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Teacher Identification of Potential Communicative Acts in Children With 

Deafbindness 

 

by 
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SUPERVISOR: Barbara Davis 

   

 Abstract: Identification of, and responsiveness to, the communicative attempts of 

children with developmental delays’ is essential to developing intentional, symbolic 

communication.  The current study was a replication of Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt’s 

2005 study titled Teacher Responses to the Communicative Attempts of Children With 

Autism, with modifications to the participants used in the study.  The Inventory of 

Potential Communicative Acts (IPCA; Sigafoos et al, 2000) was used with three teachers 

of three children with deafblindness to determine if teachers were able to identify 

potential communicative acts (PCAs) of their students using the IPCA during an 

interview session.  Additionally, analysis of teacher responsiveness to student PCAs took 

place during a 30-minute classroom observation session.  All three teachers identified a 

wide range of student PCAs during the IPCA interview and showed high levels of 

responsiveness to those PCAs during the naturalistic, classroom observation.  Low 

interobserver agreement, clinical implications, and directions for future research are 

discussed.  
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Background 

 
 Identification and responsiveness to communicative attempts of children with 

developmental delays who are functioning at a prelinguistic level is essential to helping 

these children move towards more symbolic, intentional communication (Sigafoos, 

Woodyatt, Keen et al, 2000). When the children are being taught in a classroom setting, it 

is critical to incorporate teacher responsiveness into enhancing their use of intentional 

communication.  

Identification of potential communicative acts and partner responsiveness is 

especially relevant when considering children who are deafblind. Children with 

deafblindness are at risk for difficulties in the development of symbolic communication 

secondary to their decreased access to communication and language (Bruce, 2005). 

Sigafoos et al, (2000) recently developed the Inventory of Potential Communicative Acts 

(IPCA; Sigafoos et al, 2000) as an interview/ questionnaire assessment tool that can be 

used with parents, teachers, or other familiar communicative partners of children with 

developmental or physical disabilities. The use of the IPCA by teachers of children who 

have been diagnosed with autism has been examined in terms of how teachers responded 

to communicative acts that they identified on the IPCA during naturalistic observation.  

While the IPCA has been used with children diagnosed with autism, it is 

important to ascertain its general usefulness with other populations of children who show 

severe and persistent levels of communication impairment. In this study, we want to 

determine if it is a helpful tool in identifying potential communicative acts for teachers 
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who work with children who have perceptual differences related to deafblindness. We 

also want to determine the frequency and types of teacher response to children’s 

classroom communicative attempts. Results will potentially add to the information we 

have about the use of the IPCA in assisting in intervention with a different population 

who have severe-profound levels of communication impairment in the classroom setting.  

 

Differences in Pre-Symbolic Communication and Readability in Children with 
Deaflblindness 
 Children who are deafblind often experience delays across all areas of 

development including severe levels of communication disorders (Murdoch, 2004). 

Children with concurrent vision and hearing deficits are often limited in terms of access 

to social interactions and the reciprocal, transactional nature of communication that 

typically developing children experience with their caregivers during the early years of 

language development (Correa-Torres, 2008).  

 In typical development, the first year of a baby’s life marks the beginning of 

his/her transition from early pre-intentional behaviors that are not directed toward others 

to more intentional communicative behaviors in interactions with others. The transition 

from pre-intentional behaviors to intentional communicative behaviors by the child is 

facilitated by the presence of a communicative partner who interprets the child’s 

behaviors as intentional. For example, a child may “startle” unintentionally at a specific 

sound and the parent/ caregiver will assign meaning to the behavior. Adults assign 

meaning to these infant behaviors and respond to them relative to their understanding of 

the child’s intended communication. These responses help to shape the later intentionality 
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of the infant’s communicative behaviors (Bruce & Vargas, 2007). Early intentional 

behaviors by children involve the use of vocalizations, eye gaze, and gesture (McCathern, 

2000). Once the child is using intentional behaviors to communicate, the transition to 

more symbolic intentional forms (e.g., speech, sign language) of communication begins.  

 Individuals with deafblindness communicate using idiosyncratic signs and 

gestures, adapted or manually coded language, tactile methods, and sign language (Dalby 

et al, 2009). The communication modalities they utilize also affect their access to social 

interaction with peers. Teachers, peers, and others in the environment who are unfamiliar 

with the child’s unique use of diverse communication modalities may be hesitant to 

initiate social interactions. Once initiated, communication is difficult to maintain because 

the child’s communication may be less readable by others.  

 The infant with deafblindness will receive absent or altered sensory information, 

including parental facial expressions and auditory input. Deafblindness limits children’s 

abilities to access input from body language, in everyday activities and interactions with 

peers (Correa-Torres, 2008). The lack of child recognition and response to typical 

parental communication attempts may in turn affect the way that parents interact with 

their child (Vervloed, van Dijk, R.J., Knoors, & van Dijk, J.P., 2006). Parents may 

approach their child with deafblindness in a very direct, intense way in order to elicit a 

response from them. Similarly, parents may also underestimate the importance of 

allowing “pause time” for children with deaflblindness to process people and objects in 

their environment (Vervloed, van Dijk, R.J., Knoors, & van Dijk, J.P., 2006). 
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Parent-dominated interactions can lead children to feel overwhelmed and cause 

them to become reticent to participate in bidirectional communication (Janssen, Riksen-

Walraven, and Van Dijk, 2002). Dual sensory deficits may also result in fewer readable 

communicative attempts in intentional communication directed toward caregivers and 

others in the child’s environment. Children with deafblindness are less likely to 

successfully receive and convey information with communicative partners and may not 

recognize that their behaviors can regulate the behaviors of those around them at an early 

age (Murdoch, 2004; Heller & Alberto, 1995). Delays in the development of intentional 

communication negatively impact the child’s transition towards more symbolic forms of 

communication (i.e. sign, spoken language, communication device).  

   

Language Development in Typically Developing Children and Children with 
Deafblindness 
 Children with deafblindness may present with differences in developing joint 

attention, play skills, and vocalizations and gestures based on their limited access to 

early, reciprocal interaction with caregivers (Bruce, 2005). Joint attention refers to the act 

of a child and adult sharing their focus on the same item/ activity (McCathren, 2000). 

Typically developing children often utilize eye contact with an adult paired with eye gaze 

shifts between an object and their caregiver to share in attention. Children with 

deafblindness do not have access to eye contact and experience joint attention through 

more tactile modalities (Bruce, 2005). Additionally, absent or altered auditory input from 

caregivers can affect parent-child interactions for children with deafblindness at an early 

age (Janssen, Riksen-Walraven, and van Dijk, 2002). Parents often communicate a great 
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deal through the intonation and volume of their voices. That aspect of input is not 

processed fully by the child with hearing impairment, depending on the profile of hearing 

sensitivity. Access to the use of limited or altered communication modalities by children 

with dual sensory impairments makes shared attention a less efficient and more 

demanding process. 

 Play skills refer to the way children engage in recreation with their environment, 

spanning from exploration and play with objects to more advanced, symbolic play 

(Bruce, 2005). Researchers have found that play behaviors are highly related to receptive 

and expressive language in children (Bruce, 2005; Finn & Fewell, 1994). The interaction 

between the child who is deafblind and his/her environment is complicated by many of 

the same factors that affect parent-child interactions. Children with deafblindness must 

utilize one sensory outlet at a time to explore an object (Bruce, 2005). The understanding 

of object use and play routines is often limited for children with deafblindness, because 

they are not able to easily imitate actions based on an adult model (Vervloed, van Dijk, 

R.J., Knoors & van Dijk, J.P., 2006).  As a result, children with deafblindness present 

with delayed play skills and are less likely to use symbolic play as frequently as typically 

developing peers (Bruce, 2005). 

 Infants developing typically begin by using preverbal means (e.g. gesture and 

vocalization) to interact with people in their environment (Rowland & Schweigert, 1989). 

It is proposed that these early preverbal means of communication are reinforced by 

caregivers and therefore become more intentional means of communication (Bruce & 

Vargas, 2007). Intentional, preverbal means of communication are said to lay the 
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foundation for future symbolic means of communication in typical development 

(Rowland & Schweigert, 1989).  McCathern (2000) found that early vocalizations were 

predictive of later expressive language skills in children who communicated verbally. 

Similarly, Bruce (2005) suggests that “babbling” in gesture must play a similar role for 

children who are deafblind. Children with deafblindness, however, do not acquire 

vocalizations and gestural means of communication in the same ways as typically 

developing children. Many children with deafblindness do not have a clear model for, or 

access to, gestural or vocal communication in their environments due to hearing and 

visual impairments. Visual awareness of objects in the distance, and subsequent attention 

towards them (e.g. eye gaze, pointing) help caregivers to recognize the child’s intent and 

provide the child the correct word, or symbol, for the object (Bruce, 2005). Children with 

deafblindness are less likely to use gesture and vocalizations to call attention to objects in 

their environment. Differences in memory capacity, vision, and representational abilities 

in children with deaflblindness make it difficult to use gestures as a foundation for more 

symbolic communication (Rowland & Schweigert, 1989).    

  

Assessment Measures for Children with Deafblindness 
 To date, there is a marked lack of research on assessment measures for 

communication in children with deafblindness (Ronberg & Borg, 2001). Existing studies 

addressing assessment and intervention with deafblind children are primarily case 

studies. Assessment measures for children with communication delay or disorder are 
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rarely developed with consideration of the unique needs of children who are deafblind 

(Finn & Fewell, 1994).  

Educationally oriented materials covering assessment of deafblind children have 

recognized the need for development of appropriate and comprehensive assessment 

measures (Finn & Fewell, 1994; Wolf-Schein, 1998). Additionally, using assessment 

measures designed to survey infants to test chronologically older children who are 

severely disabled is inappropriate. These assessments are generally not normed on 

chronologically older children with unique and persistent severe communication deficits. 

Also, materials and types of behaviors measured by these assessments are intended to be 

used with developmentally younger infant populations rather than children with 

deafblindness who may interact with developmentally appropriate materials for their 

chronological age. Use of measures designed to assess infants will not provide the 

clinician with useful information regarding the communication capacities of children with 

deafblindness.  

Assessment issues for children with deafblindness are further confounded by the 

heterogeneous nature of the population, making it difficult to acquire a “gold standard” 

for communication skills. Another difficulty with assessment of children with 

deafblindness in an academic environment is the focus on the deficits of the child rather 

than assessing the overall communicative or academic situations in which the child must 

communicate (Wolf-Schein, 1998). Environmental factors play a significant role in 

understanding “why” and “how” children are communicating, as well as the quality of the 

instruction the child is receiving. Lastly, standardized measures may unfairly characterize 
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children with deafblindness due to insufficient items/ number of items. In other words, a 

test may not be developed for the unique skill set of this population and therefore will not 

glean the information necessary to appropriately describe a child with deafblindness. 

Additionally, if a test does not use multiple items to describe skills, the child with 

deafblindness may be penalized if he/she has not mastered a small number of skills, as 

those skills will carry a lot of weight in terms of scoring. 

Clinicians and examiners working with children who are deafblind frequently 

utilize interview scales and observational measures to counterbalance the difficulties in 

using standardized assessment instruments for this population (Finn & Fewell, 1994). 

Finn and Fewell (1994) proposed the use of play assessment as an appropriate measure to 

glean information about the receptive, expressive and nonverbal skills of children with 

deafblindness. Their study examined the use of a play assessment scale with 18 children, 

ages 3;10 to 12 years who were deafblind. Results of the play assessment were compared 

to those of the Callier-Azasa Scale (Stillman, 1978), the Gestural Approach to Thought 

and Expression (Langley, 1976), and the Wisconsin Behavior Rating Scale (Song et al, 

1980). The investigators found that play assessment resulted in adequate information 

about language skills, greater participant cooperation, greater flexibility in choosing 

appropriate stimuli for the child, careful observation of the child’s spontaneous 

behaviors, and more information about related skill areas (persistence, problem solving, 

etc).  

Wolf-Schein (1998) discussed the difficulties in assessing children with severe 

communication difficulties as they relate to providing effective and appropriate 
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intervention for children with deafblindness and autism. She highlighted the importance 

of non-intrusive assessment (i.e. observation, caregiver questionnaires) for the 

comprehensive assessment and planning of intervention for children with deafblindness. 

Wolf-Schein (1998) noted that standard measures often do not fully describe a child’s 

skill level and are not useful in planning intervention and curriculum progression for 

populations with multiple disabilities. 

 

Intervention Studies for Children with Deafblindness 
 Communication intervention research on children who are deafblind, similar to 

the assessment literature, is relatively minimal. This body of research is also lacking in 

terms of the quality of available evidence. Empirical data regarding communication and 

language development, as well as appropriate educational intervention, for children with 

deafblindness is relatively uncommon (Vervloed, van Dijk, R.J., Knoors, & van Dijk, 

J.P., 2006). As a result, intervention for children with deafblindness is often based on 

clinical impressions and intuition, as well as examples of best practices.  Intervention for 

children with deafblindness in the school setting and at home is presently highly 

individualized and based on information gained from objective observation of the 

student’s skills (Vervloed, van Dijk, R.J., Knoors, & van Dijk, J.P., 2006).  

 Additional clinical issues for communicative intervention with children who are 

deafblind include tracking progress, choosing a communication modality, and the 

presence of idiosyncratic behaviors (Brady & Bashinski, 2008). Progress for children 

who are severely disabled is often slow. As a result, clinicians, teachers, and parents must 
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be able to recognize slight changes in these children’s behaviors and communicative 

potentials (Wolf-Schein, 1998). Intervention may require the clinician to select, trial run, 

and modify a communication modality for children. This is a complex trial and error 

process that requires clinician knowledge and skill. In addition, client acceptance and 

adaptation to new modes of communication is critical. Finally, children with 

deafblindness present with idiosyncratic communication behaviors that may be difficult 

for clinicians, teachers, and other people in the children’s environment to interpret. While 

these behaviors may be difficult to read, they are often important forms of 

communication that should be considered during the assessment and intervention process.  

 

Training Parents and Caregivers  
 The progression of prelinguistic development in typically developing infants 

suggests that it is important to examine pre-symbolic and idiosyncratic behaviors of 

children with developmental and physical disabilities as potential communicative acts 

(PCA). Sigafoos et al, (2000) used the term PCA to acknowledge that the act has the 

potential to become a recognizable and clear means of communication if it receives a 

consistent response by those in the child’s environment.  Systematic instruction includes 

consistent interpretation and response to children’s potential communicative acts by 

caregivers, teachers, and others in the environment. This systematic instruction will 

increase the consistency that the child will repeat these PCAs to regulate his/her 

environment (Sigafoos, Green, Butterfield, & Arthur-Kelly, 2006, chap. 3). When a child 

increases the consistency of a potential communicative act, he/she becomes a more 
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effective communicator. This transactional process that occurs between children and their 

communicative partners may aid in growth and consequent movement away from pre-

linguistic communication means towards more symbolic forms of communication.  

 A primary intervention strategy for children who are deafblind involves the 

training of caregivers and teachers to increase the quantity and quality of their 

communicative interactions with children who have concurrent hearing and vision loss 

(Brady & Bashinski, 2008; Heller & Alberto, 1995; Janssen, Riksen-Walraven, & van 

Dijk, 2002). Murdoch (2004) stated that meaningful adult and peer interactions with 

children who are deafblind are related to adult or peer responsiveness, as opposed to adult 

or peer initiation.  

Janssen, Riksen-Walraven, and van Dijk (2002) found that teachers of children 

with deafblindness can learn to respond more appropriately to communicative attempts 

and behaviors of their students. They examined appropriate and inappropriate interactive 

behaviors of four children with deafblindness and their educators. The intervention 

consisted of two components, a) educator responsivity training, and b) educator training 

to alter the communication context to allow for more appropriate child interactive 

behaviors. The authors found an increase in positive student behaviors that generalized 

across various intervention settings. This increase in positive student behaviors resulted 

in a subsequent increase in teacher responsiveness.   

 Brady and Bashinski (2008) used an adapted version of prelinguistic milieu 

training (A-PMT) with 9 children with deafblindness operating at the prelinguistic level 

of communication. Their goal was to increase the intentionality of these children’s 
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communicative acts. The intervention incorporated direct interaction between the client 

and the clinician that focused on arranging the environment to necessitate communication 

from the child and to create predictable routines for facilitating language learning. 

Several modifications were made to prelinguistic milieu training to adapt the intervention 

for children with deafblindness (e.g., increasing vestibular and tactile activities, the use of 

physical prompts, and removal of eye gaze as a communication component). The 

intervention yielded positive results for increasing intentional, symbolic behavior after a 

period of one-on-one intervention based on a transactional model of communication. The 

investigators stated that teachers and parents would benefit from training and education 

centered on improving interaction styles with children who have severe disabilities.  

 

Applications of Prelinguistic Communication Milestones to Assessment 
 Children operating at the prelinguistic level of communication present a unique 

set of issues in terms of measurement. The use of standardized measures with this 

population is complicated by the variability within this group, their lack of wholly 

symbolic communication, and the context-driven nature of their communication skills 

(Finn & Fewell, 1994; Vervloed, van Dijk, R.J., Knoors, & van Dijk, J.P., 2006; Wolf-

Schein, 1998). This set of issues impacts each child’s ability to participate fully in 

assessment tasks that incorporate behaviors that can be measured and compared within a 

standardized population. Often standardized measures fail to capture the communicative 

potential of children who are operating at a prelinguistic level due to the static nature of 

the test items (Snell, 2002). These children also present with communication skills that 
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are highly associated with the context, or environment in which a particular assessment 

task is presented. There is often a great deal of variation in their communication profile 

between environments (i.e. home versus a clinic) and partners (parents versus a 

clinician). As a result clinicians rely on more qualitative assessment measures, such as 

caregiver reports, to provide information regarding the child’s communicative skills.  

 

The Inventory of Potential Communicative Acts and Children with Deafblindness 
 There is a significant lack of research literature dealing with appropriate 

assessment and intervention techniques for children who are deafblind. However, several 

studies have shown that parent and teacher responsivity are key components to improving 

interactions with this population (Brady & Bashinski, 2008; Heller & Alberto, 1995; 

Janssen, Riksen-Walraven, & van Dijk, 2002). It would follow that an appropriate 

assessment measure for children with deafblindness would need to include 

responsiveness and shaping of children’s potential communicative acts (PCA) into more 

symbolic and readable forms of communication.  To aid in responsivity, it would be 

appropriate for teachers and parents to take part in an assessment process that focuses on 

the identification and description of PCAs. This study proposes that the use of a measure 

that examines the PCAs of children with deafblindness based on teacher report may 

provide valuable information to those in the children’s environment. In particular, it can 

be of support in increasing teacher responsivity and the quality and consistency of 

children’s communicative acts. 
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 The current study is a replication of Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt (2005) 

examining the responsiveness of teachers to the communicative attempts of children with 

autism. In that study, teachers of 8 children with severe autism were interviewed using an 

assessment instrument labeled the Inventory of Potential Communicative Acts, or IPCA  

(Sigafoos et al., 2000). Teacher responsiveness was examined in relation to the types of 

communicative attempts the teachers identified as being part of the children’s repertoire. 

Teacher responses were coded as “no response”, “acknowledgement”, or “reaction”. The 

investigators found that teachers responded to approximately two thirds of the children’s 

PCAs in the classroom setting. They found that “acknowledgement” (a clear, spoken 

statement) was the least likely response from the teachers (Keen et al, 2005). This finding 

was significant because there is evidence that providing this type of response to children 

with developmental or physical disabilities may aid in producing positive changes toward 

more readability of communication attempts (Brady & Bashinski, 2008). Results 

suggested that teachers were able to identify a wide range of potential communicative 

acts for children with autism. However, the teachers did not always respond consistently 

to these acts in the classroom setting. While further research is needed, the outcome of 

Sigafoos and colleagues study of children with autism suggests that the IPCA may be an 

effective tool for identifying PCAs. It may also serve as an intervention tool for training 

teachers and parents to consistently respond to the prelinguistic communication of 

children with deafblindness.  

 The goal of the present study is to examine the effectiveness of the IPCA with 

teachers of children with deafblindness. This will add to the information on the use of this 
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tool in assisting in intervention with a population with perceptual differences. These 

children have severe-profound levels of communication impairment that are manifest in 

the classroom and in other settings. It will also provide teachers of the participants with 

qualitative information regarding students’ potential communicative acts as well as 

giving them information about their own responsiveness to students’ communicative 

attempts in the classroom setting.  

 

IPCA Development   
 The IPCA is an interview/ questionnaire assessment tool used with parents, 

teachers, or other familiar communicative partners of children with developmental or 

physical disabilities. It includes 53 questions meant to characterize how the child uses a 

number of communicative forms and functions across multiple settings (Sigafoos et al, 

2000). The IPCA was developed from 3 years of pilot studies involving children with 

severe communication impairment (SCI). To date, the tool has also been used with 

children with autism to examine teacher perception and responsiveness to potential 

communicative acts (Keen, Woodyatt, & Sigafoos, 2002; Keen, Sigafoos, & Woodyatt, 

2005). In Sigafoos et al (2000) the IPCA was also used with teachers and direct-care staff 

to assess and characterize the communicative potential of three individuals with Rett 

syndrome. In additional to gathering information from individuals in the child’s 

environment about the presence of potential communicative acts, Sigafoos, Arthur-Kelly, 

Butterfield, and Foreman (2006, chap. 2) state the importance of verifying if these PCAs 

are representative of the prelinguistic stage of development.  
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 Similar to the work of Sigafoos et al., (2000) in their development of the IPCA, 

additional research outlines the importance of judging the intentionality of students with 

communication impairment through the examination of children’s forms and functions. 

Carter and Iacono (2002) studied the accuracy and reliability of professionals’ judgments 

of the communicative attempts of children with special needs. They found a lack of 

consistency both between and within professional groups as to what children intended to 

communicate. This type of inconsistency can pose a barrier in the development of an 

appropriate and responsive intervention program.  

The IPCA attempts to unify families, teachers, and other professionals in 

interpreting and responding to the PCAs of children with severe communication 

impairments. Drasgow and Halle (1995) reported on a case study with a four-year-old 

child diagnosed with autism. Their study focused on the use of interviews, direct 

observation, and environmental modifications to characterize the forms, functions, and 

context of the child’s communicative attempts. The authors discussed the importance of 

the assessment of context, form, and function in outlining an appropriate intervention 

plan for children who do not communicate using conventional, symbolic forms of 

communication. Drasgow and Halle (1995) utilized the child’s existing forms to bridge to 

a new for the same function that was more readable and efficient.  

 The goal of the current study was to utilize the Inventory of Potential 

Communicative Acts (IPCA; Sigafoos, et al., 2000) with teachers of children with 

deafblindness. The rationale for examining the IPCA with children who have 

deafblindness was to examine the generality of this tool as an assessment instrument for 
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this unique population that presents with sensory differences, in contrast to the social and 

cognitive compromise characteristic of the children with autism studied by Sigafoos and 

colleagues. This study was a replication of Keen et al. (2005) with modifications 

appropriate for the sensory issues of the school age participants with deafblindness. The 

following questions were posed in evaluating the effectiveness of the IPCA as an 

assessment instrument and intervention tool for children with deafblindness: 

1. Are teachers able to identify a wide range communicative forms and functions 

during an interview session with the investigators using the IPCA? 

2. How are teachers responding to the potential communicative acts they identify as 

part of the children’s communicative repertoire in the classroom setting? 
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Methods 

 

Participants 
 Three children with deafblindness and their respective teachers participated. All 

participants were recruited from the Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired 

(TSBVI) in Austin, Texas. The children’s chronological age, gender, ethnic background, 

and state of health were varied, as the primary inclusion criteria was as follows 1.) the 

children had some degree of both visual and auditory impairments according to school 

records, 2.) the children were functioning within the birth to 3-year-old developmental 

age range in terms of communication/ language, and 3.) the children were attending 

TSBVI. Information regarding the student participants was ascertained through both 

school records and teacher reports. Descriptive data for each of the participants is 

presented in Table 1 below. Classroom teachers of each of the student participants 

completed a history form that provided specific information regarding the student’s 1.) 

auditory functioning, 2.) communication skills, and the 3.) presence of any challenging 

behaviors. The student history form is included in Appendix A. Participant 1 was 9;6 and 

presented with restricted upper visual fields and profound hearing loss. The participant’s 

primary mode of communication was object symbols, though some sign was used in the 

classroom. Object symbols are defined as the use of an object that is part of an activity, or 

resembles an object used in a specific activity, to serves as a symbolic representation of 

that activity. Using a wooden spoon to indicate breakfast time provides an example.  
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Participant 2 was 16;4 and presented with total blindness and profound hearing loss. The 

participant’s primary mode of communication was tactual sign and tactual symbols. 

Tactual sign refers to the child following the hands of his/her partner as they sign by 

placing his/her hands on top of the communication partner’s hands. Tactual symbols refer 

to concrete and linguistically-based symbols that differ by meaning based on shape and 

texture. For example, an oval shape is used for the category of “objects”, and varying 

textures would be used to delineate the specific object. Participant 3 was 15;7 and 

presented with cortical visual impairment and mild-moderate hearing loss. The 

participant’s primary mode of communication was object symbols.  

 

 

Table 1: Description of Participants 

Child Age Teacher Vision Hearing Communication Behaviors 
Child 
1 

9;6 Adam Functional 
vision in both 
eyes; severely 
restricted upper 
fields 

Profound 
hearing loss; 
ear tubes 

Learning media: 
object symbols 

Sign language used 
as well 

Thumb sucking, sleeping problems, 
frequent crying, destructiveness, 
difficulty with sustained attention, 
hyperactivity, difficulty with 
transitions. 

Child 
2 

16;4 Matt Retinopathy of 
prematurity 
(ROP) and 
Glaucoma, 
functions as a 
totally blind 
student 

Profound 
hearing loss 
with some 
response to 
verbal cues. 
Fitted for CI, 
but does not 
have it/ wear 
it 

Learning media:  
Tactual sign and 
tactual symbol 

Sleeping problems, frequent temper 
tantrums, destructiveness, difficulty 
with sustained attention, and 
difficulty with transitions. 

Child 
3 

15;7 Suzanne Cortical visual 
impairment 
(sees familiar 
objects better 
than unfamiliar, 
may see objects 
better if she is 
moving or 
object is 
moving, vision 
fluctuates) 

Mild-
moderate 
hearing loss, 
central 
auditory 
processing 
disorder 

Learning media: 
object symbols 

Sucks hands, difficulty sleeping, 
frequent daydreaming, frequent 
temper tantrums/ withdrawing, 
difficulty with sustained attention, 
difficulty with transitions, refusal to 
move 
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 The teacher for each student participant was defined as the person who was 

involved with the daily and direct teaching of the student in his/her normal classroom 

setting. Teachers had been working with the student for minimum of 3 months. Keen, 

Sigafoos, and Woodyatt (2005) asserted that 3 months was an adequate duration for the 

teachers to become familiar with the children’s behaviors. A total of 3 teachers 

participated. Teacher A worked with his student for 5 years, teacher B worked with his 

student for 7 months, and teacher C worked with her student for 2 years prior to the 

study. Teachers reported on their length of employment with TSBVI, relevant 

employment history, and specific training they had undergone for communication issues 

relevant to children with multiple impairments (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2:  Teacher Descriptions 
 

Name Classroom Role Years Employed at 
TSVBI 

Training for teachers 
(You Make the 
Difference) 

Relevant Training Info 

Teacher C Teacher 11 Yes, 2003-2004 Symposium on 
deafblindness multiple 
years, Region 13 
conferences, training 
on miles, van Dijk, 
Nielsen. 2001-2004 
graduate work 

Teacher B Teacher 9 Yes, Fall 2002 Van Dijk Workshop, 
Miles workshop, and 
symposium on 
deafblindness multiple 
years 

Teacher A Teacher 6 No Effective teaching 
methods, positive 
behavior support 
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Recruitment 
Following approval of the study by the Institutional Review Board at The University of 

Texas at Austin, participants were recruited using a flyer (see Appendixes A and B). The 

TSBVI liaison, Jim Durkel, made initial contact with the teachers of potential participants 

who met the inclusionary criteria. Recruitment fliers were distributed to both the parents 

of potential participants and the teachers of those students.  

 

Setting 
One-on-one teacher with the primary investigator interviews took place in each teacher’s 

classroom setting. Observation/ videotaping of the student and child interaction took 

place within the child’s typical classroom setting. Both components of the study took 

place on the TSBVI campus.  

 

Procedures 
Several modifications were made to Keen, Sigafoos, and Wodyatt’s (2005) study to 

accommodate both unique aspects of the deafblind population and the availability of 

teachers and students at TSVBI. These changes included a reduction in the number of 

student participants from 8 to 3, a decreased duration of teacher-student interaction, and 

modifications for the type of teacher responses coded. Coding changes were deemed 

necessary because: a) Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt (2005) used “acknowledgement” to 

indicate a verbal response, which does not encompass other symbolic or presymbolic 

forms that may be used with children with deafblindness, and b) extending the Keen et 
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al’s (2005) definition of “no response” to further delineate between teachers not 

responding in an intentional manner and teachers not responding/ inappropriately 

responding because a PCA was unreadable or unclear. The investigation consisted of two 

separate components: a) the teacher interviews and b) the student-teacher observation. 

Below is a description of both aspects of the study. 

 

Teacher Interviews 
Teachers were interviewed using the Inventory of Potential Communicative Acts (IPCA; 

Sigafoos et al, 2000) questionnaire that seeks to characterize a child’s prelinguistic 

communication skills. The IPCA can be completed by parents, teachers, and others in the 

child’s environment who are familiar with the child’s communication skills and 

behaviors. The instrument consists of 51 questions addressing 10 communicative 

functions. The communicative functions the IPCA describes are “social conventions”, 

“attention to self”, “rejection/protestation”, “request for an object”, “request for an 

action”, “request for information”, “comment”, “choice making”, “answering”, and 

“imitation”. The definition for each of these functions is included in Appendix C.  

 As noted above, the teacher interviews were conducted individually in each 

teacher’s work environment, with the primary investigator. Prior to the interview, the 

teachers were provided with a list of examples of potential communicative acts (PCAs) to 

aid them in generating a list of the student’s unique constellation of communication 

behaviors. During the interview, teachers were asked a series of questions regarding the 

way in which their student communicated a specific function in the classroom. For 
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example, for the function of “social conventions”, the interviewer would ask the teacher 

to “describe how the child (a) greets you/ others, (b) indicates farewell to you/ others, (c) 

responds to their own name, (d) other”. Teachers were prompted to provide examples of 

their students’ behaviors that they deemed to be communicative. All responses were 

recorded on the IPCA and used to generate a comprehensive list of the way the children 

communicated and the types of PCAs that were in their communication repertoire.  

 The interview information was summarized in a spreadsheet format for each 

individual teacher interviewed. The spreadsheets were based on the communicative acts 

identified for each function for each student participant. The PCAs were divided into the 

following communicative functions: “social convention”, “attention to self”, 

“rejection/protest”, “request an object”, “request an action”, “request information”, 

“comment”, “make a choice”, “answer a question”, and “imitation”.   

 

Naturalistic Observation 
A sample of natural interactions were videotaped between the child and his/ her teacher. 

The goal was to investigate how the children were communicating in the classroom 

setting, and how teachers were responding to the child’s communicative attempts. 

Observation by the principle investigator took place in each child’s classroom in a 30-

minute session on the same day. These sessions were videotaped for later data analysis. 

This portion of the data collection took approximately 30 minutes per student-teacher 

pair. 
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Student Analysis Procedures 
 The videotapes were analyzed in 15s intervals using a stopwatch. Videotapes 

were analyzed for the presence the child’s potential communicative acts (PCA) by the 

child and the presence of, and/or type of, teacher responses to those acts. Examples of 

student PCAs included vocalizations (e.g. yells, grunts, laugh), body movements (e.g. 

moving closer, reaching, touching), face/ eye movements (e.g. purse lips, closes eyes), 

changes in breathing patterns (e.g. sigh, blow, rapid breathing), challenging behaviors 

(e.g. aggression, tantrums, destruction of items), stereoptic movements (e.g. arm flapping, 

body rocking, head weaving), and symbolic forms (e.g. speech, head not, gestures).  

The PCAs were divided into the following communicative functions: 1.) social 

convention, 2.) attention to self, 3.) rejection/protest, 4.) request an object, 5.) request an 

action, 6.)  request information, 7.) comment, 8.) make a choice, 9.) answer a question, 

and 10.) imitation. All communicative functions were assigned a code in order to assist in 

ease and accuracy of coding. Please see Appendix D for a key of communicative function 

codes.  

 The specific PCA used by each child was recorded on a coding sheet under one of 

the communicative functions. For example, if the child was observed to flap her hands 

when as a form of greeting familiar communicative partners, “hand flapping” was 

recorded in the “PCA description” column.  A greeting is a form of social convention, so 

the communicative function code SC was recorded in the communicative function 

column. Additionally, a 1-3 rating scale was utilized to describe how clear/ intentional 

the PCA was according to the coder. A rating of “1” was assigned to those 

communicative acts that appeared to be intentional, a rating of “2” to those that appeared 
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to be moderately intentional, and a rating of “3” to those that appeared to be 

unintentional.  

 

Teacher Analysis Procedures 
 Teacher responses to student PCAs within each 15s interval examination time 

were also coded. The type of teacher response was coded as: 

“acknowledgement/reaction” or “no response”. “No responses” were further divided into 

four categories: 1) no response because the teacher did not see/ were not attending to the 

potential communicative act (PCA), 2) a deliberate decision to not respond to the PCA 

was made, 3) no response because the communicative act was ambiguous or unreadable, 

or 4) an inappropriate response because the communicative act was ambiguous or 

unreadable. For example, if the student flapped her hands in greeting, and the teacher 

touched her hand and greeted her in turn, the teacher response would be coded as RSP 

(response).  However, if the teacher was facing away from the child and did not see the 

child’s greeting, the lack of response would be coded as UI (unintentional no response).  

Please see Appendix E for more information regarding the specific codes for teacher 

response/ no response.  

 

Reliability 
Interobserver agreement was obtained to ensure that coding for both student potential 

communicative acts and teacher responses was reliable. The second observer was an 

undergraduate student in speech-language pathology trained in coding definitions and 
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conventions. The second observer independently scored 10% of the PCAs recorded by 

the primary investigator to gain an interobserver agreement score. Percentage of 

agreement was calculated using:  Agreements/(Agreements + Disagreements) x 100% 

(Keen, Siagafoos, & Woodyatt, 2005). Reliability was examined for each child’s 

potential communicative acts (PCA), communicative functions, and teacher responses. 

For child behaviors, agreement was counted when both scorers recorded the same PCA, 

or multiple PCAs, during a 15s interval. To score an agreement for the occurrence of a 

particular communicative function, both observers had to assign the same function to the 

PCA. Agreement on teacher responses was scored when the two observers recorded the 

same type of teacher response to a student PCA in a 15s interval. 
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Results 
 
  

This goal of this study was to investigate the appropriateness of the IPCA 

(Sigafoos, et al, 2006) with teachers of three children with deafblindness, ages 9-16.  All 

children were communicating within the 0-3 year developmental age range based on 

assessment procedures and available educational records. Teachers identified the 

communicative forms and functions of their students during interview sessions and 

participated in a student-teacher interaction in the classroom setting. The student-teacher 

interaction was observed and analyzed for the presence of the student’s potential 

communicative acts, intentionality of PCAs, the communicative function served by the 

PCAs, and teacher responsiveness.  

 

Teacher Interviews 
 Study question 1 assessed each teacher’s abilities to identify a wide range of 

communicative forms and functions during an interview session with the investigator 

using the IPCA. Information gained from the teacher interviews was summarized in grid 

format in Appendixes F, G, and H. The scoring grid has columns for each of the 

communicative function subcategories, with the teacher reported communicative 

behaviors listed in the far left column.  
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 Child 1 - Teacher Report 

Child 1’s teacher reported a total of 29 potentially communicative behaviors that were 

used to communicate social conventions, draw attention to self, reject/ protest, request 

objects, request action, request information, comment, make a choice, answer, and 

imitate. The majority of Child 1’s behaviors involved physical movement (e.g., physical 

manipulation of the teacher or moving closer). However, the teacher reported that the use 

of symbolic communication was emerging (e.g., the use of object symbols and sign) to 

request information, make choices, answer, and imitate. The teacher reported that Child 1 

used the greatest variety of PCAs when commenting (e.g., indicating the child is happy or 

sad) and the least variety when imitating.  

  

 Child 2 - Teacher Report 

 Child 2’s teacher reported a total of 23 potentially communicative behaviors that 

were used to communicate social conventions, draw attention to self, reject/ protest, 

request objects, request action, request information, comment, make a choice,  answer, 

and imitate. Similar to Child 1, the majority of Child 2’s behaviors involved physical 

movement (e.g., push away or refuse contact). The teacher reported that Child 2 used, or 

was beginning to use, symbolic communication (e.g., tactile symbol and tactual sign) for 

all communicative functions except to request information. The teacher reported that 

Child 2 used the greatest variety of PCA’s when commenting or rejecting/ protesting and 

the least variety when requesting information or imitating.  
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 Child 3 - Teacher Report 

 Child 3’s teacher reported a total of 41 potentially communicative behaviors that 

were used to communicate social conventions, draw attention to self, reject/ protest, 

request objects, request action, request information, comment, make a choice, answer, 

and imitate. Similar to both Child 1 and Child 2, the majority of Child 3’s behaviors 

involved physical movements (e.g., turning body and physical manipulation). The teacher 

reported that Child 3 used, or was beginning to use, symbolic communication (e.g. object 

symbols) to draw attention to self, request objects, and make choices. The teacher 

reported that Child 3 used the greatest variety of PCAs when rejecting/ protesting or 

commenting and the least variety when imitating.  

 

 Teacher Reports of Patterns Across Children 

 The communicative function of imitation was limited in terms of the variety of 

PCA’s reported for all three children. The sub-functions used in the IPCA for the 

communicative function of imitation included imitation of speech, head nodding, 

shoulder shrugging, and pointing. Most of these behaviors were not present in the 

participants’ communicative repertoire due to vision and hearing impairments. The 

relevance of these behaviors to the communication of the participants will be further 

evaluated in the discussion section.  
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Naturalistic Observation of Children and Teachers in the Classroom 
 Study question 2 assessed how teachers responded to the potentially 

communicative acts of their students that they had previously identified on the IPCA. 

Information obtained from the naturalistic observation in each of the children’s 

classrooms is summarized in Table 3. Data was acquired for the naturalistic observation 

through one, 30-minute videotaped session per teacher and student pair in the classroom 

setting. Each session was then analyzed in 15-second increments and coded according to 

the number and type of student PCAs and the type of teacher response/ no response for 

each act. The number of PCAs for each child is shown according to the presence, of a 

teacher response for the communicative functions examined. The number of PCAs is 

presented next to the percentage of total responses for each function. For example, Child 

1 rejected/ protested a total of 29 times during the 30-minute observation period. The 

teacher responded to 13, or 44.8%, of the PCAs and did not respond to 16, or 55.2%, of 

the PCAs. 

  

 Communicative Functions Observed 

 Child 1 was observed for 30 minutes during a play routine involving water, 

looking at his calendar, and performing grooming activities (e.g., brushing his teeth). 

During these activities he was observed to reject/protest, request objects, request action, 

comment, make choices, and answer. He was not observed to use social conventions, 

draw attention to self, request information, or imitate. He most frequently used the 

function of requesting an action (e.g., using hand guiding to request water pouring).  
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 Child 2 was observed for 30 minutes during calendar time, grooming, and a group 

activity (e.g., making a grocery list). During these activities, Child 2 used PCAs to reject/ 

protest, request objects, request actions, request information, comment, make choices, 

answer, and imitate. She was not observed to use social conventions or draw attention to 

herself. Child 2 most frequently used the communicative function of answering (e.g., 

giving an object symbol on request) during the student-teacher interaction. 

 Child 3 was observed for a 30-minute period during mealtime and free play. 

During these activities, the child was observed to draw attention to self, reject/protest, 

request objects, request actions, comment, make choices, answer, and imitate. She was 

not observed to use social conventions or request information. Child 3 most frequently 

used PCAs to request actions (e.g., guide the teachers hand to spoon to indicate 

assistance with feeding) during the student-teacher interaction. 

  

 Teacher Responsiveness 

 Table 3 shows teacher responsiveness to the PCAs of each student coded during 

the 30-minute classroom observation. Teacher responses to all 3 of the children ranged 

from 44.8 to 100%, with a mean of 78.9%. “No responses” for all of the children ranged 

from 0 to 55.2%, with a mean of 21.1%. For Child 1, the function of rejecting/ protesting 

was  most likely to be followed by a “no response”, with the teacher not responding 

55.2% of the time. “No responses” for Child 2’s teacher most frequently followed the 

functions of rejecting/ protesting at 32.4% and commenting at 47.6%. While the teacher 

did not respond to 50% of Child 2’s request for an object, only 4 requests for an object 
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were observed. “No responses” for Child 3’s teacher most frequently followed the 

function of rejecting/ protesting at 31% and commenting at 42.9%. Further delineation of 

a’no responses” will follow below in the section entitled Types of Teacher No Responses 

Observed.  Teacher responsiveness as a whole was similar, and relatively high, across all 

3 teachers. PCAs were responded to 74.6% of the time for Child 1, 80.2% of the time for 

Child 2, and 76.2% of the time for Child 3. 

 

Table 3:  Number and (Percentage) of Teacher Response or No Response to 
Communicative Acts Categorized by Communicative Function (Keen et al., 2005) 

Child 
Social 
Convention 

Attention 
to Self 

Reject/ 
Protest 

Request 
Object 

Request 
Action 

Request 
Information Comment 

Choice 
Making Answer Imitation 

Child 1           

Response (N/O) (N/O) 13 (44.8) 4 (100) 29 (80.6) (N/O) 16 (80) 3 (100) 26 (86.7) (N/O) 

No Resp.   16 (55.2) 0 (0) 7 (19.4)  4 (20) 0 (0) 4 (13.3)  

Child 2           

Response (N/O) (N/0) 25 (67.6) 2 (50) 22 (95.7) 11 (100) 11 (52.4) 5 (83.3) 50 (87.7) 12 (92.3) 

No Resp.   12 (32.4) 2 (50) 1 (4.3) 0 (0) 10 (47.6) 1 (16.7) 7 (12.3) 1 (7.7) 

Child 3           

Response (N/O) 8 (72.7) 20 (69) 20 (76.9) 53 (81.5) (N/O) 8 (57.1) 3 (75) 14 (82.4) 2 (100) 

No Resp.  3 (27.3) 9 (31) 6 (23.1) 12 (18.5)  6 (42.9) 1 (25) 3 (17.6) 0 (0) 

           
Note. (N/O)= Not observed. No Resp.= No Response 

 
 Types of Teacher  “No Responses” 
  
 Information regarding the type of “no response” used by each of the teachers is 

summarized below in Table 4. “No response” was divided into “unintentional no 
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response”, “intentional no response”, “no response because the PCA was 

ambiguous”, or “incorrect response because the PCA was ambiguous”. See Appendix 

E for definitions of these categories. The teachers will be designated as A, B, and C 

for confidentiality purposes. A, Child 1’s teacher, most frequently did not respond to 

the child’s PCAs for intentional reasons (e.g., to ignore refusal behaviors or to wait 

for a more intentional act). A similar pattern was found for B, Child 2’s teacher. The 

next most frequent no “response” used by B was an “unintentional no response” (e.g., 

“no response” to a smile because the child’s head was down and her face was not 

visible). C, Child 3’s teacher, most frequently did not respond to the child’s PCAs for 

unintentional reasons (e.g., her head was turned talking to another teacher). 

“Unintentional no responses” were more frequent for this teacher-student pair 

because the teacher’s attention was momentarily away from the child several times 

during the interaction. Additionally, Child 3 abandoned an activity and initiated a new 

one without the teacher during the observation period. The next most frequent “no 

response” ratings for C were for intentional reasons (e.g., to encourage a more 

deliberate communication attempt) or because the PCA was ambiguous (e.g., the 

child briefly touched her hand).  
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Table 4:  Number and (Percentage) of Teacher No Responses Categorized by Type 
 

 

Teacher 
(child) 

  Unintentional Intentional No Response 
Ambiguous 

Response 
Ambiguous 

A (1)     2 (6.5) 24 (77.4) 5 (16.1) 0 (0) 

B (2) 12 (35.3) 18 (52.9) 4 (11.8) 0 (0) 

C (3) 16 (40) 9 (22.5) 10 (25) 5 (12.5) 

 

Teacher Responsiveness to PCAs Identified Using the IPCA 
 Teacher responses were additionally analyzed in terms of how the teachers 

responded to the PCAs they identified as a part of their students’ repertoire during the 

IPCA interview. Tables 5 and 6 summarize the results of this analysis. Teacher 

responses to IPCA identified acts range from 73.5% to 87.5%, with a mean of 82%. 

“No responses” ranged from 12.5% to 26.5%, with a mean of 18%. Of those “no 

responses”, “intentional no responses” ranged from 60% to 84.6%, with a mean of 

70.9%.  

Table 5: Number and (Percentage) of Teacher Responses, No Responses, and 
Intentional No Responses/ No Responses to PCAs Identified During IPCA Interview 
 

Teacher Response No Response Intentional No Responses 
A 36 (73.5%) 13 (26.5%) 11/13 (84.6%) 
B 109 (85%) 19 (15%) 13/19 (68%) 
C 70 (87.5%) 10 (12.5%) 6/10 (60%) 

 
 
Table 6: Number and (Percentage) of No Responses That Were Intentional  

Teacher  Intentional No Responses 
A 11/13 (84.6%) 
B 13/19 (68%) 
C 6/10 (60%) 
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 Intentionality of Observed PCAs 

 Each PCA was rated in terms of how intentional the PCA appeared to be to the 

coder. A rating of “1” indicated a judgment that the behavior was an intentional act, a 

rating of “2” was judged as moderately intentional, and a rating of “3” was judged as 

an unintentional communicative act. Information regarding the individual levels of 

readability for the participants is summarized in Table 5 below. The majority of Child 

1’s PCAs (47.5%) were rated to be intentional, with 41.8% of his acts rated as 

moderately intentional, and 10.7% of his acts rated as unintentional. The majority of 

Child 2’s PCAs (50.6%) were rated as moderately intentional, with 41.3% of her acts 

rated as intentional, and 8.1% of her acts rated as unintentional.  The majority of 

Child 3’s PCAs (47.6%) were rated as intentional, with 39.9% of her acts rated as 

moderately intentional, and 12.5% rated as unintentional. Overall, the majority of the 

children’s acts were either rated as intentional or moderately intentional, with the 

least common rating being a completely unintentional PCA.  

 

Table 7:  Number and (Percentage) of PCAs Categorized by Level of Intentionality 
 

Child Intentional (1) 
Moderately 
Intentional (2) 

Unintentional 
(3) 

Child 1 58 (47.5) 51 (41.8) 13 (10.7) 

Child 2 71 (41.3) 87 (50.6) 14 (8.1) 

Child 3 80 (47.6) 67 (39.9) 21 (12.5) 
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Reliability Results 

 Reliability results are summarized below in Table 5. Percentage agreements for 

the occurrence of PCAs ranged from 40.9% to 60%, with a mean of 52%. Agreement 

levels for readability of PCAs ranged from 20% to 35% with a mean of 28.9%. 

Agreement levels for communicative functions served by the children’s behaviors 18.2% 

to 45%, with a mean of 34.4%. Agreement of teacher responses was scored in terms of 

the presence of a teacher response, or the specific type of “no response”. Agreement 

levels for teacher responses ranged from 36.4% to 60% with a mean of 52.1%.  

 

Table 8:  Reliability by Similarly Coded/ Total coded and (Percentage) of PCAs, 
Readability, Communicative Function, and Teacher Responses 

 

 

Child Coder 1 

Behaviors 

Coded 

Coder 2 

Behaviors 

Coded  

PCA Readability Communicative 

Function 

Teacher 

Response 

Ch1 13 8 6/10 

(60%) 

2/10 

(20%) 

4/10 

(40%) 

6/10 

(60%) 

Ch2 22 12 9/22 

(40.9%) 

7/22  

(31.8%) 

4/22 

(18.2%) 

8/22 

 (36.4%) 

Ch3 38 31 11/20 

(55%) 

7/20 

(35%) 

9/20 

(45%) 

12/20 

(60%) 
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Discussion 
 

 

In this study, the Inventory of Potential Communicative Acts (IPCA; Sigafoos et 

al, 2000) was utilized to examine the potential communicative acts (PCAs) of three 

children with deafblindness who were being educated in a residential school for deafblind 

children. Additionally, naturalistic observations of teacher-child interactions in the 

classroom were videotaped and analyzed in terms of teacher responsiveness. The current 

study was a replication of Keen et al.’s, (2005) Teacher Responses to the Communicative 

Attempts of Children With Autism with several modifications to accommodate the unique 

communicative behaviors of this population and the availability of teachers and students.  

 

Question 1:  Are teachers able to identify a wide range communicative forms and 

functions during an interview session with the investigators using the IPCA? 

 Interviews using the IPCA suggested that teacher A, B, and C identified a wide 

range of potentially communicative behaviors for their students. All three teachers 

reported the use of prelinguistic behaviors of their students across all 10 of the 

communicative functions present on the IPCA: social conventions, draw attention to self, 

reject/protest, request objects, request actions, request information, comment, make a 

choice, answer, and imitate. All three teachers identified both pre-symbolic and symbolic 

communicative behaviors present in their students’ communicative profile. Sigafoos et al 

(2000) stated that individuals who are interviewed using the IPCA should be familiar 

enough with the child’s communication behaviors to serve as an informant. They 
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suggested that the interviewee should have participated in the care of the individual for a 

period of approximately 6 months. In Keen et al., (2005) the teachers were involved in 

the child’s education for at least 3 months.  

 The teachers in this study had a range of 7 months to 5 years of interaction 

experience with their students. Teachers A. B. and C had extensive experience with both 

children with deafblindness in general, and the communicative behaviors of their 

individual students. This was evidenced by expansive and detailed identification of 

student PCAs during the teacher interview sessions.   

 

Question 2: How are teachers responding to the potential communicative acts they 

identify as part of the children’s communicative repertoire in the classroom setting? 

 Overall, responsiveness across all teachers was markedly high, with teachers 

responding to student behaviors an average of 78.9% of the time.  A high responsivity 

rate for teachers is an essential component in increasing the quantity and quality of 

students’ communicative behaviors (Janssen, Riksen-Walraven, & van Dijk, 2002). The 

high responsivity rate of the teachers appeared to be correlated with their expertise in 

identifying the PCAs of their students during the IPCA interview. Similar to the findings 

of Keen et al., (2005), teacher identification of a wide variety of PCAs suggested that the 

teachers considered these acts to be communicative in nature and that they would be 

more likely to respond to these acts in the classroom setting.  

 During the classroom observation, teachers responded to an average of 82% of the 

behaviors they identified as communicative during the IPCA interview session. Teachers 
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did not respond to an average of 18% of the behaviors they identified as communicative 

using the IPCA. However, of these “no responses”, an average of 70.9% were intentional. 

The high number of “intentional no responses” suggested that the teachers recognized the 

behaviors as communicative, but were choosing to not respond for a specific reason. 

Further discussion of teacher “no responses” follows in the section entitled Analysis of 

Teacher “No Responses”. 

  

  Analysis of Teacher “No Responses” 
 In 21.1% of the videotaped sessions the teachers did not respond to their students. 

However, approximately half (49%) of those “no responses” were intentional on the part 

of the teacher. Typically an “intentional no response” occurred when teachers were 

waiting, or allowing time, for the child to communicate with greater intention or using a 

more sophisticated communication act. Teachers were also observed to intentionally not 

respond if the child was rejecting/ protesting an activity that was a part of the daily 

routine. For example, Child 2 attempted to reject/ protest completing her daily schedule 

by standing up and pushing her chair because a particular activity made her slightly 

anxious. Her teacher, B, picked up her chair and waited for her to sit down without 

directly responding to the act. This type of “no response” occurred across all teachers.  

 The remainder of  “no responses” were comprised of “unintentional responses” 

(28.6%), “no response” because the communicative act was ambiguous (19%) and an 

“incorrect response” because the act was ambiguous (5%).   “Unintentional no responses” 

were typically present because the teacher did not see the potential communicative act. 
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 This type of “no response” related to the unique properties of communication in 

the deafblind population. First, many of the potentially communicative acts of the 

participants were physical in nature, and were not accompanied by vocalizations. 

Idiosyncratic communications involving hand movements, head movements, and body 

movements were easily missed if the teacher turned his/ her head away from the child 

momentarily or if the child’s posture/ positioning did not allow the teacher to see PCAs. 

For example, Child 2 held her head in a forward and down position, making it difficult 

for her communicative partner to see her face when sitting directly in front of her. 

However, teacher B chose to sit directly in front of her in order to facilitate a predictable 

position for active, tactual signing. Therefore, teacher B occasionally missed Child 2’s 

facial expressions (e.g., smiling to comment), not because he was being inattentive, but 

because of the nature of this student-teacher interaction. 

 “No responses” and “incorrect responses” because the child’s communicative acts 

were ambiguous appeared to be tied to the nature and unique properties of the students’ 

communication as individuals with deafblindness. Children with deafblindness present 

with idiosyncratic behaviors resulting from altered or absent sensory input (Correa-

Torres, 2008). While the teachers as a whole were highly responsive and skilled when 

interpreting and responding to the PCAs of their students, ambiguity of the student’s 

behaviors occasionally made it difficult for teachers to interpret the function of the 

behavior and respond appropriately.  
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Group and Individual Findings of Student- Teacher Pairs 
 Similarities 

 Several valuable similarities were found across the student-teacher pairs. These 

similarities included the presence of “chunking” acts, lower occurrences of social 

conventions, requests for info and drawing attention to self, and similarities in PCA 

intentionality trends. Child 1, Child 2, and Child 3 were often observed to “chunk” 

multiple meanings into one communicative behavior. In particular, the child would use 

one act to communicate multiple meanings, or functions, and make a general request. For 

example, Child 3 was observed to guide her teacher’s hand towards her cereal bowl as a 

generalized request for “help me eat”. This request for action was less directed towards a 

specific act (e.g., to ask the teacher to move the spoon, or stir the cereal) and more 

generalized to the continuation of the mealtime routine. Children with deafblindness 

often communicate and participate in joint attention routines using more tangible and 

tactile modes of communication (Bruce, 2005). The “chunking” pattern was observed 

across all 3 children and may have been a factor of their emerging understanding that 

their behaviors can affect those in their environment. As these children increase the 

presence of intentional non-symbolic and symbolic communication, the communicative 

functions served by their behaviors may become more explicit and less generalized.  

 Another similarity across children was the low occurrence of social conventions, 

requests for info and drawing attention to self in the classroom observation sessions. 

There are two issues that might help to explain this finding. First, the children’s activities 

observed did not necessitate the social conventions of greeting, indicating goodbye, or 
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responding to his/her name. There was no opportunity, or need, to use social conventions 

during the observed classroom activities.  Second, drawing attention to self (e.g., seek the 

attention of the adult, seek comfort, request a cuddle/tickle, or show off) and requesting 

information (e.g., asking for clarification or information about something) are relatively 

socially driven, advanced functions of communication. Children with deafblindness have 

differences in social use of language, communicative initiation, and transactional 

interaction (Dalby et al, 2009; Janssen, Riksen-Walraven, & van Dijk, J.P., 2002; 

Vervloed, van Dijk, R.J., Knoors, & van Dijk, J.P., 2006). Though these children may 

have behaviors in their repertoire that they use to draw attention to self and request 

information, the advanced nature of these communicative functions may have decreased 

the likelihood that the participants would initiate behaviors for these functions during the 

30-minute classroom observation.   

 A final similarity involved the intentionality of the students’ PCAs. In general, the 

majority of the students’ PCAs were rated as intentional (1) or moderately intentional (2). 

An average of 16% of the children’s PCAs were rated to be completely unintentional 

behaviors. This finding suggested that Child 1, Child 2, and Child 3 were moving away 

from unintentional, pre-symbolic communication behaviors to more intentional, pre-

symbolic behaviors and beginning to utilize intentional, symbolic communication.  

  

 Differences  

 There were two noteworthy differences across student-teacher pairs. Differences 

included the presence of “unintentional no responses” and the presence of imitation as it 
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related to the emergence of symbolic communication. “Unintentional no responses” were 

observed more frequently in the Teacher B- Child 2 and the Teacher C- Child 3 pairs than 

in the Teacher A-Child 1 pair. A possible explanation for this difference was that the 

activity shared between Child 1 and teacher A was not interrupted by other people in the 

environment. As a result, the teacher was never forced to turn his attention away from 

Child 1 for an extended period of time. Additionally, Child 1 vocalized more frequently 

than the other two children. Increased vocalizations may have aided in drawing attention 

to the child and decreasing the number of “unintentional no responses” for the Teacher 

A- Child 1 pair. When Teacher B and Teacher C’s attention was drawn away from the 

child, the teachers were more likely to miss their students PCA’s because Child 2 and 

Child 3 did not use vocalizations as frequently. This finding underlines the importance of 

a low student to teacher ration in the classroom for children with deafblindness. For all 3 

teacher-student pairs, the student teacher ratio was 1:1 during the classroom observation. 

Even in this ideal situation, teachers unintentionally missed some of  their student’s 

PCAs. The idiosyncratic behaviors of this population are easily missed and require 

diligence on the part of the teacher for identification and response of student PCAs in the 

classroom setting.  

 Another difference across the teacher-student pairs was the presence, or absence, 

of the communicative function imitation. Children with deafblindness often demonstrate 

difficulties learning to imitate actions or routines due to vision and hearing impairments. 

Imitation is an important component in learning symbolic communication (Vervloed, van 

Dijk, R.J., Knoors & van Dijk, J.P., 2006). Child 1 was not observed to imitate during the 
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classroom observation. Child 3 was only observed to imitate 2 times during the 

observation. In contrast, Child 2 was observed to imitate 13 times. Child 2 utilized 

symbolic communication (e.g., sign language) more frequently than the other 

participants. She also imitated her teacher (B) more readily than the other students. This 

finding suggested that the presence of imitation in Child 2’s communicative repertoire 

correlated with a higher frequency of symbolic communication Child 2 as compared to 

the other participants. Clinically, this information points to the relationship between the 

presence of imitation and the emergence of intentional, symbolic behaviors in children 

with deafblindness. 

 

Comparison to Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt (2005)  
 Keen et al., (2005) examined teacher responsiveness to the PCAs of 8 children 

with severe autism in the classroom setting. Methodology was altered slightly for the 

current study to accommodate the needs of children with deafblindness. Keen and 

colleagues (2005) coded teacher responses as “acknowledgements” (a clear spoken 

statement that acknowledged the act as communicative), “reactions” (the teacher 

interacted with the child in a nonverbal way indicating he/she found the act 

communicative), and “no responses” (the teacher did not acknowledge or react to the 

child’s behavior). The present study did not differentiate between and 

“acknowledgement” and “reaction” based on the irrelevance of verbal versus nonverbal 

reactions for children with deafblindness. Any type of teacher response (verbal, gestural, 

tactile) was considered a “response”. However, unlike Keen et al., (2005), the present 
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study divided the “no responses” into “intentional no response”, “unintentional no 

response”, “no response” because the act was ambiguous, and “incorrect response” 

because the act was ambiguous. This procedural difference served to further explain 

teacher “no responses” and to accommodate the idiosyncratic nature of PCAs in children 

who are deafblind.  

 The current study, like that of Keen et al., (2005), found that teachers were able to 

identify a wide range of PCAs using the IPCA. However, there were differences in 

teacher responsivity between the two studies. First, Keen et al., (2005) found that 

teachers “reacted” to their students PCAs and average of 38% of the time and 

“acknowledged” the behaviors 24% of the time. This outcome suggested that the teachers 

responded in some way to the students’ communicative behaviors approximately 63% of 

the time. In the present study, teachers responded to the communicative attempts of their 

students an average of 78.9% of the time, a slightly higher rate than that found in Keen et 

al., (2005). They discussed the importance of acknowledging potentially communicative 

acts as a tool in increasing the presence and intentionality of PCAs in students. The 

relatively low rate of teacher acknowledgements (24%) led them to conclude that the 

teachers were not consistently responding to the PCAs that they identified using the 

IPCA.  

 Data analyzed for the present study of students with deafblindness found that 

teacher A, B, and C were highly likely to respond to PCAs they identified as being a part 

of their students repertoire using the IPCA. An explanation for the increase in teacher 

responses for the current study was the strong history of training in identification and 
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interpretation of behaviors in children with deafblindness reported by teachers A, B, and 

C.  

 While both the present study and Keen et al., (2005) had relatively high rates of 

responsivity, the authors of the previous study asserted that there is not an empirically-

based rate of teacher responsivity known to be appropriate for children with severe 

communication impairments. They stated that further research was needed to determine 

how frequently teachers should respond to the PCAs of their students to increase the 

consistency and quality of student communication behaviors. They also hypothesized that 

a lack of teacher response to the PCAs of children may lead to extinction of those PCAs. 

In their study, the reason behind teacher “no responses” as either unintentional (e.g., the 

teacher did not see it) or as deliberate decisions to help wean out challenging behaviors in 

the classroom was discussed. Teachers did not respond to 38% of video-taped instances 

in their study. However, the investigators proposed that more information was needed to 

determine when and why teachers were not responding to the communicative attempts of 

their students.  

 The current study of children with deafblindness sought to examine “no 

responses” further by delineating four different reasons behind a teacher “no response”. 

Similar to the previous study targeting children with autism, teachers were often 

intentionally not responding to ignore refusal behaviors or waiting for the child to use a 

more intentional, readable communicative behavior. While there were differences across 

the population, methodology, and responsiveness results between the current study and 

that of Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt (2005), both studies propose that high 
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responsiveness of teachers in the classroom is an essential component in shaping student 

behaviors into more readable and consistent forms of communication.  

  

Issues of Interobserver Agreement 
 Agreement levels for the presence of PCAs, communication function, and type of 

teacher response were somewhat lower that the agreements levels reported by Keen, 

and colleagues (2005). Interobserver agreement was low for several reasons. First, the 

primary coder identified a greater number of PCAs (73) than the agreement coder 

(51). Differences in identification of PCA per 15-second interval contributed to 

reliability coding disagreements. Next, there were differences in assigning of 

communicative functions to the children’s behaviors between the two coders. These 

differences were often associated with the “readability” of the PCA. Acts that were 

rated to be less intentional by the coders, and therefore more ambiguous, were less 

likely to be agreed upon in terms of the function served by the behavior. Differences 

in identification of PCAs and determination of communicative function resulted in 

low interobserver agreement. 

 The interobserver differences in coding for the presence, intentionality, and 

function of PCA’s point to the difficulties of interpreting idiosyncratic behaviors in 

children who are deafblind. Review of the literature suggested that children with 

deafblindness use difficult to interpret, idiosyncratic behaviors to communicate that 

lead to difficulties maintaining social interactions with those in their environment 

(Correa-Torres, 2008; Dalby et al, 2009; Vervloed, van Dijk, R.J., Knoors, & van 
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Dijk, J.P., 2006). Ambiguity of the potentially communicative behaviors of children 

in this study contributed to differences in identification and interpretation of PCAs. 

For example, during the reliability sample for Child 1, the child was observed during 

a water play activity with his teacher. Child 1 vocalized/ grunted with his head down 

during the activity. The primary investigator (Coder 1) interpreted this act as 

moderately intentional request for an action (e.g., continued water pouring in a 

routine). The second coder interpreted this act as an unintentional rejection/ protest of 

the activity. While both coders were trained in identification and interpretation of 

communicative acts in children with speech and language impairments, these are 

markedly different interpretations of the same PCA. This example underlines the 

difficulties of interpreting potential communication acts that are not clear and 

purposeful.  

 Familiarity of the coders with the deafblind population and the specific 

participants’ communicative behaviors contributed to coding differences. A general 

understanding of the types of behaviors that children with deafblindness use to 

interact with their environment appeared to aid in the sensitivity of identification of 

PCAs. For example, during the reliability sample for Child 2, the child was observed 

to raise her hand to touch the teacher’s hand as he sprayed her hair during a 

“grooming” activity. The primary investigator (Coder 1) identified this act as 

moderately intentional act used to comment on the activity. The second coder did not 

identify this act as potentially communicative. While the act was moderately 

ambiguous, physical contact is a common way for children with deafblindness to 
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establish joint attention and comment on a shared activity (Bruce, 2005). These types 

of differences suggested that more rigorous and systematic training on general 

communicative behaviors of children with deafblindness for the reliability coder 

might have improved sensitivity in the identification of PCAs.  

 Familiarity of the coders with the study participants also played a role in the 

coding differences. The primary investigator had the benefit of interviewing the 

teachers regarding the PCAs of the students, analyzing the PCAs by function, and 

being present at the observation session for each teacher-student pair. This most 

likely contributed to an increased identification of PCAs for coder 1 and differences 

between assignations of communicative function. For example, during the reliability 

sample for Child 3, the child was observed to look at the cereal bowl to request an 

action (e.g., for the teacher to put more cereal on her spoon). Child 3 had cortical 

vision impairment, and the teacher reported that her visual attention is aided by 

motion (e.g., rocking her head towards and away from the object that she is attending 

to). While the first coder recorded this act an intentional request for an action, the 

second coder coded it as an unintentional act that potentially served to make a choice. 

This difference may not have occurred if the second coder had been given more 

information on the patterns of behaviors that Child 3 exhibited. While specific 

information about each child (e.g., results of the IPCA) was not provided to the 

second coder in order to increase the value of reliability results, this practice may not 

be appropriate for establishing reliability ratings for PCAs of children who are 

deafblind based on the unique characteristics of this population. 
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 Finally, the second coder was trained on reliability using a portion of Child 3’s 

classroom observation tape. The first and second coders simultaneously coded a 

portion of the tape and discussed decisions on the presence of PCAs, intentionality, 

communicative function, and teacher responses. As a whole, reliability scores for 

Child 3 were consistently higher than those for Child 1 and Child 2. These findings 

suggest that coding for this population may need to include a community, or group 

discussion component. Further discussion of the importance of the reliability results 

will be discussed in the sections labeled Clinical Implications and Directions for 

Future Research. 

 

Clinical Implications 
 The IPCA is an interview instrument that can be used with teachers, caregivers, or 

those who have been involved in the care of an individual for at least 3 months (Keen 

et al.,, 2005). In the present study, teachers of 3 children with deafblindness identified 

a wide range of PCAs using the IPCA. These teachers also demonstrated proficiency 

in interpreting and responding to the PCAs of their students in the classroom setting. 

However, teachers A, B, and C had extensive and specific training in working with 

children with deafblindness and had worked with their students longer than 6 months. 

Their knowledge of the deafblind population in general, and their students 

specifically, made them excellent candidates for use of the IPCA as a reliable 

assessment instrument.  
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 Interobserver agreement was relatively low. Low reliability between coders 

outlined the clinical difficulties in interpreting the behaviors of children with 

deafblindness. It would follow that a new teacher who did not have sufficient 

experience with the communication of a child with deafblindness would have 

difficulties identifying and interpreting the PCAs of that child using the IPCA as an 

assessment instrument. In the clinical setting it would be important to ensure that the 

IPCA was only used with individuals who had consistent, daily exposure to the 

communicative behaviors of their students. Sigafoos et al. (2000) suggest that an 

informant should know the student/ individual for a period of 6 months prior to 

completing the IPCA. While this length of time appeared to contribute to teacher A, 

B, and C’s accuracy during the IPCA interview, further research is needed to 

determine if this is an appropriate length of time for use of the IPCA for children with 

deafblindness. Additionally, reliability levels were higher when a portion of a child’s 

videotape was discussed between both coders. This suggests that, clinically, 

discussion between family members and professionals regarding the nature and intent 

of children with deafblindness’ communicative acts may improve accuracy of 

interpretation of those communicative acts.   

 One goal of this study was to determine the IPCA’s “adaptability” to the 

deafblind population. Clinically, the majority of the items were appropriate for, or 

adaptable to, children who are deafblind. However, several items were not 

appropriate to this population. The communicative function imitation asked questions 

about the child’s ability to imitate another’s speech, nod his head “yes” and “no”, 
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shrug his/her shoulders, and point. Children with deafblindness have differences in 

development of gestural communication and imitation skills (Bruce, 2005; Vervloed, 

van Dijk, R.J., Knoors & van Dijk, J.P., 2006). As a result, it may not be appropriate 

to evaluate children with deafblindness on imitation of conventional gestures. Future 

research is warranted to determine appropriate modifications to the communicative 

function of imitation when using the IPCA with children who are deafblind.  

  

Directions for Future Research 
 Finding from the current study suggest that future research is warranted to 

determine the most reliable and appropriate use of the IPCA with children with 

deafblindness. First, the participant pool was relatively small and heterogeneous. 

While the deafblind population as a whole is heterogeneous in nature, use of larger 

participant pool would enable more generalization relative to the way teachers are 

responding to children’s PCAs in multiple classroom settings.  

 Further consideration of how to conduct reliably evaluations for interobserver 

agreement is necessary. Findings from this study that suggests that community based 

or group coding may be a more effective strategy for determining coding reliability. 

More research is warranted to determine how “familiar” a teacher should be with a 

student with deafblindness to qualify as an appropriate informant for the IPCA. That 

is, whether Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt’s 3 months, or Sigafoos et al’s (2000) 6 

months, are adequate time frames to meet the unique needs of the deafblind 

population.  
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Conclusion 
 In summary, the goal of this study was to determine the applicability of the 

Inventory of Potential Communicative Acts (IPCA; Sigafoos et al, 2000) as an 

assessment and intervention tool for children who are deafblind. The study 

investigated three teacher-student pairs and analyzed a) how successfully teachers 

identified the potential communicative acts of students with deafblindness during an 

interview using the IPCA and, b) how teachers were responding to the 

communicative attempts of their students in the classroom setting. All three teachers 

were able to identify a wide range of PCAs using the IPCA, and subsequently 

respond to those PCAs at a high rate in the classroom setting. This finding is 

significant, as teacher responsiveness is an effective intervention strategy for 

increasing PCAs and improving teacher-student interactions for children with 

deafblindness (Janssen, Riksen-Walraven & van Dijk, 2002). While the teachers were 

successful in identifying and interpreting the PCAs of their students, low 

interobserver agreement suggested that individuals who were not as familiar with the 

communicative behaviors of students were not as successful with the identification 

and interpretation of their PCAs. As a result, use of the IPCA is suggested for use as 

an assessment and intervention instrument for children with deafblindness when the 

informant has ample experience with both the unique communicative properties of 

children with deafblindness as a whole and those of the specific student in particular. 

Information obtained from an experienced informant using the IPCA could 

potentially provide all individuals in the child’s environment with useful information 

on how and why the child is communicating. Information gleaned from the IPCA can 
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also aid in intervention planning. Careful analysis of the behaviors children are using 

to communicate a variety of communicative functions can help determine how to 

increase the frequency and intentionality of PCAs and transition the child from pre-

symbolic, to more symbolic forms, of communication effectively in a classroom 

setting.  
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Appendix A 
 

Student Recruitment Flyer 
 

Teacher Identification of Potential Communication Acts 
 In Children With Deafblindness 

 
Haley Smith, Graduate Student 
Barbara Davis, Ph.D. 
Professor 
Department of Communication Sciences and Disorders 
The University of Texas at Austin 
 
Jim Durkel, CCC-SLP/A 
Outreach Teacher 
Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired 
 
 

Parent Information 
 

We are interested in learning about how your child communicates with his/her teacher in 
the classroom setting.  Gestures, head movements, and rapid breathing are examples of what 
are called potential communicative acts.  We want to observe the types of potential 
communicative acts that your child uses during classroom activities with his or her teacher.  
These types of communicative acts are important in developing more intentional and clear ways 
to communicate.  Your child will be participating in several videotaped interactions with his or her 
teacher.  We hope to learn about your child’s unique communicative development so that we can 
find effective ways to support communication and language development in children with 
deafblindness.  We also want to know about your child’s educational level as well as specific 
information about his or her vision and hearing.  We will be asking your child’s teacher to provide 
this information for us.   

We will spend about 1-1 ½ hours with your child’s teacher asking questions about the 
way he or she communicates in the classroom.  We will then spend 30 minutes observing and 
videotaping your child in the classroom with his or her teacher.  The observation will take at place 
at TSBVI during your child’s typical school day, with little to no change to his or her educational 
schedule.  A consent form will be provided if you choose to participate in the study.  Please 
complete the form and return it to the primary investigator, Haley Smith.  Once the study has 
been completed, we will erase the tape of the classroom.  You may choose to receive notification 
that the videotape of your child and his or her teacher has been erased.  We will also provide you 
with a summary of the information gathered about your child’s communication in the video.  
Thank you for your consideration. Please feel free to contact us with any additional questions you 
may have about this project.     
 
 
Contact Information: 
 
Haley Smith 
Phone : 656-7642 
Email :  halesmichal@gmail.com 
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Appendix B 
 

Teacher Recruitment Flyer 
 

Teacher Identification of Potential Communication Acts 
 In Children With Deafblindness 

 
Haley Smith, Graduate Student 
Barbara Davis, Ph.D. 
Professor 
Department of Communication Sciences and Disorders 
The University of Texas at Austin 
 
Jim Durkel, CCC-SLP/A 
Outreach Teacher 
Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired 
 
 

Teacher Information 
 

We are interested in learning about how you and your student communicate in the 
classroom setting.  The focus of this study is an assessment tool called the Inventory of Potential 
Communicative Acts (IPCA) (Sigafoos, J., Woodyatt, G., Keen, D., Tait, K., Tucker, M., & 
Roberts-Pennell, D., 2006). We want to analyze how effective this tool is for understanding how 
teachers and children with deafblindness communicate in the classroom setting.  This 
assessment is in an interview format and will allow us to ask you about the unique ways your 
student communicates his or her wants and needs (i.e. gestures, head movements, rapid 
breathing).  These potential communicative acts are important in developing more intentional and 
clear ways to understand student’s communication attempts.  You will participate in an interview 
using the IPCA . In addition, you will participate in several classroom interactions with your 
student that will be videotaped.  We will also be looking at the way you respond to the potential 
communicative acts of your student.  We hope to learn about your student’s unique 
communicative development so that we can find effective ways to support communication and 
language development in children with deafblindness.  We also want to know about your 
student’s educational level as well as specific information about his or her vision and hearing.  We 
will be asking you to complete a student history form, as well as a brief history of your own 
professional experiences.     

We will spend about 1-1 ½ hours with you asking questions about the way your student 
communicates in the classroom.  We will then spend 30 minutes observing and videotaping you 
and your student in the classroom.  The observation will take at place at TSBVI during your 
typical school day, with little to no change to your classroom schedule.  A consent form will be 
provided if you choose to participate in the study.  If you agree to participate, complete the form 
and return it to the primary investigator, Haley Smith.  Once the study has been completed, you 
may choose to receive notification that the videotape of you and your student has been erased.  
We will also provide you with a summary of the information gathered about your student’s 
communication and the way you respond to his or her communicative acts in the classroom 
setting.  Thank you for your consideration. Please feel free to contact us with any additional 
questions you may have about this project.     
 
Contact Information:  Haley Smith 
    Phone : 656-7642 
    Email :  halesmichal@gmail.com 
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Appendix C 
 

Definitions of Communicative Functions 
 
 
Requesting object:  Behaviors initiated by the child that direct the receiver to provide an object to 
the child.  Interest is on the object desired, on the what rather than the how (e.g. child gets cup 
and gives it to the teacher; child tries to reach for an object that is out of reach). 
 
Requesting action:  Behaviors initiated by the child that direct the receiver to cause an action to 
occur.  Interest is on the action itself, not the object or person that the child is directing.  (e.g. 
child who needs help with a wind up toy gives it to the teacher and waits). 
 
Attention to self:  Behaviors used to call attention to the child.  (e.g. child tugs at the teachers’ 
clothes). 
 
Comments:  Behaviors that direct the listener’s attention to some observable referent, such as an 
action or movements of an object, its appearance or disappearance.  Expressing feeling.  Labeling 
using a word or sign, while attending to an object or event.  (e.g. child looks at a balloon as it 
deflates then looks at the teacher and laughs). 
 
Social convention:  Behaviors that occur in the context of a routine or convention.  Greetings, 
responding to name and turn taking are included.  (e.g. child turns to face the teacher when 
his/her name is called). 
 
Reject/ protest:  Behavior that lets the listener know that the child doesn’t want something 
suggested or initiated by another, disapproves of something or wishes to terminate an event that 
has already begun.  (e.g. child throws toy given to it by the teacher onto the floor). 
 
Responses:  Behaviors produced in response to a question from another. (e.g. child reaches for the 
cup when the teacher holds the cup and asks if the child wants a drink). 
 
Requesting information:  Behaviors that direct the receiver to provide information or clarification 
about an object, action, activity, or location. 
 
Imitation:  Repeating words or actions of another without waiting for a response. 
 
Choice Making:  Behaviors that indicate a choice between two or more objects, or communicate 
what a child wants to do and when to start or stop an activity. 
 
 
(Definitions taken from Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt (2005) Teacher responses to the 
communicative attempts of children with autism) 
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Appendix D 
 

Coding Key for Communicative Functions 
 
RO  Requesting object:  Behaviors initiated by the child that direct the receiver to provide an 
object to the child.  Interest is on the object desired, on the what rather than the how (e.g. child 
gets cup and gives it to the teacher; child tries to reach for an object that is out of reach). 
 
RA  Requesting action:  Behaviors initiated by the child that direct the receiver to cause an action 
to occur.  Interest is on the action itself, not the object or person that the child is directing.  (e.g. 
child who needs help with a wind up toy gives it to the teacher and waits). 
 
AS  Attention to self:  Behaviors used to call attention to the child.  (e.g. child tugs at the 
teachers’ clothes). 
 
C  Comments:  Behaviors that direct the listener’s attention to some observable referent, such as 
an action or movements of an object, its appearance or disappearance.  Expressing feeling.  
Labeling using a word or sign, while attending to an object or event.  (e.g. child looks at a balloon 
as it deflates then looks at the teacher and laughs). 
 
SC  Social convention:  Behaviors that occur in the context of a routine or convention.  Greetings, 
responding to name and turn taking are included.  (e.g. child turns to face the teacher when 
his/her name is called). 
 
Rej/P  Reject/ protest:  Behavior that lets the listener know that the child doesn’t want something 
suggested or initiated by another, disapproves of something or wishes to terminate an event that 
has already begun.  (e.g. child throws toy given to it by the teacher onto the floor). 
 
RSP  Responses:  Behaviors produced in response to a question from another. (e.g. child reaches 
for the cup when the teacher holds the cup and asks if the child wants a drink). 
 
RI Requesting information:  Behaviors that direct the receiver to provide information or 
clarification about an object, action, activity, or location. 
 
Im  Imitation:  Repeating words or actions of another without waiting for a response. 
 
CM Choice Making:  Behaviors that indicate a choice between two or more objects, or 
communicate what a child wants to do and when to start or stop an activity. 
 
 
(Definitions taken from Keen, Sigafoos, and Woodyatt (2005) Teacher responses to the 
communicative attempts of children with autism) 
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Appendix E 
 

Coding Key for Teacher Responses 
 
 
RSP  Response 
 
 
No response divided into: 
 
UI  Unintentional:  No response because they did not see/ were not paying attention to 
the PCA 
INT  Intentional:  A deliberate decision to not respond to the PCA was made 
NRA No response ambiguous:  No response because the PCA was ambiguous/ 
unreadable. 
RA  Response ambiguous:  An inappropriate response because the PCA was ambiguous/ 
unreadable. 
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Appendix F 
 

Child 1 (Teacher A) IPCA Summary Score Grid 
 

 

 
 
 
 

SOC CONV ATTEN TO SELF    REJECT/ PROTEST REQU OBJECT
Behaviors greet gbye name get att comf cuddle sh/off routine do dislike take adult object food more TV

Moving closer
taking hand
Gesture-high five
Turn/move body away
Physical manipulation
Climbing into lap
Throwing
Tearing/ ripping 
Pushing away
Crying
Spitting
Grab
reaching
hand over hand
Phys. Manipulation: hand 
to face
picture/ obj. symbol
smile
laugh/giggle
kick feet together
rapid breathing
self-stim with hands
hitting
head butting
coactive signing
drawing
signing
physical acceptance
physical rejecting
point on body

REQU ACTION REQ INF COMMENT  CHOICES ANSWER IMITATION
Behaviors dress game toilet near clarif info happy sad bored funny fright pain angry tired 2 obj do start react yes no speech yes no shrug point

Moving closer
taking hand
Gesture-high five
Turn/move body away
Physical manipulation
Climbing into lap
Throwing
Tearing/ ripping 
Pushing away
Crying
Spitting
Grab
reaching
hand over hand
Phys. Manipulation: hand 
to face
picture/ obj. symbol
smile
laugh/giggle
kick feet together
rapid breathing
self-stim with hands
hitting
head butting
coactive signing
drawing
signing
physical acceptance
physical rejecting
point on body
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Appendix G 
 

Child 2 (Teacher B) IPCA Summary Score Grid 
 

 

 

 
 

SOC CONV ATTEN TO SELF    REJECT/ PROTEST  REQU OBJECT
Behaviors greet gbye name get att comf cuddle sh/off routine do dislike take adult object food more TV

reach
circle leg out
push away
physical manipulation
recoil
refuse contact
tactile symbol
sign
search (walk around)
stand up
hug
move closer
throw
turn around
move away
"ride" forearm v. 
hand for sign
grab
gesture
laugh
increase participation
rocking
cry
following partners 
hands/ signs

REQU ACTION REQ INF COMMENT   CHOICES ANSWER IMITATION
Behaviors dress game toilet near clarif info happy sad bored funny fright pain angry tired 2 obj do start react yes no speech yes no shrug point

reach
circle leg out
push away
physical manipulation
recoil
refuse contact
tactile symbol
sign
search (walk around)
stand up
hug
move closer
throw
turn around
move away
"ride" forearm v. 
hand for sign
grab
gesture
laugh
increase participation
rocking
cry
following partners 
hands/ signs
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Appendix H 
 

Child 3 (Teacher C) IPCA Summary Score Grid 

 

 

SOC CONV ATTEN TO SELF    REJECT/ PROTEST  REQU OBJECT REQU ACTION
Behaviors greet gbye name get att comf cuddle sh/off routine do dislike take adult object food more TV dress game toilet near

Moves closer
Takes hand
Sits on/in lap
Physical manipulation
Eye gaze
Moves away
Turns body
Looks away
Grabs/ pulls
Gives 
Goes to calendar-symbols
Throws
Kissing
Smiling
Touch
Extreme body movements
Refusal to move
Rapid head shake
Whimper
"hit" her leg
"ignore", withdraw
Push away
Hide items
Tantrum
Transition item
Object symbols
Goes to appropriate area
Hand guide
Holds hands out
Stand up
Eye contact
Shake hands
Engage longer
Smile
Hand wringing
Cries
Whining
Fall asleep
Drop objects, "listless"
Head to other's ear
Gesture

REQ INF COMMENT   CHOICES ANSWER IMITATION
Behaviors clarif info happy sad bored funny fright pain angry tired 2 obj do start react yes no speech yes no shrug point

Moves closer
Takes hand
Sits on/in lap
Physical manipulation
Eye gaze
Moves away
Turns body
Looks away
Grabs/ pulls
Gives 
Goes to calendar-symbols
Throws
Kissing
Smiling
Touch
Extreme body movements
Refusal to move
Rapid head shake
Whimper
"hit" her leg
"ignore", withdraw
Push away
Hide items
Tantrum
Transition item
Object symbols
Goes to appropriate area
Hand guide
Holds hands out
Stand up
Eye contact
Shake hands
Engage longer
Smile
Hand wringing
Cries
Whining
Fall asleep
Drop objects, "listless"
Head to other's ear
Gesture
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