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1) What do you think is a 

language rich environment?

2) What do you think your 

setting is already doing well? 



Objective for Today

• Understanding what is a language rich environment

• Different learning styles

• Explore multimodal communication

• Learn practical implementations strategies



This isn't SEND 
teaching

 
This is GOOD 

teaching



What is a language rich environment?

A purposely designed physical and emotional space that maximizes 

communication through resources, interaction, and high-quality exposure.

The 5 Pillars

1. Exposure: High-quality stories and routines

2. Deliberateness: Intentional word choices.

3. Recurrence: Repetition across contexts.

4. High-Quality Input: Varied and complex language.

5. Responsiveness: Validating every attempt.

Key Features:

•Physical: Labelled classrooms, sensory bins, and open-ended wooden toys.

•Interactive: Adult "narration" and modelling of speech.

•Visual: Gestures, speech bubbles, and visual schedules.



The Universal Benefit The Science of Support

Mainstream + SEND: Strategies that support 

specific needs actually enhance learning for 

everyone.

Reduces Cognitive Load: Visuals act as a 

permanent reference, lowering anxiety and 

mental fatigue.

Supports All Learning Styles: Visual, 

Kinesthetic, Auditory, and Reading/Writing.

Builds Independence: When children 

understand the environment, they engage without 

constant adult prompting.

Why It Matters – The Case for Equity

The Core Concept: Equity Over "Effort“

•Physical Disability: We provide a ramp for a wheelchair.

•Communication Disability (SLCN): We provide a language-rich, 

visual environment.

Neither child needs to "try harder"—they need the right tools.



Visual - these people 

learn best by seeing, 

responding to visual 

cues like images, 

graphs or charts. 

They might be 

distracted by seeing 

things outside.

Auditory- these people 

learn best by hearing, 

responding to auditory 

cues like verbal 

instruction, discussions 

or songs. They might be 

distracted by outside 

noises.

Read/Write - These 

people learn best by 

reading and writing, 

responding to written 

cues like lecture notes, 

books and cue cards. 

They might be distracted 

by poorly worded text, or 

text that doesn't match 

speech.

Kinesthetics -- these 

people learn best by 

doing, responding to 

tactile cues like 

movement, actions and 

real-life examples. They 

might be distracted by 

uncomfortable seats or 

room temperatures.



What are learning styles?

Learning styles are grouped together in different ways individuals prefer to learn. 

They categorise people based on their style of learning or the way they learn best. 

Every individual has a unique learning preference that falls into one, some or all of 

these categories

 Consider this scenario:

 Imagine someone is explaining a new concept to you and your having trouble  

 understanding them What will help you understand the best is it:

• Seeing a diagram or illustration about the concept?

• The person repeating themselves or explaining things verbally in further detail?

• Seeing a written explanation?

• Connecting the concept to a real- life example?

 



The Definition The Two Branches

Using more than one method simultaneously to 

convey or receive a message. It moves beyond 

just speech to ensure meaning is "wrapped" 

around the learner.

1. Unaided (Body-Based): Facial expressions, 

body language, gestures, and vocalizations.

2. Aided (Tools-Based): Low-tech 

symbols/boards and high-tech AAC devices or 

iPads.

Multimodal Communication – The "Communication Mix

Why It Works:

•Intentional & Systematic: We don't wait for speech to fail; we use all 

modes together.

•Supports Understanding: Multiple "inputs" make it easier for the 

brain to decode meaning.

•Total Communication: Every gesture or sound is recognized as a 

valid message.

Key Takeaway - We don't wait for one method to fail before we try another.



The Science: Dual Coding The Impact: Universal Benefits

Double Encoding: Storing info in both visual and 

verbal subsystems creates a "backup" for 

memory.

Reduces Frustration: Provides an "exit ramp" for 

children who have thoughts but can't find words, 

preventing behavioral outbursts.

Lowers Cognitive Load: Offloading work from 

the phonological loop to the visual cortex frees up 

"brain bandwidth" for learning.

Increases Processing Time: Unlike speech, 

which is transient, visuals stay in the field of 

vision, giving the brain more time to decode.

Why Multimodal Communication Matters

Universal Design for Learning (UDL):

•SEND: Essential access for those with processing 

disorders.

•EAL/Mainstream: Supports those learning English 

or feeling overwhelmed.

•Inclusion: Shrinks the gap between verbal and 

non-verbal peers.



The Benefits in the Classroom

Reduces "Communicative Frustration"

When a child has a "word" in their head but cannot physically say it, behaviour often becomes their communication 

(hitting, screaming). Providing symbols or signs gives them an immediate "exit ramp" for that frustration.

Increases Processing Time

Spoken words disappear the moment they are said.

•Visual/Physical modes (like a sign or a symbol) stay in the child's field of vision longer.

•This gives the brain more time to decode the "What" and the "How.“

Builds a "Total Communication" Culture

In a language-rich environment, multimodal communication isn't just for the "SEND kids"—it’s for everyone.

•Mainstream Benefit: It supports EAL (English as an Additional Language) learners and children who are tired or 

overwhelmed.

•Peer Inclusion: When all children learn a few signs or use symbols, the gap between "verbal" and "non-verbal" 

students shrinks.

Supports Literacy Foundations

Seeing a symbol alongside a printed word and hearing the spoken word creates a triple-coding effect. This 

strengthens the neural pathways for reading and vocabulary acquisition.



Small "Mental Workbench": The brain can only hold 

a tiny amount of spoken info at once (usually between 

5 and 9 small pieces).

The Overload Effect: If you speak too fast or give too 

many steps, the brain "overflows." New info literally 

pushes the old info out.

Now You See It, Now You Don't: Spoken words are 

temporary. If a student gets distracted for one second, 

they lose the data forever because there is no "replay" 

button.

The Bottom Line: To help people learn, we need to stop just talking and 

start showing.

Why Talking Isn’t Enough



Total Communication Approach

In language-rich environments, we acknowledge that 
all behaviour is communication.

Makaton/Sign Support: Use signs for key functional 
words (e.g., more, stop, please, thank you). In 
mainstream settings, this supports EAL (English as an 
Additional Language) students and kinesthetic learners.

Objects of Reference: For students with profound or 
multiple learning disabilities (PMLD), use physical 
objects to represent activities (e.g., showing a swimming 
cap before going to the pool).

A Note on Success: A language-rich environment is 
measured not by how much the teacher talks, but by how 
many opportunities the students have to express 
themselves—be it through speech, sign, symbols, or 
AAC (Augmentative and Alternative Communication).



Workshop Scenarios: The "5-Minute Fix

Instructions: 

• In your groups, read the scenario 

• Identify two barriers to communication

• Identify two immediate "fixes" to make 

the environment more language-rich.



What might this look like?







Routine and Now & Next (and "Then") Boards

These are the gold standard for reducing anxiety and building "transitional language." 
They break the day into digestible chunks.

 Now (The Demand): The task the student needs to complete (e.g., Math).

 Next (The Motivator): The activity immediately following (e.g., Snack).

 Why it works: It reduces "cognitive load." The student doesn't have to process the 
whole day—just the immediate future.

Practical Implementation: 

 Physicality: Use Velcro. When the "Now" task is finished, let the student physically 
remove the card and put it in a "Finished" box. This provides a clear linguistic and 
physical marker of completion.

 Progressing to "Then": Once a student masters Now/Next, add a third column 
(Then). This builds the linguistic concept of sequencing, which is a precursor to 
storytelling and complex sentence structure.



The Zones of Regulation framework categorizes feelings into four coloured zones. In a language-rich environment, this 
moves beyond "behaviour management" and becomes emotional literacy.

 The Blue Zone: Sad, tired, bored, or moving slowly.

 The Green Zone: Calm, focused, happy, or ready to learn.

 The Yellow Zone: Frustrated, anxious, silly/wiggly, or losing some control.

 The Red Zone: Angry, terrified, or out of control.

Practical Implementation:

 Check-in Stations: Have a wall where students place their name or photo in a zone as they enter.

 Adult Modelling: Narrate your own zone. "I’m feeling a bit Blue today because it’s raining, so I’m going to drink some 
water to wake up." This teaches students that zones are fluid and manageable.

 The "Toolkit" Link: Beside the ZOR display, have a "Toolkit" (visuals of strategies like deep breathing, a heavy book, or 
a 5-minute timer). This bridges the gap between identifying a feeling and communicating a need.

The Language of Feelings



Communication Tools - Comparison Table

Tool Purpose Language Skill Targeted

Now & Next Board Predictability & Transition
Sequencing, understanding "first/then" 

logic.

Zones of Regulation Emotional Self-Regulation Expressing internal states; "I feel..."

Visual Timetable Whole-class structure
Understanding time, routine, and 

"later."

Choice Boards Empowerment & Decision Making
Naming preferences; "I want [X] instead 

of [Y]."



The "10-Second Silence" Challenge (Pair Work)

Timing: 3 Minutes

The Activity: Ask everyone to find a partner. 

Partner A asks a slightly complex question (e.g., "What is the most 

challenging part of your morning routine and why?").

The Catch: Partner B must wait a full 10 seconds (timed by me) 

before they are allowed to start speaking.

Partner A must remain silent and just "Observe" during that time.



The "OWL" Technique: Observe, 

Wait, and Listen. 

Give at least 10 seconds of 

processing time after asking a 

question. In SEND settings, this 

might need to be 20+ seconds.

Narrating the Day: Act like a sports 

commentator for the student’s actions.

Example: "You’re picking up the blue 

brush. Now you’re painting big circles." 

This maps language directly onto lived 

experience without demanding a 

response.

The "Plus One" Rule: Respond to a 

student using one more word than they 

used.

If the child says "Car," you say "Red car.’

If they say "I want juice," you say "I want 

apple juice."

These strategies work across the board to build confidence and fluency.



The 4 S’s (Adult Strategy)

Say Less: Use the "Plus One" rule. If 
the child speaks in 2-word phrases, 
you speak in 3.

Stress: Make the key information 
stand out phonetically.

Slow: Remind them of the 10-
second rule. Silence is a tool, not a 
failure.

Show: Never speak "naked." Always 
have a prop, a gesture, or a symbol.



We want to lower students' effective filter, so they are less 
stressed and willing to take my risks.

The following are helpful hints for your classroom to keep that 
effective filter low:

• Display the question on the board that you are asking 
students

• Gives students think time to think about their response tell 
students if they have an answer to keep their hands down 
while we are thinking

• Allow students to practice their answers with a partner or a 
small group before asking them to share with the class

• Allow at these 10 seconds of thinking time. This will further 
support students that require processing time

Randomizing and rotating when 

calling on students



The Sensory Environment

Creating "Brain Space" for Learning

• The Processing Lens: Students have finite mental energy. If a 

room is "visually loud" (glitter, neon, mobiles), the brain focuses on 

sensory survival instead of learning.

• The "3-Foot" Audit: Don’t design from an adult's height. Sit in a 

student’s chair.

     Check: Is the board blocked? Are posters too high? Is it 

     cluttered? Can you read the writing on the wall? Colour links are

    there children these colours effect visually?

• Managing Noise: Use Noise-o-meters to provide a visual cue for 

volume, reducing the need for verbal shushing.(silent work, partner 

voice, table voice, classroom, voice, inside or outside voice)

• The "Rest" Rule: Keep 20–30% of wall space blank. 

A calm room isn’t just an aesthetic choice—it’s a biological requirement for language.











Fact vs. Fiction

 The Myth: Multimodal tools are only for students with SEND (Special Educational 

Needs and Disabilities).

 The Reality: These tools support all students by

grounding spoken language in something concrete.

 The Myth: Using visuals makes students lazy or dependent.

 The Reality: Visuals actually increase independence by giving students a 

reference to use when they get stuck.

 The Myth: Setting up these systems adds too much to a teacher's plate.

 The Reality: While there is a setup phase, it reduces workloads long-term by 

decreasing the need for constant verbal repetition.

Myth-Busting Multimodal Communication



Setting the Record Straight

• Not Just for SEND: Visuals and multimodal tools are not "extra" supports for 

specific students; they are a universal way to ground spoken language for 

everyone.

• Building Independence: Visuals are not a "crutch" that makes students lazy; 

they increase independence by giving students a reference point to solve 

problems on their own.

• Workload Reality: While setup takes effort, these systems reduce teacher 

workloads long-term by cutting down on constant verbal repetition.

• The Goal: Moving from a teacher-dependent environment to a resource-

independent one.



Takeaways

• The Path to Independent Learning

• Universal Support: A language-rich environment is a "neurological 

prerequisite" that supports every learner, not just those with identified needs.

• The Power of Multimodal: Combining speech with visuals supports 

information sharing whilst reinforcing memory and fostering student 

independence.

• Culture Over Tools: Whether it's Makaton in EYFS or visual tools for older 

students, communication must be part of the daily classroom culture.

• The Bottom Line: Small environmental changes create massive openings for 

learning and inclusion.

• The "Monday Morning" Rule: Don't strip the whole room. Pick one shelf to 

label or one visual timetable to fix to avoid burnout.

• Be Curious, find the Why and Adapt support where needed.



‘’Communication is the heartbeat of the classroom. 

If they can't access the language, they can't access the learning.’’



‘’When we treat Autistic Children the way the 

world tells us to treat Neurotypical children, they 

suffer. 

But I have never encountered a child of any age 

or Neurotype who doesn’t thrive when treated 

like an Autistic person should be treated, with 

open communication, Adaptive expectations, 

and respect for self advocacy and self 

regulation.’’

Marcia Eckerd. Ph.D



What is your one action for Monday morning?

"When we implement these strategies borough-

wide, we aren't just changing classrooms, we 

are changing life trajectories. We are ensuring 

that communication is a right, not a privilege. 

Let’s make our borough the place where every 

child feels heard and is given their best chance 

to thrive, from day one."



Don’t forget to use the services you have 

available to support you:
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