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Introduction  
 
Communication is a fundamental human right. This is made clear in 
many current national and international documents which set out the 
rights of both children and adults, including those who have disabilities. I 
believe it is important to consider these documents as facilitators need to 
be clear about the rights all people have and about the skills they need if 
they are to be able to exercise those rights. 
 
 
Every Child Matters 1 

 
A previous UK Government's aim, set out in the Every Child Matters 
framework, was for every child, whatever his or her background or 
circumstances, to have the support he or she needs to: 

• be healthy,  
• stay safe, 
• enjoy and achieve, 
• make a positive contribution, and 
• achieve economic well-being. 

 
Although the present government has archived Every Child Matters, it 
was extremely influential and can still be seen as relevant. 
Communication skills are essential to enable children with visual 
impairment and additional needs to develop to their full potential with 
regard to all the areas set out above. 
 
In association with Every Child Matters children and young people were 
to have far more say than previously about issues that affect them as 
individuals and collectively. Furthermore, it was also stated that when 
inspectors assess services, they would listen especially to the views of 
children and young people themselves. These principles have been 
retained in Working Together: Listening to the voices of children and 
young people. 2 
 
                                                 
1 Available to download from 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Pa
ge1/CM5860 (Website accessed 05/04/12.) 
2 Available to download from 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Pa
ge1/DCSF-00410-2008 (Website accessed 05/04/12.) 
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This document states 
 

Children’s and young people’s participation gives practical 
expression to children’s rights and supports their wellbeing. It does 
this by: 

• sending a powerful message that children and young 
people of all ages are citizens too 

• recognising children and young people as major 
stakeholders in society with important contributions to 
make to their community 

• enabling children and young people to influence decisions 
and services which affect them in order to make them more 
sensitive to their needs 

• helping every child to fulfil their potential. (p.7) 
 
 
The Bercow Report  3 

 
This report into provision for children with speech, language and 
communication needs was published in 2008. At the very beginning of 
Chapter 1 it states: 

 
The ability to communicate is an essential life skill for all children 
and young people in the twenty-first century. It is at the core of all 
social interaction. With effective communication skills, children can 
engage and thrive. Without them, children will struggle to learn, 
achieve, make friends and interact with the world around them. The 
centrality of communication is not simply a personal statement of 
value. It is a formal, public and multilateral declaration by UNICEF, 
UNESCO and the World Health Organization, which lists 
communication as one of the ten core life skills. Communication is 
a fundamental human right. (p.16) 

 
 

                                                 
3 Available to download from 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Pa
ge1/DCSF-00632-2008 (Website accessed 05/04/12.) 
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Better Communication – An action plan to improve se rvices for 
children and young people with speech, language and  
communication needs 4 

 
This was the government’s response to the Bercow Report. It is relevant 
here in that it reiterates a key theme of the report, stating that  

Communication is crucial, a key life skill at the heart of every social 
interaction and vital to children’s successful development. (p.5) 

 
 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 5 

 
Article 13 states that children must have  

freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all 
kinds.  

 
If young people are to exercise this freedom of expression, they require 
the ability to communicate spontaneously: they must be able to initiate 
interactions with others to communicate their needs and wants. The 
importance of the ability to communicate spontaneously cannot be over-
emphasised (Potter and Whitakker, 2001).6 
 
 
The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human R ights 7 

 
Article 19 states that  

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this 
right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to 
seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media 
and regardless of frontiers.  

 

                                                 
4 Available to download from 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Pa
ge1/DCSF-01062-2008 (Website accessed 05/04/12.) 
5 Available at http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/crc.htm#art13 (Website 
accessed 05/04/12.) 
6 See also article 7. 
7 Available at http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml (Website 
accessed 05/04/12.) 
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If this is to have any meaning, every individual needs to be an effective 
communicator. Indeed, this is also essential for several other articles to 
be achievable. For example, Article 18 states that  

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought … 
 
Article 21 that  

Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country  
 
and Article 27 that  

Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the 
community…. 

 
 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities 8 
 
Article 21 – Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to 
information – states 

Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that persons 
with disabilities can exercise the right to freedom of expression and 
opinion, including the freedom to seek, receive and impart 
information and ideas on an equal basis with others and through all 
forms of communication of their choice, as defined in article 2 of 
the present Convention, including by: 

a) Providing information intended for the general public to persons 
with disabilities in accessible formats and technologies appropriate 
to different kinds of disabilities in a timely manner and without 
additional cost; 

b) Accepting and facilitating the use of sign languages, Braille, 
augmentative and alternative communication, and all other 
accessible means, modes and formats of communication of their 
choice by persons with disabilities in official interactions; 

c) Urging private entities that provide services to the general public, 
including through the Internet, to provide information and services 
in accessible and usable formats for persons with disabilities; 

                                                 
8 Available at 
http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml (Website 
accessed 05/04/12.) 
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d) Encouraging the mass media, including providers of information 
through the Internet, to make their services accessible to persons 
with disabilities; 

e) Recognising and promoting the use of sign languages. 
 
Article 2 states that  

“Communication” includes languages, display of text, Braille, tactile 
communication, large print, accessible multimedia as well as 
written, audio, plain-language, human-reader and augmentative 
and alternative modes, means and formats of communication, 
including accessible information and communication technology; 
and that “Language" includes spoken and signed languages and 
other forms of non spoken languages. 

 
Facilitators should recognise the right of every person to be provided 
with all appropriate means of communication, both receptive and 
expressive. A Total Communication approach is required by many 
people with visual impairment and additional needs.9 
 
 
The Human Rights Act 1998 10 

 
This Act protects human rights, including the right to freedom of 
expression. 
 
 
Valuing People Now: a new three-year strategy for p eople with 
learning disabilities 11 
 
This government strategy, which takes a human rights based approach, 
sets out key policy objectives for 2009 – 2012. 
 

                                                 
9 See article 2. 
10 Available at 
http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Governmentcitizensandrights/Yourrightsandr
esponsibilities/DG_4002951?cids=Google_PPC&cre=Government_Citiz
ens_Rights  (Website accessed 05/04/12.) 
11 Available to download from 
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/Publicatio
nsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_093377 (Website accessed 05/04/12.) 
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Many of the central elements have implications for communication. For 
example, the strategy states that all people with learning disabilities and 
their families will:  

• have greater choice and control over their lives and have 
support to develop person centred plans;  

• have an informed choice about where, and with whom, they 
live;  

• have the opportunity to speak up and be heard about what they 
want from their lives – the big decisions and the everyday 
choices. If they need support to do this, they should be able to 
get it. (pp.20-21) 

 
 
Putting People First  12 

 
This government strategy is concerned with the provision of social care 
for several groups of people, including those with disabilities. The 
emphasis is on high quality, personally tailored services, with people 
having maximum choice, control and power over the support services 
they receive. 
 
 
The implications of national and international docu ments 
 
The national and international documents referred to above clearly set 
out the vital role of communication in the exercising of human rights. If 
people with visual impairment and additional needs are to exercise their 
rights, it is essential that facilitators allow them a good deal of control 
over their lives. Some facilitators will find this idea uncomfortable, and 
will resist. But it is impossible to properly facilitate communication without 
allowing control. 
 
As noted by Harris (1994), communication is concerned with influencing 
other people. Typical children acquire the necessary skills in partnership 
with competent communicators, who must not only share power with the 
child but must also create situations in which the child has the opportunity 
to influence others.  
 
                                                 
12 Available to download from 
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/Publicatio
nsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_081118 (Website accessed 05/04/12.) 
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Parents share power with their children – a young child at home has 
considerable control over many aspects of their lives: what they do, what 
and who they play with, what they eat and drink, and when they do these 
things. Harris very forcibly argues, therefore, that facilitators – including 
school staff, of course – must give children control; they must relinquish 
some power.  
 
But there are barriers to this. As Harris states, giving control can be 
inconvenient in schools, when it interferes with having everyone ready 
for lunch, getting things ready for the next lesson, or working towards 
National Curriculum Attainment Targets.  

…sharing power with children or young people whose behaviour is 
sometimes confusing and unpredictable ... requires considerable 
personal confidence and some courage (Harris, 1994; p.47).  

 
Coupe O’Kane & Goldbart (1998) also refer to the way schools are 
usually organised, noting that they are not good places for children to 
learn to have control. This is because food, drink, toilet breaks and 
activities are provided at set times and the child has little or no need to 
communicate. Yet having something to communicate about is a basic 
requirement for communication (Jordan, 2001).  
 
It is not only in schools that it can be inconvenient to give control and 
share power. The same is also true of other kinds of institutions, such as 
care homes. However, if facilitators are to properly promote 
communication, they must share power and allow people control.  
 
 
Allowing people to have control: the strategies req uired 
 
The key strategies involve 

• providing people with the need (i.e. opportunities) to 
communicate 13 

• encouraging them to take the initiative 14 

• creating responsive environments.15 
 

                                                 
13 See article 16. 
14 See article 7. 
15 See article 14. 
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In fact, these three strategies are all elements of one overall approach 
and, in reality, cannot be separated. A facilitator who provides needs / 
opportunities to communicate will necessarily encourage people to take 
the initiative and create responsive environments. 
 
Some facilitators compensate for people’s lack of spontaneous 
expressive communication by offering choices. However, this actually 
serves to reinforce the inability of those people to initiate, because 
offering choices reduces the opportunities for spontaneous 
communication. Offering choices can also be problematic for other 
reasons.16 It is not a substitute for  

• providing people with the need (i.e. opportunities) to 
communicate 

• encouraging them to take the initiative 

• creating responsive environments. 
 
A very important point that must be stressed is this: facilitators should 
share  power and control with people who have visual impairment and 
additional needs. They should certainly not  relinquish control all together 
and hand over all power. Some facilitators seem to believe that sharing 
power and giving control necessarily means “giving in” to the person with 
communication difficulties. This is far from the case. Encouraging people 
to take the initiative and responding positively to them does not mean 
always granting them what they want as soon as they want it: what is 
important is that the facilitator acknowledges the request either by 
providing what has been requested or by explaining appropriately that it 
is not possible to provide it.  
 
It can, of course, be difficult to explain to someone with little or no 
understanding of spoken language, that he / she cannot have what they 
want. A useful strategy is the Now / Next or Now / Later approach. For 
example, if a child in school requests a favourite CD at a time when this 
would distract other learners, the facilitator could say Work now, music 
next or Work now, music later.  
 
Some people would need to have this augmented in some way. For 
people with sufficient vision, a Now / Next card can be useful. This is 
simply a card divided into two. The usual arrangement is horizontal, 
working left to right, but some people find a vertical, top to bottom layout 
                                                 
16 See article 7. 
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easier. On each half is a strip of Velcro, so that symbols can be attached. 
In the situation described above, the work symbol would be displayed on 
the left, or at the top, with the music symbol on the right, or at the bottom. 
For a person using objects of reference, a container with two sections 
could be used. That on the left, or at the top, would contain the work 
object of reference, that on the right, or at the bottom, the music object of 
reference. 
 
Other strategies for dealing with this difficult issue have been described 
very well by Marriott (2012). As she states, not responding to requests 
can lead to non-desirable behaviours – what are often labelled 
challenging behaviours. It is important to note here that a lack of effective 
spontaneous communication skills often contributes to the development 
and maintenance of challenging behaviours, and people who are able to 
take the initiative are less likely to develop challenging behaviours 
(Prizant et al., 2006). 
 
 
Summary  
 
Facilitators must share control and power with people who have visual 
impairment and additional needs. Unless facilitators do so, these people 
may not take the initiative to express their needs and desires and to 
clearly reject what they do not want. In effect, they will be denied a 
fundamental human right 
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