
 

Communication at George Hastwell School 

       

 

Communication is an essential part of the curriculum at George Hastwell School so that: 

 pupils are able to identify and use effectively a preferred communication method; 

 they can let others know their wants and needs in school, at home and in the community; 

 we can communicate with all children in school what they are doing and what will be happening to 

them.  

In order to achieve this we use a range of techniques at a level appropriate to the child. These are called 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC). 

 

“Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) is a range of strategies and tools to help people 
who struggle with speech. These may be simple letter or picture boards or sophisticated computer-

based systems. AAC helps someone to communicate as effectively as possible, in as many situations as 
possible.” 

Communication Matters Website 
 

PECS 

Many of our pupils who are pre-verbal or are in the earliest stages of verbal communication use the Picture 

Exchange Communication System (PECS). This consists of six phases and begins by teaching an individual to 

give a symbol of a desired item or action to a “communicative partner” who immediately honours the 

exchange as a request. The system goes on to teach discrimination of pictures and how to put them 

together in sentences. In the more advanced phases, individuals are taught to use modifiers, answer 

questions and comment. 

                                            

 



                     

 

Use of symbols 

Pupils who do not use PECS often also benefit from symbol support to reinforce learning, communication 

and behaviour. This can be found in a range of forms across the school. 

 Class timetables - classes have a daily timetable in the classroom to indicate what is happening 

throughout the day. Teachers, classroom staff and pupils refer to it throughout the school day. This 

approach can help to ease anxiety for some pupils.  

 Lesson schedule – classes use a visual schedule for each lesson so that pupils now what is expected 

in each lesson. 

 Individual schedules - some pupils require a personal timetable which they can keep with them 

even when they are not in the classroom. This often begins with two items – NOW and NEXT, to 

clearly show pupils what is expected and its order using photos or symbols. This then develops to a 

longer schedule of several items covering part or the whole of the school day.  

                    

 

 Daily routines - our aim is to allow our pupils to have as independent a life as possible and 

therefore we strive to help support them with living skills. One way we can achieve this is to help 

pupils order activities and routines like getting dressed and going to the toilet or simple recipes like 

making a sandwich.  

 Generalised visuals – these can be found key areas of the building for example on displays or door 

signs. 



 

Photographs 

Photographs are used around the school in displays, and in children’s evidence books. They are often also 

used in addition to symbols or in the early stages of PECS, as children often respond to them before they 

are able to understand symbols.  

 

 

 

Makaton signing 

Many of our pupils are developing their use of Makaton signing. This is a simplified signing system 

designed for children and adults with learning and communication difficulties. It is intended to be used 

alongside speech, and helps with the development of verbal language.  

The school has a successful signing choir involving pupils and staff, who perform in school and at 

community events. Signing choir is a positive way to learn and practise signs in a fun context and develops 

confidence in the pupils.  

 

       

 

 

 



Objects of reference 

Pupils at early communication levels are introduced to objects of reference. These are often more 

accessible at first than symbols. They are used to signify a familiar activity, and pupils also learn to use 

them to requests objects or activities.  

 

                               

 

Intensive Interaction 

Pupils with more profound and complex needs often benefit from an intensive interaction approach.  

“Intensive interaction is an approach designed to help people at early levels of development, people 

who have autism, people who have severe, profound or complex learning difficulties. Intensive 

interaction works on early interaction abilities – how to enjoy being with other people – to relate, 

interact, know, understand and practice communciation routines. 

Intensive interaction teaches and develops the ‘Fundamentals of Communication’, attainments such as 

use and understanding of eye contacts, facial expressions, vocalisations leading to speech, taking turns 

in conversation and the structure of conversation.” 

                                                                                                                   From   intensiveinteraction.org  

 

 

 

 

 



On-body cues 

Pupils with multi-sensory impairments are introduced to on-body cues to help them understand their 

world through touch. Touch is a vital channel of communication for learners at the earliest developmental 

levels.  Pupils are given an alert sign, followed by signs to signal familiar activities and routines across the 

school day so that pupils know what is about to happen next. 

 

                    

 

Assistive technology 

We are developing the use of assistive technology to help some of our pupils communicate. This can take a 

variety of forms according to the needs of each pupil, and we work with the speech and language therapist 

to identify which pupils would benefit from using technology to promote communication.  

In its simplest form, pupils press a simple switch which conveys a choice or a message, and this develops in 

complexity, involving additional switches, multi-switch devices or ipad style communication devices. We 

also have a small number of pupils who use eye gaze technology.   

 

 

 

Adapted verbal language 

Pupils across the whole school benefit from adults adapting their verbal language to help pupils 

understand instructions. Language may need to be adapted for  

 complexity – particularly ensuring vocabulary is appropriate to the pupil; 

 the amount of language used - sometimes single words are enough for pupils with profound needs, 

other pupils may need a reduced amount of language;  



 the number of people talking – some children find it difficult to focus on more than one voice, and 

pupils with autism or sensory processing dificulties are often sensitive to sound; 

 take up time – many pupils need time to process language before they are able to follow 

instructions. 

               

 


