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Communication Means 

Means Definitions Descriptive Examples 

Gesture 

Discrete Motor Behavior
a
 (DM) Full or partial body movement 

that is distinct, differentiated, and 

conveys meaning. 

Body extension, lean toward, turn 

away, stand up, move away, fists 

to chest, bounce up and down 

Referential (Deictic)
b 
(REF) Gestures that indicate or call 

attention to an object, person, or 

event. The referent is present in 

the environment. 

Show, point, give, reach, take, 

throw, drop, touch, push, pull 

Representational
b, c, d

 (REP) Gestures used to convey 

meaning. Symbolic gestures that 

represent some aspect of the 

referent (using object or portion 

of object to depict activity). 

Conventional gestures that are 

culturally defined and used as 

social markers. Idiosyncratic 

gestures that individual uses 

consistently to convey a specific 

meaning. 

Symbolic: Pantomime opening a 

jar, stroke check to signal 

“gentle”, brush action in front of 

teeth to represent toothbrush, tap 

top of head to say “yes” 

 

Conventional: head nod, head 

shake, wave, summoning gesture 

Formal Sign
e, f

 (SIGN) Formal visual-motor language 

systems such as ASL or SEE 

“C” shaped hand to mouth for 

“drink”, fingertips of flat “O” 

hands touch in front of chest for 

“more” 

Vocalization/Verbalization 

Discrete Vocalization
g, h, j 

(VOC) Vocalizations that are distinct and 

differentiated 

Unintelligible vocation, audible 

breathing, grunt, groan, cry, 

whimper, laugh, scream, tongue 

click 

Verbalization
h 
(VERB) Verbal word approximations, 

spoken words, and phrases 

/i/ for “eat”, /ma/ for “mom”, /I 

wa_/ for “I want”, “go” 

Facial Expression 

Facial Movement
g
 (FAC) Facial movement, including 

idiosyncratic facial gestures that 

convey specific semantic content 

Smile, pout, frown, grimace, 

surprise, furrowed brow, 

unilateral lip elevation to signal 

“yes”, kiss gesture, move tongue 

back and forth across lips, stick 

tongue out for “yes”, in for “no” 

Eye Gaze 

Eye Movement
g, i

 (EYE) Gaze in direction of or fixate gaze 

on communication partner(s), 

object, or place. Avert gaze from 

person, object, or activity. 

Alternate eye gaze between 

objects, people, locations. Use of 

idiosyncratic eye movement to 

convey specific semantic content. 

Look directly at or toward 

partner; look at a specific location 

within the context; look directly 

at an object; gaze away from a 

partner, object or activity; look in 

the direction of a person, and then 

in the direction of an object or 

location; gaze upward for “yes”, 

downward for “no”; blink once 

for “yes”, twice for “no”. 



 
Proxemics 

Proxemics
a
 (PROX) Approach a person, location or 

object. 

Move in close proximity to the 

door; go into another room; 

approach a person; move toward 

a toy; crawl to location near food; 

walk to the refrigerator; approach 

and sit next to person. 

AAC System 

AAC
gi, I, j, k

 (AAC) Augmentative/alternative 

communication (AAC) system 

includes use of symbols 

(picture/word), aid (physical 

object/device), strategies 

(indicate from a field of choices) 

and techniques (gestures, directly 

select, scan) 

Activate message on a speech-

generating device; point to a 

specific symbol on a manual 

board; point to picture mounted 

on a wall; gaze at a symbol given 

a choice of two symbols; pick up 

miniature toilet (as tangible 

object symbol) and give it to the 

partner to request bathroom; write 

word 

 

 
a 
Adapted from Harper, Wiens, & Matarazzo (1978) 

 
b 
Adapted from Iverson & Thal (1998) 

 
c 
Adapted from Musselwhite and St. Louis (1982) 

 
d 
Adapted from Wetherby et al (1988) 

 
e 
Sternberg (1981) 

 
f 
Gustason, Pfetzing, Zawolkow (1980) 

 
g 
Adapted from Harris (1978) 

 
h 
Adapted from Wetherby, Cain, Yonclass & Walker (1988) 

 
I 
Adapted from Light, Coller & Parnes (1985) 

 
j 
Adapted from Buzolich (1983) 

 
k 
ASHA (1991) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Communication Functions          

Functions Definitions Descriptive Examples 

Behavioral Regulation 

Request Object
b
 (RQO) Behaviors used to demand a 

desired tangible object. 

Pushes partner’s hand toward 

food item; Reaches/points at a 

cup; Answer to a “which one?” 

question. 

Request Action
b, d, h

 (RQA) Behaviors used to ask or direct 

another to carry out or cease an 

action, includes requesting 

assistance. The action rather than 

the object is the focus of the 

child’s attention. 

Hands sealed container to partner 

while looking at the lid that needs 

opening; taps chair next her 

wheelchair and looks at partner 

for him to sit; says “more 

(action)”; answer to a “what do 

you want to do?” question. 

Protest/Deny/Reject
a
 (PDR) Behaviors used to refuse, protest, 

or disapprove of an undesired 

object, action or person. Includes 

any form of negation, “no” or 

“not”. 

Pushes food away when an 

undesired food item is offered; 

turns his head away from partner 

who is singing; shakes head “no”; 

pushes away the symbol of an 

undesired activity from an array 

of free-time choices; signs 

“wrong”. 

Social Interaction 

Request Social Routine
a
 (RQS) Behaviors used to command 

another to commence or continue 

carrying out a game-like social 

interaction; partner is familiar 

with the routine, and the 

interaction repeats two or more 

times.  

Pulls partner’s hands up and out 

to play pat a cake; covers face or 

hides mother under blankie to 

request “peekaboo”; indicates 

through proxemics and facial 

expression that she wants to be 

chased; says “more” to continue a 

game-like routine; drops cup off 

table repeatedly and looks for 

partner’s humorous response. 

Solicit Attention
c, d

 (SAT) Behaviors used to draw attention 

to self, others, objects, or actions. 

Teases or conveys humor to get 

attention. Warns, alarms or 

exclaims to direct attention to self 

or something in the environment.  

Vocalizes loudly toward Mom to 

get her attention; vocalizes and 

looks at object that fell off the 

shelf; shows off sticker by 

touching it and smiling; looks at 

his new shoe and back at partner; 

holds up drawing for Mom to 

look at; acts silly by exaggerating 

a goofy face; taps friend on 

shoulder and laughs; screams in 

direction of teacher. 

Affirm
e,f,g

 (AF) Behaviors used to indicate 

affirmation and/or confirmation 

Nods head, “did you mean 

juice?”; “Yeah”; smiles in 

response to yes/no question; hits 

a switch in response to a previous 

yes/no question; nods “yes” in 

response “you picked juice, 

right?” 



 
Greet

b 
(GR) Behaviors used to express 

salutations and conventionalized 

rituals, e.g. “hi”, “bye” 

Waves, nods head or vocalizes 

“h” as partner enters room; waves 

or raises eyebrows as partner 

enters or leaves the room; 

“what’s up?”; waves as friend 

leaves. 

Acknowledge
a,b,d

 (ACK) Behaviors used to indicate notice 

or recognition of a partner’s 

behavior, previous statement or 

action. Includes politeness 

markers, e.g. please, thank you 

Individual looks at peer to 

acknowledge his presence; smiles 

when partner drops pencil on the 

floor; activates “thank you” on 

device; says “please” when 

partner says “I’ll bring in the 

juice”; slides toy down slide 

when Mom tells him to make it 

slide. 

Request Permission
d
 (RQP) Behaviors used to seek another’s 

consent to carry out an action by 

oneself.  

Says with device “Can I get my 

lunch?”; walks to and looks at 

refrigerator where lunch is kept 

and looks back at teacher, who 

says “Okay, you can get it”; looks 

toward cookie, stops, looks at 

teacher. Gets bathroom key, turns 

and looks at teacher with 

questioning facial expression. 

Joint Attention 

Relay Information
b
 (RI) Behaviors used to tell about 

something (initiated by the 

communicator or in response to a 

previous question or statement), 

or to inform another about an 

object, event, person or activity. 

Names object in response to 

teacher’s question; names person 

to say whose turn it is next in 

circle time activity; points to the 

“mix” symbol when teacher asks 

“what do we do next?”’ shares 

news on an aided system; 

answers an open-ended question; 

exchanges personal information 

with another. 

Request Information
b
 (RQI) Behaviors that solicit information 

about an object, event, person or 

activity. 

Asks the question “what’s next?”, 

“where’s Karen?”. Looks at box, 

then looks at partner with 

questioning facial expression; 

vocalizes with rising intonation 

and partner responds by 

answering.  

Comment
b
 (COM) Behaviors used to express a belief 

or idea, or describe the physical 

attributes of an object, event, 

person or activity. 

Looks at the picture symbol 

representing “good”; sticks 

tongue out when asked how he 

liked the cookie; describes the 

color of her hat; uses device to 

say “yuck”. 

 
a 
Adapted from Wetherby & Prutting (1984) 

 
b 
Adapted from Roth & Spekman (1984); Dale (1980); Dore (1974); and Halliday (1975)  

 
c 
Adapted from Lahey (1988) 



d 
Adapted from Wetherby et al (1988) 

 
e 
Adapted from Searle (1969) 

 
f 
Adapted from Wilcox & Davis (1977) 

 
g 
Adapted from Garrett, Beukelman & Low-Marrow (1989) 

 
h 
Adapted from Linder (1990); Coggins & Carpenter (1981); and Roth & Spekman (1984) 

 
I 
Adapted from Garvey (1979) 

 


