example 

                                                 
8 See article A. There is a list of articles on the website: 
http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/communication-in-vi-children/ 
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• many infants babble or speak to themselves in play, when they 
are alone 

• many children (and some adults) speak to themselves to direct 
their actions, particularly when they are carrying out a difficult or 
new activity 

• many adults talk to themselves, and do not expect, or even 
want, anyone else to hear, and often become embarrassed 
when overheard.  

 
Some people echo things they hear other people say, without properly 
understanding what they have heard, and with little or no ability to create 
their own sentences. These people are said to have echolalia. 
Sometimes it is possible to work out what the person means, in which 
case there is communication. But this may not be possible, and then 
there is speech, but no language or communication. 
 
Language is a formal system of symbols. A symbol is something that 
stands for something else. Ball stands for an object we kick, throw, 
catch, hit and play games like cricket, tennis, football and rugby with; ball 
is a symbol for that object. This is the case whatever form ball is in: the 
spoken word, the written word, the sign, or some other form. 
 
Language has rules. These are very complicated. All effective 
communicators can use these rules, but the vast majority of people 
cannot say what they are. These rules govern different aspects of 
language. 
 
One aspect of language is meaning. Each word (symbol) has meaning. 
Some, like right, have several meanings; we know which meaning is 
correct from the context, from the way the word is combined with other 
words. For example, there is a rule that states that when someone says 
turn right, right refers to a direction, and does not mean correct. There 
are also rules governing which words we can combine; for example, we 
cannot place the word colourless before the word green because 
colourless green does not make sense. 
 
Another aspect of language is grammar. This consists of the rules that 
govern the sequence in which words are combined into longer units like 
sentences. In English, there is a rule of grammar requiring the adjective 
green to be placed before the noun ball – green ball – but in some other 
languages, the equivalent words are reversed.  
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Sign language has rules governing the sequence of signs. British Sign 
Language has its own grammar, so signs are not produced in the same 
sequence as the words in spoken or written English.  
 
Yet another aspect of language governs the speech sounds that convey 
meaning, and the way they are used in words. For example, in English, 
there is a rule which tells us the words rice and lice mean different 
things. But in some Asian languages, there is no distinction in meaning 
like this between the sounds r and l, so rice and lice would be variations 
of the same word, not different words.  
 
There is also an aspect of written language which governs spelling. For 
example, in English there is the silent e rule: sit becomes site.  
 
Linguistic communication is communication using some sort of formal, 
rule-governed, symbolic language, whether spoken, written or signed.  
 
Pre-linguistic communication consists of all forms of communication used 
by babies, infants and people with disabilities before they acquire 
linguistic communication.  
 
Pre-verbal communication is similar to pre-linguistic communication. It 
refers to all forms of communication before spoken language develops.  
 
Non-verbal communication refers to all forms of communication which do 
not involve spoken language. This term is sometimes used to refer to 
forms such as signing and objects of reference.9 
 
Symbolic communication involves the use of symbols to stand for things, 
but this does not necessarily involve complex rules. Objects of reference 
are symbolic (e.g. a quoit may be used as an object of reference – a 
symbol – for the games room). However, using objects of reference does 
not really involve complex rules, so using them is symbolic 
communication, but not linguistic communication. 
 
Competent adult communicators frequently use pre-linguistic / pre-verbal 
and non-verbal communication. Because many people who have visual 
impairment and additional needs rely so heavily on these forms of 
communication, it is essential that all facilitators are aware of the vast 
range of communicative behaviours that we can use.  
                                                 
9 For a discussion of terms such as signing and objects of reference, see 
article 2. 


