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Introduction  
 
This article was written in the context of meeting the needs of people 
(children and adults) who have visual impairment and additional 
disabilities. In fact, the argument put forward here is relevant more 
widely, applying also to people with learning disabilities.  
 
A person who is in education is there to learn. This is the case 
regardless of the person’s age and abilities. Those responsible for 
providing the person’s education have a duty to ensure the delivery of an 
appropriate curriculum. It is essential that communication is properly 
addressed as a key element of that curriculum. The focus should be on 
facilitating the acquisition of new expressive communication skills.1 To be 
of value to the person, the skills in question must be functional skills that 
will have a positive impact on the person’s everyday life. Received 
wisdom dictates that to ensure that the plan is achieved, targets must be 
set, and that these targets need to be SMART, i.e.  

• specific 
• measureable 
• attainable 
• realistic 
• time-related. 

 
But SMART targets may not always be smart in facilitating 
communication. 
 
 
Difficulties with SMART targets 
 
I suggest that SMART targets are not appropriate in respect of 
spontaneous expressive communication. Yet this is crucial for functional 
ability in everyday situations. SMART targets are not really feasible 
because the ability to communicate spontaneously depends on several 
factors, such as   

• the ability to take the initiative 
• assertiveness 
• trusting communication partners to respond in a positive 

manner.  
 
                                                 
1 See article 3 at http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/communication-in-vi-
children/  
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These factors are not in the direct control of other people. 
 
Assuming that a person can, in a general sense, communicate 
spontaneously, whether that person does so at any one time depends 
fundamentally on his / her motivation and needs at that time. Again, 
these factors are beyond the direct control of other people. 
 
We cannot devise strategies to act directly on factors which are not in 
our direct control. Therefore, it is not appropriate to set SMART targets.  
 
We cannot be specific about what a person will communicate 
spontaneously; that is beyond our control.  
 
Neither can we effectively measure changes in spontaneous expressive 
communication. This can be illustrated with the hypothetical example of 
Su spontaneously requesting a drink.  
 
Baseline measurements of Su taken over the course of 4 days, spread 
out over a period of a month, reveal that she made no spontaneous 
requests for drinks. Thus, it was decided that a programme was required 
to teach Su to spontaneously request a drink, with the following target: 
“Su will spontaneously request a drink 4 times per day on at least 4 
consecutive days by saying want drink and will achieve this in 4 weeks”. 
In fact, the reasons for Su making no spontaneous requests for a drink 
during the baseline period cannot be known. Indeed, it is possible that 
the programme was not needed: Su may have been very capable of 
spontaneously requesting a drink at the outset, but simply failed to do so 
when measurements were taken. This could have been because she 
was not motivated, or because she had no opportunities. 
 
Nevertheless, we will assume the programme was put in place. 
Measurements taken at the end of the 4 week programme reveal Su 
made the following spontaneous requests for a drink: 

• on day 1:   4 requests 

• on day 2:   2 requests 

• on day 3:   4 requests 

• on day 4:   no requests. 
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What those measurements cannot reveal are the reasons for that pattern 
of requests. It is possible that Su  

• was thirsty much of the time on days 1 and 4, so made 4 
spontaneous requests  

• did not feel thirsty on the afternoon of day 2 and only made 
requests during the morning 

• felt very thirsty several times on day 4, but did not 
spontaneously request a drink because there was no familiar 
communicative partner available for her to ask. 

 
The post-programme measurements indicate Su has not achieved the 
target. In fact, it is possible that her ability to spontaneously request a 
drink improved considerably, but the measurements failed to reveal this.  
 
Very often it is impossible to predict in advance whether a new skill is 
attainable. That question is only really answered if the person does, 
indeed, attain the skill. But, of course, if the person does not make 
progress, that does not necessarily mean the person is incapable of  
attaining the skill; it may mean that the strategies employed have been 
inappropriate; it may mean that the person has not been given sufficient 
time. (See further the discussion below of “time related”.) 
 
It is not clear what realistic means in the context of SMART targets. I 
suggest that what it often means in practice is that the target selected is 
realistic for those setting it; in other words, it is something that they 
believe they can realistically attain. But that does not guarantee that the 
target is realistic for the person concerned. In fact, I believe that a 
SMART target is unlikely to be realistic for the person in question as it is 
unlikely to be meaningful, useful, social and applicable to everyday life. If 
we really need an acronym for targets, perhaps MUSE would be more 
suitable than SMART. 
 
Being time related is another difficult issue. Many people who have 
visual impairment and additional disabilities learn very slowly; it is 
probably fair to say that none learns at what might be considered a 
typical rate. But the rate of learning cannot be predicted with any 
certainty. For any one person it depends on many factors; these include, 
for example, the nature of the skill being learned, the person’s health at 
the time, whether the environment is stable or changing and how 
supportive the communicative environment is. The latter, of course, 
includes the communicative partners. If a skill has not been attained in 
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the specified time, it is not always clear what course of action to take 
next: should the 

• target be abandoned? 

• time allowed be extended? 

• strategies be replaced? 

 

Targets for spontaneous, expressive communication 
 
As noted above, whether a person spontaneously communicates 
depends on several factors. Crucial are the communicative environment, 
including the people within it. These are, at least to some extent, within 
direct external control: it is feasible to specify the nature of the most 
appropriate communicative environment for the person, including a 
description of how the person’s communicative partners should behave. 
The latter would include a specification of the means of communication 
which communicative partners should use to enable the person to 
understand, and the means of communication which they should support 
the person to use expressively. 
 
Regarding SMART targets as inappropriate may look like an excuse for 
doing nothing. This is far from the case. It is realism, based on the fact 
that whilst it may be possible for a person to learn a new skill, it may not 
be possible for others to teach that skill. I have explained this more fully 
elsewhere, arguing that we should  

• facilitate, not teach, new skills 

• focus on meaningful expression  

• facilitate effective communication at all times.2 
 
 
Targets for communicative partners 
 
If, as suggested above, we specify how a person’s communicative 
partners should behave, we are, in effect, setting targets for them. This 
approach is supported by Emblem et al. (1998), writing about challenging 
behaviour. They note that setting SMART targets requires us to predict 

                                                 
2 See article 3 at http://ianpbell.wordpress.com/communication-in-vi-
children/ 
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how and what the person will learn. These authors argue that it may be 
much more appropriate to predict how other people will behave: 
 

“There’s a lot to be said for writing targets for adult rather than child 
behaviour. We should ensure that we give enough attention to 
things we can directly influence – namely our behaviour and the 
environment we offer.” (Emblem et al., 1998; p.57) 

 
An approach to facilitating communication that has become well-
respected and much used in recent years is Intensive Interaction.3 A 
fundamental feature of Intensive Interaction is that the communicatively 
disabled person takes the lead: 
 

“…… Intensive Interaction is highly practical. The only equipment 
needed is a sensitive person to be the interaction partner. The 
approach works by progressively developing enjoyable and relaxed 
interaction sequences between the interaction partner and the 
person doing the learning. These interaction sequences are 
repeated frequently and gradually grow in duration, complexity and 
sophistication. As this happens, the fundamentals of 
communication are gradually rehearsed and learnt in a free-flowing 
manner. The style of the teacher person is relaxed, non-directive 
and responsive. In fact, a central principle is that the teacher 
person builds the content and the flow of the activity by allowing 
the learner basically to lead and direct, with the teacher responding 
to and joining-in with the behaviour of the learner.4 

 
Thus, as the “teacher person is relaxed, non-directive and responsive”, 
and as the learner is “to lead and direct”, SMART targets are 
inappropriate in the context of Intensive Interaction. Any targets that are 
set must refer not to the communicatively disabled person, but to his / 
her partner. 
 
 
 
                                                 
3 Information about Intensive Interaction is available on the web at 
http://www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk/. Information on books is available 
at http://www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk/about/recommended-books/.  
Websites accessed 2nd January 2013. 
4 From the Intensive Interaction website at: 
http://www.intensiveinteraction.co.uk/about/how.php. Website accessed 
2nd January 2013. 
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Appropriate targets 
 
So, when setting targets, it is very often more appropriate to focus on the 
communicative environment and the behaviour of the people within it 
than on the person with visual impairment and additional disabilities.  
 
In some circumstances it may be necessary to set targets which specify 
in fairly broad terms the skill or behaviour that we wish the person to 
learn. But whether or not we set targets for the person, we should specify 
the communicative environment the person requires, and this should 
include targets which specify how the person’s communicative partners 
should behave.  
 
All targets – those for the person, as well as those for the communicative 
partners – should be meaningful, useful, social and applicable to 
everyday life: 

• targets that are meaningful take into account the person’s 
current skills, and his / her circumstances, interests, likes and 
dislikes 

• targets that are useful concern skills and abilities which will be 
functional for the person – i.e. those which the person can use 
in communicating with other people 

• targets that are social take into account the social nature of 
communication and foster links between the person and the 
other people in the his / her life 

• targets that are applicable to everyday life are those which will 
have the most impact, precisely because the person can use 
them every day. 

 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
So, with regard to communication, I believe considerable caution should 
be exercised as far as targets are concerned. SMART targets present 
serious difficulties. We need to put in place targets that are  

• meaningful 

• useful 

• social  

• applicable to everyday life. 
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Very often, if not always, these targets should be concerned with what 
the person’s communicative partners should do, rather than with a skill 
that the person should learn. 
 
It sometimes seems that acronyms are taking over and that only 
acronyms have any impact. SMART targets appear to be smart. But they 
may not be for facilitating communication. MUSE targets are not SMART. 
But they are smarter, and considerably more appropriate. 
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