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Abstract 

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that everyone has the right to 

freedom of opinion and expression. However, due to difficulties in communicating, children with 

speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) are at particular risk of not being heard. 

Although it is recommended that children with SLCN can and should be actively involved as 

equal partners in decision-making about their communication needs, speech–language 

pathologists (SLPs) can lose sight of the importance of supporting communication as a tool for 

the child to shape and influence choices available to them in their lives. Building these skills is 

particularly important for SLPs working in mainstream educational contexts. In this 

commentary, the authors argue the need for a shift in emphasis in current practice to a rights-

based approach and for SLPs to take more of an active role in supporting children with SLCN to 

develop agency and be heard. We also present some concepts and frameworks that might guide 

SLPs to work in a right-based way in schools with this population. 
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Introduction 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights has formed the foundation of ‘‘freedom, justice and 

peace’’ for 70 years (United Nations, 1948, p. 1). Article 19 of the Declaration states 

communication, in any mode, is a human right. Subsequent Conventions also state children’s 

right to communication. For example, Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(United Nations, 1989) names children’s right to expression and opinion about actions affecting 

them, while Article 13 names a child’s right to expression. Not all children have the capability to 

fully realise their right to communication. Some children such as those with speech language and 

communication needs (SLCN) will require additional support to do so. The right to 

communication is particularly relevant in the school context because it is the vehicle through 

which all children, including those with SLCN, learn (Lamb, Jackson, Walstab, & Huo, 2015).  

The right of children with disabilities to an inclusive education, without discrimination 

and on the basis of equal opportunity, has since been described in Article 24 of the Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), and recently clarified through 

General Comment No. 4 (United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 

2016). It has long been recognised, however, that the curriculum pedagogy and assessment can 

present barriers for children with such disabilities to participate in and benefit from their 

education (Norwich, 2013).  



Speech–language pathologists (SLPs) are well positioned to support school-aged children 

with SLCN to enact their human right to communication and to have a voice in issues that affect 

them in school. There is, however, literature to suggest that the actualisation of these rights by 

policy-makers, researchers and professionals – including SLPs – are yet to be fully realised 

(Coppock & Gillett-Swan, 2016). In this commentary, we consider ways that SLPs can work to 

support children with SLCN and their teachers to identify and address barriers to 

communication, as well as to build the communication skills necessary for these children to 

develop agency. Such an approach can enable full access to learning and participation in 

education, thereby ensuring the child’s human rights are fully realised.  

 

The role of SLPs in the school context  

In the last 20 years, the work of SLPs has seen a shift from a purely medical model to a 

biopsychosocial one (Nippold, 2012). This is evidenced by current guidelines that inform 

practice (American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2010; Royal College of Speech and 

Language Therapists, 2016; Speech Pathology Australia, 2011; World Health Organization, 

2007) where in addition to describing and remediating SLCN, the participation of the child is 

also maximised. We, however, challenge the degree to which emphasis is placed on participation 

in practice. This means there is a risk that the rights of children with SLCN may not be fully 

realised.  

Despite an understanding that interview forms part of holistic assessment (Joffe & 

Nippold, 2012), findings from a review of assessment practices revealed that the sole use of 

psychometric testing remains the most common approach used by professionals such as SLPs 



(Lebeer, 2012). Furthermore, a national review of SLP services in the United Kingdom 

highlighted that SLPs do not always engage children in decision-making (Dockrell, Lindsay, 

Roulstone, & Law, 2014; Roulstone & Lindsay, 2012), despite the fact that children with SLCN 

have been shown to be able to reflect on their communication profile (Merrick & Roulstone, 

2011; Spencer, Clegg, & Stackhouse, 2010). SLPs are well-positioned to ensure the views and 

preferences of the child are included in such processes but to do so they must think beyond 

diagnosis and remediation and overcome what Minow (1990) describes as the ‘‘dilemma of 

difference’’. 

 

The dilemma of difference 

The process of diagnosing SLCN requires SLPs to identify, understand and attempt to address 

differences between a child and their peers. While this process has merit in allowing the 

development of targeted interventions and responsive classroom practices, it also risks 

stigmatisation, formation of assumptions about a child’s potential, and their possible realisation 

through the self-fulfilling prophecy of lower expectations (Graham & Slee, 2008). The 

alternative, however, is to deny difference and herein lies the dilemma. The risk of not 

identifying difference is that children are unlikely to receive the requisite support for access and 

participation. The challenge for SLPs is how to identify and support children with SLCN without 

contributing to stigmatisation, exclusion and/or the reduction of expectations.  

Much work remains to be done in addressing this challenge. Large-scale international 

surveys of SLP practice in schools show that withdrawal intervention is the dominant model of 

service delivery (Brandel & Loeb, 2011). This model has been criticised in the inclusive 



education research literature and not just because it emphasises individual difference and risks 

stigmatisation (Norwich, 2013). Withdrawal is considered problematic because it: (1) leaves 

mainstream educational practices that create barriers to children’s access and participation in 

place, (2) reduces exposure to the full school curriculum, (3) suggests that children’s needs 

cannot be met in the regular classroom and (4) fails to positively enhance the knowledge and 

skills of the classroom teacher. None of the above effects are consistent with a rights-based 

approach where children with SLCN are learning the communication skills needed to maximise 

agency and participation in school. 

 

Thinking beyond remediation 

Fundamental to trying to work in a rights-based way is ensuring children with SLCN can 

exercise agency in their own lives. Here, we are drawing on ideas from continental and political 

philosophy, and Amartya Sen’s (1990) concept of agency freedom specifically. In accordance 

with this view of agency, genuine freedom only exists when people are informed, understand 

what choices are possible, and can choose from options of their own making. This is different 

from choosing from a limited set of choices, prescribed by others (Graham, 2007), or being 

provided with ‘opportunities’ that one cannot access or gain advantage from (Sen, 1992). For 

children with SLCN, there is the potential that SLPs and teachers determine the options from 

which children can choose. Similarly, the practice of withdrawing children for intervention is 

unhelpful when, on returning to class, barriers to access remain.  

Clearly for children with SLCN to express preferences, negotiate and influence the 

choices available to them, they need the communication skills to do so. We are not arguing that 



improving the child’s language skills is not necessary. Rather, the way SLPs approach their work 

needs to be extended to directly supporting the child to learn to use communication skills to 

shape and influence in their lives. Researchers have shown that children with SLCN want to be 

engaged in decision-making (Roulstone, Harding, & Morgan, 2016). To do so, SLPs must listen 

to children with SLCN, partner with teachers and build children’s communication skills using a 

rights-based approach. 

 

Central elements for a rights-based approach 

As we have described, the aim of a rights-based approach to working with children with SLCN is 

to develop agentive capacity to enable them to realise their rights. We propose three central 

elements of practice: (1) SLPs and teachers listen to children with SLCN, (2) SLPs and teachers 

collaborate to maximise children’s participation and, (3) SLPs work to build communication 

skills using a capabilities approach. The relationship between these elements and their 

contribution to the development of agency is depicted in Figure 1. 

 

 



 

Figure 1. Central Elements for a Rights-Based Approach 

 

Listening to children with SLCN. Working in a rights-based way requires the SLP to 

rethink the act of listening. Listening to children with SLCN has received attention in the 

research literature (Lyons & Roulstone, 2016; Roulstone & McLeod, 2011) and the complexities 

that teachers and SLPs face in genuinely hearing and responding to children with SLCN are 

significant. By listening we don’t mean listening as a means to ‘‘extract information from 

children in a one-way event’’ but as a ‘‘dynamic process which involves children and adults 

discussing meanings’’ (Clark, 2005, p. 491). In doing so SLPs must avoid the urge to ‘‘grasp the 

other and make them the same’’ (Lancaster & Kirby, 2010, p. 13). This advice is relevant to 

working with all children but particularly so for children with SLCN who may not be able to 

impart ‘‘meaning’’ in a readily accessible way. Strategies to support listening might include 

using multiple conversations (Merrick & Roulstone, 2011; Owen, Hayett, & Roulstone, 2004) 

and multi-modal prompting systems (Merrick & Roulstone, 2011; Owen et al., 2004), which 

enhance access to the communication partner’s message and give children with SLCN multiple 
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opportunities to expand their ideas. Indeed, providing accessible and interactive materials for 

children with SLCN to use when contributing to decision-making was recommended in a recent 

report by The Communication Trust (Roulstone et al., 2016). 

 

Collaborating with teachers. The ability to listen and respond to the needs of children 

with SLCN in school is dependent on effective SLP/teacher collaboration. Here, SLPs must shift 

away from the role of ‘‘expert’’ to one as collaborator. D’Amour et al. (2005) describe 

collaboration as an evolving process, grounded in the concepts of equality, sharing, partnership, 

power and interdependence. As collaborators, SLPs are not in a position of ‘‘advice giving’’, but 

instead are equal partners in the everyday work of classrooms. As part of the planning and 

assessment process, SLPs and teachers working can identify and minimise/remove barriers that 

may exist for a child with SLCN in accessing the communication or curricular content of the 

classroom. In collaborating, SLPs and teachers can work to maximise agency for children with 

SLCN and thereby uphold their rights to communication and an inclusive education. While 

increasingly SLPs are engaging in collaborative models of service delivery (Archibald, 2017), 

many barriers to such working still exist (McCartney & Ellis, 2013).  

Collaborative conversations can be guided by tools such as the Framework for 

Participation (Florian, Black-Hawkin, & Rouse, 2016), which describes key questions across 

four domains (participation and access, collaboration, achievement and diversity). We provide an 

adapted version of the framework (see Appendix) which can be used as a tool for teachers and 

SLPs to consider current practices and potential barriers that might exist for children with SLCN 

and to measure progress in reducing such barriers. This framework can also be used to guide 

conversations with the child him/herself to ensure their perspectives is included. 



 

A capabilities approach to building communication skills. Due to difficulties such as 

SLCN, purely language based instruction, will mean that not all learners can equally convert 

learning to ends such as academic achievement and engagement. In order to uphold a child’s 

right to an inclusive education and their right to communicate within an education setting, 

multiple means of representing information, engaging learners and capturing a child’s learning is 

necessary. Universal Design for Learning is a framework used in inclusive settings to engage the 

child in their learning, deliver dynamic instruction, and provide opportunities for the child to 

demonstrate their learning through a range of modes (Rose & Meyer, 2002). In contrast to 

traditional differentiation practices, Universal Design for Learning promotes that a variety of 

learning and teaching options are designed from the outset of planning, to consider diverse 

learning needs within a classroom. Using this framework when collaborating with teachers may 

support SLPs to capture and respond to the child’s perspectives and allow the child to 

communicate what helps and hinders them in accessing their education. 

 

Conclusions 

The 70th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides SLPs working in 

schools with an opportunity to pause and consider ways in which they can further protect and 

advance the right to communication for children with SLCN. In this commentary, we have 

reflected on the ways SLPs currently work in schools with children who have SLCN. We suggest 

a shift in emphasis is required if SLPs are to ensure the right of children to communication is 

fully realised. We propose some concepts and frameworks that might support SLPs to work in 



schools with children with SLCN in a way that is more aligned with the social and legal values 

enshrined in the Declaration. We acknowledge that a rights-based approach is challenging, but 

we argue that as a profession, SLPs are uniquely-placed to overcome such challenges. 
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Appendix.  

Describing Inclusive Participation: Children with Speech, Language and Communication Needs 

The below questions can be considered regarding current observations, potential barriers, options 

for how barriers could be addressed and evidence collected to demonstrate change.  

Participation and access: how is the child given access in class? 

• How and when does the child join the school and classroom? 

• Describe the child’s access to communicate in places in the school and classroom. 

• How does the child access the curriculum? 

Participation and collaboration: how do those supporting the child learn and work together? 

• Who is currently collaborating to support the child and what are their roles? 

• What are the goals for collaboration? 

• How can stakeholders access or learn new information? 

Participation and achievement: supporting the learning of the child 

• Progress in learning is an everyday expectation and achievements are rewarded. 

• There is a focus on what the child can do rather than what they cannot 

• Formative assessment is used to support learning 

Participation and diversity: supporting the learning of the child 

• Communication diversity is recognised and accepted by all children and staff. 

 

Adapted from Achievement and inclusion in schools (p. 48) by L. Florian, K. Black-Hawkins, & 

M. Rouse, 2016. New York: Routledge. Adapted with permission. 


