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1. Introduction 
 
Autism is a lifelong developmental disability that affects how people perceive the world and interact 
with others. The characteristics of autism vary from one person to another, but in order for a 
diagnosis to be made, a person will usually be assessed as having had persistent differences in social 
communication and social interaction and highly focused interests in specific topics or activities since 
early childhood. Some autistic people also have learning disabilities, mental health issues, sensory 
processing difficulties or other conditions, meaning people need different levels of support. 
Students at Holbrook School for Autism vary widely in their ability to communicate. All students will 
have the opportunity to develop their language, communication and social skills. 
Communication is fundamental to our students’ ability to access the curriculum, but is also crucially 
important to their ability to participate as effectively and independently as possible in a range of 
social situations in school, at home and in the community. Communication can involve sound and 
speech, symbols, photographs, print, braille, objects of reference, signing systems, body language, 
facial expression and eye-pointing as well as technology based communication aids. 
 
2. Aims 
   

 To ensure that each student has access at all times to a functional method of communication 
which enables them to understand and be understood 

 To enable all students to communicate their needs, wants, feelings and views using a system 
of communication which is effective for them in a range of situations and environments 

 For all students to experience and develop their receptive language skills so that they can 
fully understand and respond to others attempts to communicate with them 

 To teach and support every student to understand each students unique view point on how 
they see the world, and how they think and learn 

 To ensure that communication is implicit in all areas of the curriculum and in daily life 
 
3. Provision 
 
Holbrook School for Autism ensures that continued extension and progression in communication is 
a priority for all our students. Staff regularly set and review targets, developing tailor made 
programmes to support students in developing and extending their communication skills. They are 
supported in this by speech and language therapists. 
 

 Every student is entitled to a broad, balanced and enriched language and communication 
curriculum 

 Every students’ needs will be met by ensuring that speaking, listening, communicating and 
responding is an integral part of all aspects of the school day and the whole curriculum 

 Due regard will be given to the equal opportunities policy in the delivery of communication 

 It is essential to liaise with parents/carers when developing language and communication 
skills 

 Every student’s preferred mode of communication is identified on their pencil portrait which 
will transition through school to ensure consistency and progression  

 Communicate in Print is the software used at Holbrook School for Autism for all visual 
supports to ensure consistency throughout school and in different environments  

 All stakeholders have a responsibility to act as good role models of speaking, listening, 
communicating and responding 
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 We will ensure that there is an appropriate learning objective in each students’ individual 
education plan to enhance their ability to communicate 

 We will provide time within the school day to develop functional language and effective 
communication through 1:1 sessions, small groups, within curriculum subjects, intensive 
interaction or out in the community 

 We will encourage students to understand what other people are trying to communicate 
and develop their ability to express their needs, thoughts and feelings to others 

 We will aim to develop every students’ self-confidence and self esteem 

 We will work alongside the advice of speech and language therapists and external agencies 
such as educational psychologists, clinical psychologists, child and adolescent mental health 
services and complex behaviour teams 

 Student communication skills are assessed when they start at Holbrook School for Autism. 
 
4. Alternative and Augmentative Communication 
 

We seek to provide each of our students with a functional communication system which supports 

them in a wide range of settings, including home and in the wider community. 

Some of our students become extremely effective and confident in their use of verbal language and 

their targets may focus on reading body language, recognising tone of voice or recognising, 

responding to and using humour. Others will need, at least initially, the support of an alternative, 

augmentative communication strategy. We will aim to provide a method of AAC which is best suited 

to the individual student working in conjunction with the SALT.  

 
Below is the AAC used at Holbrook:  
 
• Communication Boards  
Communication boards are a type of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) device. 
They can be simple, handmade boards or computerized programs. At Holbrook school for autism, 
pre-verbal students use communication boards to express their needs and desires by pointing to 
the symbols. They are portable and easy to be carried everywhere (playground, toilet, dinner hall, 
gym hall). Communication boards can be used across a wide range of locations and situations as 
they are easily tailored using the fringe. Staff should use the fringe to provide a wide range of vocab 
across a range of curriculum and non-curriculum areas.   
 

 Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS)  
This system supports non-verbal and verbal students in understanding why, how and when to 
communicate and gives them a means of communication which can be readily understood by a 
communicative partner. Students are able to initiate communication and the physical exchange 
helps them to appreciate the social nature of communication. The highly visual system helps to 
make both language and concepts more concrete. Some students will become less reliant on picture 
exchange as they become more confident in their own verbal skills, but still benefit from the visual 
support when learning a new or particularly challenging aspect of communication, eg, 
communicating about feelings. Students who are already confidently using PEC’s will continue to 
use this as their main method of communicating, however they will use communication boards to 
broaden their vocabulary. 
 

 Makaton. 
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Makaton is a language programme. using signs and symbols to help people to communicate. It is 
designed to support spoken language and the signs and symbols are used with speech, in spoken 
word order. 
 

 Ipads and Talkers 
 
Some students currently have the use of an iPad in order for them to communicate. These are used 
across all areas of the school and out in the community. If the iPad belongs to the individual student, 
then it should travel between school and home with them every day.  If staff feel a student would 
benefit the use of an iPad to further their communication they will be able to liaise with the speech 
and language therapist. Students who are deemed to be ready for an ipad will be able to access a class 
Ipad using Super Core 50 to enable their abilities to be assessed before obtaining a personal ipad for 
them either through school or a Lincoln eats referral.  
 
Referrals can be made to Lincoln EATS for the students to have their own talkers. However, the 
students must meet the following criteria.  

1) Does the student understand cause and effect? 
2) Do they understand the purpose of a communication aid?  
3) Is there a clear discrepancy between the pupils understanding and their level of 

communication? 
4) Have low tech strategies and techniques been tried or considered and are their identified 

reasons why such methods are insufficient to meet the communication needs. 
 

 Pragmatic Organisation Dynamic Display (PODD): 

PODD is normally a book or device that contains symbols and words to support communication 
between people with complex communication needs and their communication partners, whether 
that’s carers, family, friends or support workers. Students at Holbrook school for Autism are being 
encouraged to use their PODD book (which is usually created by the SALT) at both school and home 
settings.  

 
5. Teaching Methods  
The school uses a variety of different theoretical approaches and incorporates the best practice 
from different philosophies including; 
 

 Treatment and Education of Autistic and Communication-handicapped Students (TEACCH 
approach) 

TEACCH developed the intervention approach called “Structured TEACCHing”, which is based on 
understanding the learning characteristics of autistic individuals and the use of visual supports to 
promote meaning and independence. 
The principles of structured ‘TEACCHing’ are; 

o Understanding the culture of autism 
o Developing an individualised plan for each student alongside the standard curriculum 
o Structuring the physical environment 
o Using visual supports to make the sequence of daily activities predictable and 

understandable 
o Using visual supports to make individual tasks understandable 

 

 Intensive Interaction 
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Intensive interaction is an approach to teaching the pre-speech fundamentals of communication to 
students and adults who have severe learning difficulties and/or autism and who are still at an early 
stage of communication development.  
 

 Attention Autism 
Attention Autism is a highly motivating and creative approach to building attention and early 
communication skills. The approach is based on an understanding of the typical attention levels and 
development of infants. It enables us to think about where the child is at with their attention and 
communication development and what to work on next. Attention Autism is a highly motivating and 
creative approach to building attention and early communication skills. 
 

 Social Stories/ Comic Strips  
Social stories and Comic Strip Conversations are not only used to help students with their social and 
emotional understanding but also to help them develop their receptive communication and 
language. At Holbrook school for Autism students are being taught through social stories and Comic 
Strip conversations which is a concrete way to develop their understanding and communication 
skills.  Social stories are written in first person, need to be accurate, use positive language and to be 
read at the appropriate time.  
 

 Zones of Regulation 
This is an approach to help children regulate their emotions.  The Speech Therapist will set targets 
for every child.  The zones comprise of four colours: 
 Red- Angry, out of control 
 Yellow- Annoyed, excited, frustrated 
 Green- OK, happy, ready to work 
 Blue- Ill, tired, bored 
 
Children will be working towards identifying what zone they are in and what sensory regulation tools 
they can use to help get themselves back to the green zone. How the children use the zones will 
look different across the pathways  
Stream Pathway 
Within the Stream pathway, children are working towards identifying when they are in the red or 
the green zone. To support children in learning this concept, staff will show children in the moment 
(by showing them a visual) what zone they are in. If they are in the red zone, staff will direct them 
towards self-regulation activities. The long term aim is for children to communicate verbally, or 
nonverbally, which zone they are in, and then decide which self-regulation activity they would like 
to do. 
River Pathway 
For some River students, the Stream expectations will be appropriate. For other students, the aim 
is to identify when they are in either the red or green zone, engage in self-regulation activities and 
also develop their understanding of other’s emotions e.g. identifying if someone else is in the red 
or the green zone. 
Ocean and Hub Pathway 
The aim for Ocean students is to be exposed to all four zones (blue, green, yellow and red). Students 
will be able to identify what zone they are in, explain why they are in that zone and select an 
appropriate self-regulation tool. They will also have an understanding of what zone others are in, 
what are ‘expected’ and ‘unexpected’ behaviours and the impact of these on the people around 
them. Students will have a good vocabulary around emotions. 
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6. Communication by pathway  
 

Stream Pathway  

Students within the stream pathway will be working on the early stages of communication, they 

may be non-verbal or have little functional speech. These students will have the opportunity to 

access a range of activities that develops their communication skills, as this will be one of their main 

areas of need. The students in this pathway will use programmes such as intensive interaction, 

attention autism and sensory stories in order to build their attention and interaction skills, as well 

as communication boards, PEC’s, Sound buttons, Makaton and speech and language therapy to 

develop their ability to communicate. 

 

River Pathway  

Students working within the river pathway will have some established communication skills, they 

may be non-verbal or developing functional speech. These students will have the opportunity to 

access a range of activities throughout the day that helps to develop their communication skills 

further. The students on this pathway will use programmes such as attention autism and sensory 

stories in order to build their attention and interaction skills, as well as communication boards, PECs, 

Makaton and speech and language therapy to develop their ability to communicate. 

 

Ocean Pathway 

Students working within the ocean pathway will have established communication skills. They will be 

able to use functional speech in order to make requests and get their needs met and will be able to 

interact with their peers. These students will have the opportunity to access a range of activities 

throughout the day to further develop their communication skills. They will use programmes such 

as phonics, Lego therapy and colourful semantics in order build on their previous skills. In addition 

to this, they will also have access to Communication boards, PECs, Makaton, speech and language 

therapy and attention autism as appropriate. 

 

Hub 

Students working within the Hub pathway will be able to verbally communicate and will be able to 

engage in functional exchanges with adults and peers. Students can interact at unstructured points 

in the day for leisure. Hub students show some aspect of empathy and understanding of others and 

can continue this thinking in dialogue or role-play. These students will still have the opportunity to 

further develop their communication skills through a variety of activities however; these may look 

very different to students following the other learning pathways. They will use the national 

curriculum, as well as debate, SPAG, project work and delivery work to other students in order to 

build on their previous skills. In addition to they will also have access to Speech and Language 

therapy as needed



Classroom expectations by pathway. 
We are committed to providing an environment which stimulates students to develop their 
communication skills, regardless of their ability. We recognise the importance of creating 
meaningful opportunities for communication and carefully structure a consistent environment to 
support and encourage communication. As the student’s levels of communication vary across the 
different pathways the support we put in place across the pathways will look different.  

Minimum Classroom Expecations 

 Seen in stream 

classrooms 

Seen in river 

classrooms 

Seen in Ocean 

classrooms 

Seen in the 

Hub 

Visual whole class 

timetable, running 

left to right at 

appropriate height. 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Accessible 

Communication 

board/s with fringes 

in place.  

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Staff keyrings ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Zones of regulation  ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Labelled 

environment 
✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Emotions Board ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Individual 

timetables  
✔ ✔   

Visual choose 

boards 
✔ ✔   

Active listening 

prompts 
✔ ✔   

First/Next board – 

used in and out of 

class.  

✔ 
✔ 

Where applicable 
  

Accessible PEC’s 

books/ Talkers 
✔ ✔   

Visual supports for 

transitions during 

lessons 

✔ ✔   

Visual supports for 

transitions around 

school 

✔ ✔   

Reward Charts   ✔ ✔ 

Written instructions   ✔ ✔ 
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Classroom provision by pathway 
 Seen in stream 

classrooms 

Seen in river 

classrooms 

Seen in Ocean 

classrooms 

Seen in the Hub 

Speech and 

Language therapy ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Intensive interaction ✔    

Attention Autism ✔ ✔   

Communication 

boards 
✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

PECs ✔ ✔   

Makaton ✔ ✔   

Colourful Semantics ✔ ✔   

Sensory Stories ✔ ✔   

TACPAC ✔    

Story Sacks ✔ ✔   

Phonics ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Lego Therapy  ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Role Play  ✔ ✔ ✔ 

SPAG    ✔ 
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7. Speech and Language Support 
 

Holbrook has its own team of therapists from Conscious Communication who are able to liaise with 

NHS therapists from Derbyshire Community Health Services (DCHS) NHS Foundation Trust as and 

when required around individual children’s targets.  The therapists provide whole school advice and 

guidance and direct speech and language therapy services for students at the school and training 

for staff. Input is provided on a needs-led basis, and takes different forms in order to best support 

the changing needs and abilities of the students. The therapists also aim to work with the Senior 

Leadership Team in order to reflect the school’s priorities for communication strategies. Teachers 

follow SALT guidance to ensure that students at Holbrook have daily opportunities to develop their 

expressive and receptive language skills and emotional regulation.    

 

8. Equal Opportunities 
 
The communication curriculum will endeavour to support, encourage and motivate all students to 
reach their full potential. The teaching of communication will ensure the recognition of the diversity 
of the curriculum needs of students with different ethnic groups, gender, disability and age range. 
All resources and activities used will ensure the appropriate balance in terms of equal opportunities. 
 


