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Introduction  
 
This article explains how to compile a Profile. Before doing so for the first 
time you are strongly advised to read the document “Profiling the 
communication of people who have visual impairment and additional 
disabilities: Description”.1 
 
Whilst reading these guidelines, you may find it helpful to refer to the two 
example Profiles provided and to the respective commentaries.2 
 
 
The compiler 
 
As will become clear, compiling a person’s profile should be a team 
effort, but it is important that someone takes the lead. This person is 
regarded as the compiler, and these guidelines are addressed to you. 
Compiling a profile is an open process, so anyone, including a family 
member, may take on this role. However, it is strongly recommended 
that you have a good understanding of communication in people with 
severe visual impairment and additional disabilities. If the person whose 
profile is being compiled also has an autism spectrum condition, you 
should also have a good understanding of the nature of autism. If you 
lack the recommended specialist understanding, it is important that you 
can draw readily on such expertise: this may come from a suitably 
qualified and experienced 

• speech and language therapist 

• qualified teacher of the visually impaired 

• teacher of autistic children 

• psychologist. 
 
If you lack specialist understanding, the need for you to seek advice from 
practitioners who have this expertise cannot be over-stated. 

                                                 
1 This article is available at http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/profiling-the-
communication-of-people-who-have-visual-impairment-and-additional-
disabilities/. 
2 The two example Profiles and the respective commentaries are 
available at http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/profiling-the-communication-
of-people-who-have-visual-impairment-and-additional-disabilities/. 
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It is important to note that a person’s profile applies only to the overall 
setting in which it was compiled. It is possible for a person to have a 
profile for each of the significant overall settings they regularly 
experience (e.g. the family home, school, residential home, etc.). 
 
 
If more than one profile is compiled it is advisable for all of them to be 
compiled by the same person. This will help to ensure consistency of 
approach and style across the profiles. 
 
 
 
An observational-consultative approach 
 
When gathering information for the profile, you should adopt an 
observational-consultative approach. In other words, you should make 
your own observations and should consult all those people who know the 
person well in the setting concerned. Consulting others is discussed on 
p.9. 
 
 
 
Observing the person 

You should observe the person as much as possible, which may require 
many periods of observation over several weeks. Stillman and Battle 
(1985), referring to the assessment of children who have both visual and 
hearing impairment, suggest an observation period of two weeks. Much 
will depend on the frequency and duration of observational sessions within 
the overall period, but for people with the most complex disabilities, two 
weeks is unlikely to be sufficient. This is because such people can vary 
markedly over time and can have periods of several weeks during which 
they perform at their best, contrasted with periods when they do 
significantly less well, perhaps because of illness or a disruption to their 
usual routine. 
 
 
You should make observations in a wide variety of contexts within the 
overall setting. Depending on the individual and the overall setting, the 
contexts could include any combination of the following: 
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• in class (for those who are in education) 

• during meals and snacks 

• when playing / engaging in hobbies or preferred leisure 
activities 

• during personal care routines (subject to the person’s dignity 
not being compromised) 

• in the garden / grounds 

• in a range of community settings. 
 
As noted above, you should observe the person on several occasions. It 
is also useful to make observations at different times of the day. This is 
because some people who have complex needs perform better at certain 
periods of the day than others. 
 
This long-term observational approach is essential because of the nature 
of people who have severe visual impairment and additional disabilities. 
These people can vary widely across different situations, and time, with 
regard to physical well-being, functional vision, alertness and mood. 
Furthermore, it is often difficult to gain, focus and sustain their attention. 
It takes a long time to get to know people who are at developmentally 
early stages and who have a complex set of severe disabilities. 
 
 
 
Observing the person’s communication partners 

As well as observing the person, it is also important that you observe his / 
her communication partners. This allows you to consider the interactive 
style of the communication partners, and to understand the demands and 
constraints of the activities which they provide for the person (Stillman and 
Battle, 1985). It is helpful to observe the person interacting with as many 
significant communication partners as possible. These may include 
family members, key practitioners and peers.  
 
Understanding how supportive and responsive communication partners 
are assists with specifying the person’s communication environment. 
 



Profiling the communication of people who have  
visual impairment and additional disabilities: 

Guidelines for use 

- 7 - 

 
 
Supplementing observations by interacting with the person directly 

If you have regular contact with the person, it is nevertheless useful for 
you to set aside time to devote to observing him / her. This enables you 
to step back and closely observe the person, something that can be very 
difficult when teaching or providing care or therapy, for example. 
 
Conversely, if you do not have regular contact with the person, it is 
useful for you to set aside time to interact with the individual directly. This 
can help you to understand things from the perspective of the person’s 
communication partners. In turn, this can contribute to specifying the 
communication environment the person requires. 
 
 
 
Informal assessment 

As well as observing and interacting with the person, it may be helpful for 
you to present informal assessment activities to the person. These 
activities might involve 

• giving the person instructions in order to assess receptive 
communication 

• placing the person in novel situations (e.g. removing a favourite 
toy) in order to elicit expressive communication 

• trialling different interactive styles in order to judge their 
effectiveness; one aspect of this might be pausing for different 
lengths of time in order to determine the optimum duration for 
pauses. 

 
Placing the person in novel situations and trialling different interactive 
styles are forms of dynamic assessment. This is a powerful means of 
obtaining important information about how to enhance a person’s 
performance. See, for example, Coggins (1998) and Kublin et al. (1998).  
 
An important part of compiling an individual’s Profile is the selection of a 
communication target (see below). Dynamic assessment can support the 
devising of strategies to be employed when promoting the skill specified 
in this target. 
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The use of video material 

It is often recommended that video material be used during the 
assessment process. There is no doubt that it can be very helpful; for 
example, it enables several people to view and discuss the material and 
a sequence can be viewed repeatedly. 
 
However, it is not as straightforward as we are often led to believe. One 
problem is that if the camera is aimed at the person being observed, it is 
possible to miss vital information about the person’s communication 
environment. Conversely, if an attempt is made to show the overall 
context, some of the person’s very subtle behaviours may be missed.  
 
When obtaining video material, it is tempting to zoom in on the person’s 
upper body. However, this can result in some communicative behaviour 
(such as leg movements) being missed.  
 
Another difficulty when viewing video material is that it can be difficult to 
determine with certainty who is vocalising. It might be  

• the person being observed 

• a peer, perhaps off-camera 

• a communication partner who is particularly good at imitating 
the person. 

 
Some potentially useful information can be lost when viewing video 
material by virtue of the fact that the viewer is not in physical contact with 
the person; for example, when in physical contact with a person 

• it is sometimes possible to feel changes in his / her muscle 
tone; this can be a very important means of judging his / her 
responses to stimuli, and can thus help to interpret his / her 
meanings 

• it is possible to feel communicative behaviours such as pushing 
away to signal I’ve had enough contact with you.  

 
Although this is likely to be very rare, it is also worth noting that skin 
colour can indicate a person’s status. This can be very important with 
some of the most profoundly disabled people, particularly those who are 
also medically unstable. It may be very difficult to determine skin colour 
accurately from video material. 
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It is also easy to overlook the fact that viewing video material is very 
time-consuming, particularly if sequences are viewed repeatedly. 
 
So, although video material can be very helpful, it is important to bear in 
mind the difficulties it presents. If video material is used, it should 
supplement, not replace, live observation. 
 
 
 
Consulting others 

It is essential that you consult other people who know the person really 
well. This is particularly important if you are someone, such as a speech 
and language therapist, who is not in regular contact with the person. 
Those who should be consulted (depending on the person, the overall 
setting and the compiler’s background) might include: 

• teacher(s) / tutor(s) 

• teaching / learning support assistant(s) 

• key care worker(s) 

• other care workers with detailed knowledge of the person 

• speech and language therapist / physiotherapist / occupational 
therapist / music therapist / art therapist, etc 

• parents, siblings and other family members. 
 
There is not any one correct way of structuring consultations with these 
people. I typically adopted the following procedure with the original 
version and with the published version (Bell, 2008). Prior to a 
consultation, I printed off the computer menu. (I used one side of scrap 
paper, as I later shredded this material.) I used the menu as the focus for 
the discussion, each item being dealt with in turn. I crossed out skills and 
behaviours that the person lacked, and made notes about the items 
which did apply so I could personalise them effectively. This approach 
will be more difficult with the current version, as the menu is now 
considerably longer. However, you would not need to have the whole 
menu available when consulting others: you would not need to print the 
Introduction or Sections 1 – 5; you should complete these sections after 
completing the remaining sections. In some people’s completed Profiles, 
it will be unnecessary to include both Sections 7 and 9, further reducing 
the sections you would need to print prior to a consultation. 
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When consulting other people, it is crucial to take nothing for granted. 
The communicative skills of many people who have severe visual 
impairment and additional disabilities vary widely across settings and 
communicative partners. Thus, it is very unlikely that you will have 
observed all the person’s skills. You should not assume that the person 
lacks skills you have not observed; it may be that the person has not 
needed to use those skills during periods of observation. Alternatively, it 
is possible that the person uses those skills only in a context which you 
have not observed. It is preferable to ask other people what may seem to 
be silly questions rather than to produce an inaccurate profile. If 
necessary, you should record the fact that the person uses a skill in 
some contexts, but not in others. 
 
It is not necessarily essential to for you to complete all observations and 
informal assessment before consulting other people. However, it is 
preferable to have undertaken at least some observations first as the 
knowledge gained assists with structuring the consultations. 
 
 
Collating the information obtained through observat ion, informal 
assessment and consultation 

Once all the consultations have been completed, you should collate the 
information these have provided with that obtained through your own 
observations of, interactions with, and informal assessment of the 
person. Using the computer menu, you should delete and personalise 
items as required. 
 
 
Using the Profile menu 
 
Downloading and saving the menu 

Your first task is to download and save the menu from the website.3 
When you click on Profiling the communication of people who have 
visual impairment and additional disabilities: menu, a new window will 
open. You will be invited to “Open” it, “Save” it or “Save as”.  

                                                 
3 The menu is available at http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/profiling-the-
communication-of-people-who-have-visual-impairment-and-additional-
disabilities/. 
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I advise “Saving as”; you will then be able to select the folder in which 
you wish to save it, and will have the option of changing the file name if 
you wish. If you do change the file name, I suggest you retain the word 
menu in it. 
 
If you “Open” the document in the window, you can still “Save as” by 
clicking on “File”, but this takes more time. I advise against “Saving” the 
document, as you may not be able to locate it easily on your computer, 
and you will not have the option of changing the file name. 
 
Having “Saved as”, the menu will be available to you to use as often as 
you wish.  
 
When compiling a profile, you will obviously need to open the menu. I 
suggest you then “Save as” before proceeding any further. For example, 
if you are compiling a profile for someone called John, you could save 
the document as “John – communication profile”. You will also need to 
decide in which folder to save it. 
 
If you fail to “Save as”, it will not be possible to use the template again: 
you will have to download another copy.   
 
 
 
General information about the menu 

The font used in the menu is Arial 14. This is the font style and size 
recommended by the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB). 
Exceptions to the standard font size are some elements of the title page, 
where the font size is bigger in places, and the header and footer on all 
subsequent pages. You may wish to change the font style and / or the 
size. Reducing the font size will obviously result in the completed profile 
running to fewer pages. This may be an advantage: a shorter profile will 
clearly use less paper, and will be more user-friendly. 
 
The following sections of this article provide guidance on using the menu 
to compile a profile.  
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Using the menu:  

Title page 

The title page provided in the menu should be viewed as a guide. You 
may wish to adapt it to suit the “house style” of your school / college / 
residential home, etc. You may also wish to change the font sizes of 
certain elements. Regardless of whether you adapt the style, you will need 
to  

• specify the setting in which the Profile applies, by stating “family 
home” or entering the name of the school / college / care home, 
etc, with logo if appropriate 

• enter the person’s name (and date of birth, if required) 

• complete the boxes. 
 
You may also wish to provide additional boxes on the title page, so as to 
include additional information. Conversely, you may decide some of the 
boxes are redundant; if so, you can delete them. 
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Remaining pages 

A header and footer have been provided for all but the title page. You may 
wish to adapt these to suit the “house style” of your school / college / 
residential home, etc. Regardless of whether you adapt the style of the 
header and footer, you will need to  

• insert the person’s name and date of birth in the left hand box of 
the header  

• specify the setting in which the Profile applies, by stating “family 
home” or entering the name of the school / college / care home 
in the right hand box of the header 

• enter the date of the Profile in the centre box of the footer. 
 
Page breaks have been inserted at various places in the menu to make it 
easier to use. You may decide to delete some (or all) of them when 
compiling a profile to avoid having a great deal of unused space. 
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The menu is a set of items from which to choose:  

• you should delete items which do not apply to the person  

• you should retain items which do apply and should personalise 
them when appropriate; i.e. you can expand them to describe 
the person in greater detail 

• you can insert additional items: if you need to refer to a skill or 
attribute that is not covered in the menu, you should insert an 
extra item. 

 
Some menu items provide alternatives separated by a slash: /; you should 
delete all the irrelevant alternative(s). Some items provide one or more 
spaces in which to add further information: … … 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Information from published assessments  

You can include relevant information from published assessments when 
compiling the profile. For example, it would be possible to incorporate 
information obtained from the use of the Reynell-Zinkin Scales (Reynell, 
1979) or The Early Communication Assessment (ECA) (Coupe O'Kane 
and Goldbart, 1998).  
 
You can include information from published assessments on page 2 of 
the menu. You should provide the following details: 

• the date of the assessment(s) 
• the name and designation (e.g. SLT / teacher / psychologist) of 

the person / people who conducted the assessment(s) 
• the name of the assessment tool(s) used 
• details of the results. 

 
It would also help if you were to state whether any of the findings have 
been used in compiling the profile. 
 
If you have no information from published assessments, you should 
delete this menu page. You should also amend the sentence at the foot 
of the title page to read: “There is no information from published 
assessments”. 
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Using the menu:  

Introduction page 

You should use the spaces provided in the two items in this section to 
state the setting to which the profile applies. This will be the information 
provided in the top box on the title page and in the right-hand box of the 
header. 
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 1: The main changes in my Profile since the  last version  

You should delete items and give additional information in the spaces 
provided, as appropriate. 
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 2: My current communication target(s)  

As noted in the article “Profiling the communication of people who have 
visual impairment and additional disabilities: Description”, profiling itself 
is an empty process; to be meaningful and useful, it must lead to the 
person’s needs being properly addressed. With the Profile described 
here, this is an integral part of the process. This is because the Profile 
not only describes the person’s current communication skills; it also 
specifies how other people can best support the person’s 
communication. It does so by describing the communication environment 
the person requires (Section 3).  
 
In addition, Section 2 specifies the person’s current communication 
target(s) (if any) and the strategies for achieving them. In this way it 
supports the promotion of further communication skills. This is likely to 
be important for those in education, as a fundamental aspect of 
education is promoting the learning of new skills. However, setting 
targets for adults no longer in education may not be appropriate. Indeed, 
sadly, it may not be appropriate for some children and young adults who 
are in education. This is because within the population of people with 
visual impairment and additional disabilities there are some who have 
degenerative conditions and who are losing, rather than acquiring, skills. 
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Whilst compiling the profile, you should reflect on potential targets and 
develop some ideas about the strategies that could be used to achieve 
them. 
 
Because most people with severe visual impairment and additional 
disabilities learn slowly, it is often advisable to have just one target. In 
fact, having only one target also simplifies matters for the person’s 
communication partners, as it can be very difficult to hold in mind more 
than one communication target for each person.  
 
When setting targets, you should refer to the menu items which have 
been deleted, as this indicates the skills that the person lacks. If any 
formal assessment has been carried out, you should also consider the 
information provided in this way. You may also find it useful to refer to 

• Section 4 of the Profile, which provides a general description of 
the person’s communication skills, including information on 
intentional communication 

• Section 5 of the Profile, which provides a general description of 
the person’s attention skills. 

 
You may find it helpful to consider the most appropriate focus for the 
person’s target. For example, this could be  

• the means of communication 

• the opportunities provided for the person to communicate 

• the reasons the person communicates.  
 
Means, opportunities and reasons are considered in Section 3, which 
specifies the communication environment the person requires. 
 
Ideally, target setting should involve a specialist speech and language 
therapist. This will help to ensure that any targets set are compatible with 
the person’s stage of development, and that appropriate strategies for 
promoting the skill can be identified. Target setting should be a joint 
exercise involving all the key people who support the person in the 
particular context (e.g. family home / school / college / residential home).  
 
For those in education, the target should be incorporated into the 
Individual Education Plan (IEP) or equivalent. If the person is in care, the 
target should be incorporated into his / her Care Plan.  
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In setting a target, you should also identify at least one strategy which 
will promote the new skill. As with the target itself, the strategy or 
strategies should be discussed with all the key people who support the 
person in the particular context. Again, you may find it helpful when 
considering strategies to refer to Sections 4 and 5 of the Profile.  
 
Setting targets for people with complex disabilities and limited 
communication skills is often a difficult process, and is not always 
appropriate. This is discussed in greater detail in a separate article.4 
 
In Section 2 you should state the number of targets which are currently in 
place for the person and specify each one. If there are more than three 
targets, you can add a further numbered point for each additional one.  
 
As it is essential that the most appropriate communication environment is 
provided for the person, you should retain the next menu item if any 
targets are currently in place. 
 
You should use the last menu item here if no targets are currently in 
place. There are at least three possible reasons for having no targets: 

• although the person needs to acquire further skills, setting 
targets is seen as inappropriate as it is not possible to teach 
those skills (see the article referred to in footnote 3, p.15); 
providing the most appropriate communication environment is, 
however, seen as essential 

• the person has a degenerative condition, which means the 
focus is on maintaining current skills for as long as possible; 
again, providing the most appropriate communication 
environment is seen as essential 

• the person is not in education; however, providing the most 
appropriate communication environment is still essential. 

 
If any targets are currently in place, you should describe the strategies 
for achieving them. If there are more than three targets, you can add 
further numbered points. 
                                                 
4 See the article SMART targets may not be smart for facilitating 
communication which is available at 
http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/profiling-the-communication-of-people-
who-have-visual-impairment-and-additional-disabilities/.  
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Using the menu:  

Section 3: The communication environment I require 

a. The general features of my communication environ ment  

When compiling this section, you should decide how much detail to 
include. This will depend, at least to some extent, on the knowledge and 
skills of the person’s communication partners. It may be necessary to 
provide a good deal of detail if these people have a poor understanding 
of the person’s communication abilities and needs, of what constitutes a 
supportive communication environment and of how to facilitate 
communication. On the other hand, it may be appropriate to make this 
section less detailed if these people have a good understanding of these 
matters. 
 
The Minimal Speech and Low Arousal Approaches can be very useful for 
people who have autism as well as visual impairment. They are 
described in separate articles.5 
 
The hand-under-hand approach should be used, if necessary, rather 
than the hand-over-hand approach. An explanation of the hand-under-
hand approach is provided elsewhere.6 Communication partners who are 
skilled with people who have visual impairment and additional disabilities 
will understand the need to use the hand-under-hand approach. If the 
person has skilled communication partners, it may be unnecessary to 
include this item.  
 
Saying the person’s first name in full is very important for some people. 
The reasons are explained elsewhere.7 
 

                                                 
5 An article on the Minimal Speech Approach and one on the Low 
Arousal Approach are available at http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/visual-
impairment-autism/. 
6 See article 14, Creating a responsive environment and the article 
Providing an empathic approach, which are available at 
http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/communication-in-vi-children/. 
7 See the article Providing an empathic approach, which is available at 
http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/communication-in-vi-children/. 
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Using the menu:  

Section 3: The communication environment I require 

b. The means of communication: receptive  

We need to communicate with the person even if he / she has very 
limited abilities. With regard to the vast majority of people with visual 
impairment and additional needs, we need to augment our spoken 
language to enable the person to understand us. Therefore, the first item 
in this section applies to everyone and should not be omitted from the 
completed Profile. 
 
If the person needs a schedule / timetable, its nature should be specified 
in the space provided. If this item applies to the person, you should 
personalise it; use either schedule or timetable according to the term in 
use in the person’s family / school / college / residential home; if no term is  
 
currently in use, it may be helpful to agree with others the term to be 
adopted. In the space, describe the kind of schedule / timetable the 
person requires; you should specify  

• the period covered by the schedule / timetable; e.g. the next 
activity only, a specific period of the day, half a day, the whole 
day, the week 

• whether the schedule / timetable is presented horizontally or 
vertically 

• the nature of the symbols used; e.g. objects, enlarged visual 
symbols, tactile symbols, enlarged printed words, braille 

• where the schedule / timetable is displayed; if the person 
requires a schedule / timetable in several locations, you should 
specify the location of all of them  

• whether the schedule / timetable is portable 

• whether the schedule / timetable is compiled jointly with the 
person, by someone else in the presence of the person, or by 
someone else without the person’s involvement. 
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Using the menu:  

Section 3: The communication environment I require 

c. The means of communication: expressive  

When compiling this section, you should again decide how much detail to 
include. This will depend, at least to some extent, on the knowledge and 
skills of the person’s communication partners. It may be necessary to 
provide a good deal of detail if these people have a poor understanding 
of the person’s communication abilities and needs, of what constitutes a 
supportive communication environment and of how to facilitate 
communication. On the other hand, it may be appropriate to make this 
section less detailed if these people have a good understanding of these 
matters. 
 
We need to respond to people even if they have very limited abilities. We 
also need to support them to use all the means of communication they 
find useful. This is true even of people who do not communicate 
intentionally. Therefore, the first item in this section applies to everyone 
and you should not omit it from the completed Profile.  
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 3: The communication environment I require 

d. Opportunities to communicate  

When compiling this section, you should again decide how much detail to 
include. This will depend, at least to some extent, on the knowledge and 
skills of the person’s communication partners. It may be necessary to 
provide a good deal of detail if these people have a poor understanding 
of the person’s communication abilities and needs, of what constitutes a 
supportive communication environment and of how to facilitate 
communication. On the other hand, it may be appropriate to make this 
section less detailed if these people have a good understanding of these 
matters. 
 
If the person requires a specific strategy / strategies to provide 
opportunities to communicate expressively, use the space in this item to 
describe the strategy / strategies. 
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Using the menu:  

Section 3: The communication environment I require 

e. The reasons I communicate  

We need to respond to people even if they have very limited abilities. In 
particular, we need to respond to their meanings, i.e. to the reasons they 
communicate. This is true even of people who do not communicate 
intentionally. Therefore, the first item in this section applies to everyone 
and you should not omit it from the completed Profile.  
 
If the person requires a specific strategy / strategies to encourage him / 
her to communicate a wider range of meanings (i.e. to communicate for 
a wider range of reasons), use the space in this item to describe the 
strategy / strategies. 
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 4: A general description of my communicatio n skills, 
including information on intentional communication  

This section is based very closely on the work of Coupe O’Kane and 
Goldbart (1998). The number and the approximate typical age band for 
each stage are included here. This information may be useful to you as 
the compiler, as it may help you with the selection of targets and 
strategies (Section 2) and with the specification of the person’s 
communicative environment (Section 3). However, you may not wish to 
indicate the general communication stage and typical age range in the 
Profile, as this could highlight the person’s disabilities rather than his / 
her abilities.  
 
Some people who have visual impairment and additional needs are not 
clearly in any of the stages described in this section, having abilities 
across a range of stages. It may also be very difficult to decide whether a 
person is at Stage 1 or Stage 2. At Stage 1, it is the person’s reflexes 
that are important, whereas at Stage 2, it is the person’s reactions. 
Distinguishing between a reflex and a reaction may not be 
straightforward. Thus, you may find it difficult to determine which stage 
the person is at; if so, you should consider indicating this.  
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In typically developing sighted children, early intentional communication 
depends very much on the infant transferring gaze to and fro, between 
an object and another person. It may be very difficult to determine with 
any certainty that a person who has visual impairment and additional 
disabilities is communicating intentionally. In many cases, family 
members and practitioners state with confidence that the person does 
communicate intentionally. However, you should exercise caution in this 
matter, as this belief is not always supported by the careful observations 
of someone with expert knowledge of how communication develops.  
 
 
If the person is at Stage 5, it may be helpful to use the space provided in 
the second bullet point to state which symbolic means of communication 
he / she uses. 
 
 
If the person is at Stage 6, it may be helpful to use the space provided in 
the fourth bullet point to state how he / she produces 2 element phrases / 
sentences; i.e. using spoken words, formal signs, etc. 
 
 
If the person has communication skills which are more advanced than 
those at Stage 6, you should describe how he / she communicates. 
 
 
To some extent, the final item in the menu for this section is a negative 
one. Nevertheless, if it applies to the person, you should consider 
including it in the completed Profile. This is because it is often difficult for 
people to accept that someone can create quite long and apparently 
complex sentences, and yet struggle to understand what other people 
say. However, this mis-match between receptive and expressive abilities 
is a feature of some people who have visual impairment and additional 
disabilities, especially autism. If this item applies but the person’s 
communication partners do not accept it, it may be necessary for them to 
receive some training to explain this. The training should also cover the 
Minimal Speech Approach, if this is used to support the person. 
 
 
If the final item is included, it is unlikely to be appropriate to state which 
of the above stages applies to the person.  
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Using the menu:  

Section 5: My attention skills  

This section is based very closely on the work of Cooper et al. (1978). 
The number and the approximate typical age band for each level are 
included here. This information may be useful to you as the compiler, as 
it may help with the selection of targets and strategies (Section 2) and 
with the specification of the person’s communicative environment 
(Section 3). However, you may not wish to indicate the attention level 
and typical age in the Profile, as this could highlight the person’s 
disabilities rather than his / her abilities.  
 
When determining a person’s attention skills using the levels described 
below, you should consider whether the person has an autism spectrum 
condition (ASC), or appears to do so. People with an ASC tend to be 
single-channelled, even if they have much more advanced skills in other 
areas. Thus, a person with an ASC may not progress beyond Level 3 as 
described below. 
 
Some people who have visual impairment and additional needs are not 
clearly in any of the stages described in this section, having abilities 
across a range of stages. If this is the case, one or more of the menu 
items included after Stage 6 might apply.  
 
Joint attention in typically developing sighted children seems to depend 
very much on vision. An early skill is following an adult’s gaze. A little 
later, the child learns to look at a nearby object another person points to, 
and then to a distant object. Then the child expresses attention to an 
object or person by gaze or facial expression.  
 
It is not clear how joint attention develops in the absence of vision, 
although it seems to develop later than in sighted children, and possibly 
not until the first words emerge. If this is so, then joint attention may be 
especially challenging for those who have visual impairment and 
additional disabilities; it may never be established in those who do not 
acquire any symbolic language.  
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Adamson & Chance state During early development, shared attention 
and communicative intention are inextricably intertwined. (Adamson & 
Chance, 1998; p.21) Therefore, when deciding whether an individual has 
joint attention, you should consider whether he / she communicates 
intentionally. Intentional communication is covered in Section 4.  
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 6: How I communicate in different situation s 

You should delete items and give additional information in the spaces 
provided, as appropriate. 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 7: How I interact with other people  

Section 7 may be particularly useful if Intensive Interaction is being used 
with the person: the menu items could be used in a chart to record 
progress the person makes through the use of Intensive Interaction.8 
 
In all the sub-sections of Section 7, you should delete items and give 
additional information in the spaces provided, as appropriate.  
 
It may not be appropriate to include some sub-sections of Section 7 in 
the completed Profile if the person participates in conversations with 
other people (Section 9). This applies to the following sub-sections  

• b. My actions 

• d. My vocalisations / babble 

• e. How I respond to other people 

• f. How I initiate interactions 

• g. How I maintain interactions 

• h. How my interactions terminate 

• i. Interactions involving objects. 

                                                 
8 For information about Intensive Interaction, go to 
http://www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk/about/. Website accessed 2nd 
January 2013. 
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Although touch (sub-section c) would not be considered to be particularly 
important to a typical person who participates in conversations with other 
people, it may be important to include this sub-section. This is because 
touch can be of much greater importance to someone with little or no 
sight. It may also be important to include this section if the person has 
visual impairment and autism. This is because many people in this group 
have aversions to some types of touch, especially to light touch and to 
sudden, unexpected physical contact with another person (e.g. brushing 
against another person when passing in a corridor). 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 8: How I respond to and participate in musi c, songs, stories 
and poems  

You should delete items and give additional information in the spaces 
provided, as appropriate. 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 9: How I participate in conversations with other people  

If you include the first menu item in the completed Profile, you should 
delete the remainder of Section 9. 
 
If the person requires the Minimal Speech Approach, you should retain 
the second menu item, and delete the remainder of Section 9. 
 
In the rest of Section 9, you should delete items and give additional 
information in the spaces provided, as appropriate. 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 10: What I understand  

You should delete items and give additional information in the spaces 
provided, as appropriate. 
 
Anticipation can be demonstrated in many ways. You may find the 
following list helpful as a memory-jogger:  
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• tensing when about to be picked up / moved 

• altering position when about to be moved 

• smiling / tensing / withdrawing when about to be tickled  

• spontaneously opening the mouth on seeing the spoon 
approaching  

• spontaneously opening the mouth / turning the head when 
positioned for taking food or a drink 

• stilling just before a drum is played at a key point in a familiar 
tune 

• becoming excited when positioned ready for a favourite game 

• becoming distressed when positioned ready for a care routine 
the person dislikes 

• becoming excited on hearing a bath being run. 
 
I now include some comments about four of the menu items in this 
section. 
 
The first menu item is “Other people think I understand a little when they 
communicate with me”. This has been included to take account of people 
who have physical disabilities who cannot clearly demonstrate that they 
understand. It can be very difficult to provide evidence in respect of this 
item – people often have “a gut feeling” that the person understands, 
without being able to provide any concrete evidence. If you include this 
 
item in the completed Profile, you should give some evidence if possible. 
An example is: When someone tells me I’m having hydrotherapy later, I 
smile. 
 
The second menu item is: “I seem to understand some of the routine 
things other people say to me”. This item would apply, for example, if the 
person shows excitement when he / she hears someone say that his / 
her favourite activity will happen next. 
 
The third menu item is: “I understand at the one / two / three / four key 
element stage”. With respect to a person who understands spoken 
language, it is common to state the number of key words in a sentence 
he / she understands. This item should take account of the augmentative 
means people use when communicating with the person and should  
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therefore be compatible with Section 3b. For example, if people augment 
their speech with on-body signs for a person who understands at the two 
key element stage, you should consider stating here something along the 
following lines: I understand at the two key element stage when other 
people support their speech with on-body signs. 
 
The fourth menu item is: “I understand instructions with one / two / three / 
four steps”. It is important to understand that many instructions actually 
refer to a task with multiple steps. For example, someone with limited 
receptive ability may not readily understand Put your coat on if his / her 
coat is not actually present. This apparently simple instruction is actually 
quite complex, and the item is included for that reason. This instruction 
requires the person to  

• stand up  

• go to the cloakroom 

• find his / her coat 

• put his / her coat on. 
 
Rather than give the instruction Put your coat on, it may be more 
effective to give a separate instruction for each step:  

• Stand up 

• Go cloakroom 

• Find coat 

• Put coat on. 
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 11: The meanings I communicate and how I co mmunicate 
them  

If the person is thought to experience a lot of pain, you should consider 
using the Paediatric Pain Profile.9 Although this is clearly intended for 
use with children, it may, nevertheless, be of value with adults too. 

                                                 
9 This is available at http://www.ppprofile.org.uk/. Website accessed 2nd 
January 2013. 
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The second menu item in Section 11 opens by stating “I do not 
communicate with intention”. This item is clearly a negative one, and is 
therefore different in nature from the vast majority of items, which are 
almost entirely positive. Although the completed Profile should be almost 
entirely positive, you should consider including this item if it does 
describe the person. This is because those responsible for the person 
need to understand how crucial it is to interpret the person’s behaviours, 
muscle tone, alertness and appearance.  
 
The next two menu items have been included in the menu as it is 
important that people continue to interpret the person’s behaviours, 
muscle tone, alertness and appearance even if he / she does 
communicate some meanings intentionally.  
 
In the fifth menu item, you should complete the table provided: 

• in the left-hand column, list those communicative meanings 
which other people are able to interpret 

• in the centre column, briefly describe the situation(s) in which 
the person communicates the meaning 

• in the right-hand column, describe the person’s behaviour(s), 
muscle tone, alertness and appearance, which lead to people 
interpreting the meaning.  

 
You can adjust the column widths if necessary. If the table goes onto 
more than one page in the completed profile, you should copy the 
headings row and paste it at the top of the table on the subsequent 
page(s). You may wish to state “Table continued on next page” and 
“Table continued from previous page” if appropriate. 
 
There are several meanings which people may be able to interpret. You 
may find the following list helpful as a memory-jogger: 

• content (happy) 

• uncomfortable 

• like 

• dislike 

• want 

• want more 
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• don’t want / reject 

• had enough 

• protesting / resisting / trying to avoid something (as when a 
typical baby arches his / her back) 

• hungry 

• thirsty 

• tired 

• surprised 

• bored 

• anxious 

• stressed 

• over-loaded. 
 
Two or more meanings may be indicated with the same behaviour. For 
example, don’t want to eat and had enough food may both be indicated 
by the person turning away. The situation usually enables the precise 
meaning to be interpreted. 
 
It is important to provide some comments here on the following menu 
item: “It is thought I seek attention from other people, although there is no 
clear evidence for this”. When consulting people who know the person 
very well, you may find that some of them state very definitely that he / 
she intentionally seeks attention, in the absence of any real evidence for 
this. The following scenario seems to be quite common: 

• the person cries 

• a family member or a member of staff provides comforting 
touch, repositions the person, and speaks in a gentle voice 

• the person stops crying and appears to become content 

• the family member or member of staff believes the person 
intentionally cried to seek attention, despite the fact that the 
person does not communicate intentionally in any other way. 

 
When compiling the person’s profile, you should decide whether there is 
any real evidence that the person intentionally seeks attention. If there is 
a lack of evidence, you should consider including this item in the profile. 
If there is clear evidence, and especially if the person communicates  
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other meanings intentionally, you should consider including the next 
menu item in the profile. 
 
It is also important that I provide some comments here on the next menu 
item: “I intentionally seek attention from other people”. When consulting 
people who know the person very well, you may find that some of them 
state very definitely that he / she intentionally seeks attention, when, in 
fact, he / she is requesting an object or activity. The following scenario 
seems to be quite common: 

• the person holds out his / her hand 
• a family member or a member of staff tickles the person’s hand  
• the person withdraws his / her hand, and giggles, then holds out 

his / her hand again 
• the family member or member of staff believes the person has 

been seeking attention, whereas it is more likely that the person 
has been requesting being tickled. 

 
When compiling the person’s profile, you should be sure that the person 
is genuinely seeking attention and not requesting an object or activity. 
 
The next menu item is “The meanings I communicate intentionally are” 
and a table is provided. You should complete the table: 

• in the left-hand column, list those communicative meanings 
which the person communicates intentionally 

• in the centre column, briefly describe the situation(s) in which 
the person communicates the meaning 

• in the right-hand column, describe how the person 
communicates the meaning; if the person uses spoken 
language, you may wish to state here, or elsewhere, how many 
words his / her sentences typically contain and indicate the 
level of grammatical complexity; if the person signs, you may 
wish to state here, or elsewhere, how many signs he / she 
typically links together.  

 
You can adjust the column widths if necessary. If the table goes onto 
more than one page in the completed profile, you should copy the 
headings row and paste it at the top of the table on the subsequent 
page(s). You may wish to state “Table continued on next page” and 
“Table continued from previous page” if appropriate. 
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Typically developing children communicate a range of meanings 
intentionally. You may find the following list helpful as a memory-jogger: 

• request an object / event / activity / food / a drink 

• protest about / reject something (e.g. a personal care routine) 

• request more (e.g. food, fluid) 

• request an activity again 

• ask to go somewhere else 

• request assistance 

• greeting people / saying goodbye 

• rejecting objects / events / activities 

• showing objects to other people 

• commenting when something disappears or someone leaves 

• describing objects / events / activities / food 

• commenting on the location of objects / people 

• commenting on the possession of objects 

• referring to people carrying out actions 

• denying that something is true. 
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 12: Making choices 

If the person fails to make choices and has none of the precursor skills, 
you may decide to delete the whole of Section 12. This avoids including 
anything negative in the completed Profile. However, you may feel it 
would be helpful to note that the person does not make choices or have 
any of the precursor skills. 
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Using the menu:  

Section 12: Making choices 

a. Skills which are precursors to making choices 

You should use this sub-section if the person  

• does not make choices, but has some of the precursor skills 

• has some of the precursor skills and is just beginning to make 
choices. 

 
It is important that I comment here on the menu item “I deliberately 
ignore an object which I’ve seen / heard / been given to feel: people think 
this means I’m not interested in the object or don’t want it”. You should 
only include this item in the completed Profile if you are certain that the 
person is aware of objects and deliberately avoids them. You should not 
include the item if the person ignores items only because he / she is 
unaware of them. 
 
 
 
Using the menu:  

Section 12: Making choices 

b. How I make and communicate choices  

You should delete this sub-section if the person does not make clear, 
genuine choices. If you include this sub-section, you should delete items 
and give additional information in the spaces provided, as appropriate. 
 
It may be difficult to determine with certainty that the person makes 
genuine choices. Choices are likely to be genuine if the person  

• sometimes selects the right-hand item of the pair, and 
sometimes the left-hand item (if the items are presented visually) 
and / or sometimes selects the first item presented, and 
sometimes the second one (if the items are presented 
sequentially) 

• protests when the other person gives the wrong item  

• chooses a range of items over a period of a few days 

• sometimes chooses an item, but rejects it on other occasions.  
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If you include the first menu item in the completed Profile, you should 
use the first space provided to specify the distance at which items are 
presented, and the second space to specify the direction.  
 
If you include the last menu item in the completed Profile, you should 
replace “x” to indicate how many items the person can cope with. 
 
 
Reviewing and up-dating a person’s Profile 
 
Compiling a person’s first profile should not be the end of the matter: the 
Profile should ideally be reviewed at least once every term for those in 
education, and preferably at least twice per year for people who are not 
receiving education. A Profile which applies to the family home should be 
reviewed at least twice per year. When reviewing a Profile, you should 
consult all those involved with the person to determine if any changes 
are required. You should work through each item in the person’s Profile 
to decide whether it still applies as it stands, needs some amendment or 
should be deleted. In addition, you should check the profile menu to 
establish whether any items not previously included should be added. 
 
Most people with severe visual impairment and additional disabilities are 
likely to acquire new communication skills very slowly because of the 
nature of their disabilities, and there may be times when a review reveals 
that the Profile does not require any amendments. In these 
circumstances, you do not need to re-print the whole Profile. However, 
the front sheet should be amended and reprinted. The only amendment 
required is to the box giving the date of the Profile. 
 
Sadly, some people have degenerative, or have vision which 
deteriorates. It is essential that the Profiles of these individuals are 
reviewed to determine the changes that are required. 
 
Most reviews require some amendments to the Profile, and you will 
therefore need to print out the updated version. In order to track 
changes, there is space in Section 1 to record the main changes since 
the last version. Nevertheless, in order to maintain a full record of 
progress, it is important to retain a copy of each version of a person’s 
Profile. It may be useful to maintain a record showing how many versions 
have been made. This could include information about reviews that are 
undertaken that lead to no amendments being made. 
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Using the profile to share information 
 
An important attribute of the profile is that it enables key people (i.e. 
family members and all practitioners) to share information easily with 
each other. Once a person’s Profile is completed or up-dated, you should 
provide a printed copy of it for all other key people. In the Introduction to 
the Profile, there is a statement to the effect that the skills shown are 
those the person has in the setting in which the profile was compiled, 
and not in any other setting. This is important, because the skills of 
many people with severe visual impairment and additional disabilities 
vary from one situation to another. You should consider emphasising this 
point when sharing the Profile. Practitioners who share a person’s profile 
with parents / family carers should offer them advice about promoting 
communication at home, if this is appropriate. 
 
Copies of the completed Profile should be filed, as appropriate, in the 
person’s official records, or added to electronic records. All those people 
who have contact with the person should be asked to familiarise 
themselves with the Profile. When feasible, this should include any 
members of the extended family, respite carers and volunteers. The 
profile is designed to be self explanatory, but, when appropriate, you 
should talk other people through it.  
 
It is particularly important that all the person’s communication partners 
are familiar with Section 2, which specifies the person’s current 
communication target(s) and Section 3, which specifies the 
communication environment the person requires. 
 
When the person makes the transition to a new class, school, college or 
residential setting, it is very important that the most recent Profile and a 
summary of progress over time accompany the person. The latter should 
be produced with reference to earlier versions of the person’s Profile. 
 
As noted before, there is no reason why an individual should not have a 
Profile for each of the significant overall settings they regularly 
experience (e.g. the family home, school, residential home, etc.). 
 
 



Profiling the communication of people who have  
visual impairment and additional disabilities: 

Guidelines for use 

- 34 - 

 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
Profiling the communication of people who have visual impairment and 
additional disabilities using the procedure described here is very time-
consuming. These Guidelines for use have been provided to assist you 
with completing a Profile. However, it is recognised that the process is 
not necessarily a simple one and that you may encounter difficulties not 
envisaged. You are therefore welcome to contact me for further advice, 
or to arrange for training in the use of this approach.10 
 
In the Introduction to these guidelines, I noted that you might find it 
helpful to refer to the two example Profiles provided, and the respective 
commentaries.11  If you have not yet referred to these example Profiles, I 
strongly recommend that you do so. They will enable you to obtain a 
good feel for the nature of a completed Profile. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
10 Please email me: ian.medina@tiscali.co.uk  
11 The two example Profiles and the respective commentaries are 
available at http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/profiling-the-communication-
of-people-who-have-visual-impairment-and-additional-disabilities/. 
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