functional communication goals speech
therapy

functional communication goals speech therapy represent the cornerstone of
effective intervention for individuals facing communication challenges. These
goals move beyond simply teaching isolated sounds or words, focusing instead
on empowering individuals to use language meaningfully in everyday
situations. This article delves into the critical aspects of functional
communication goals in speech therapy, exploring their definition,
importance, how they are developed, and examples across different age groups
and communication needs. We will also discuss the role of families and
caregivers in achieving these goals and how technology can support functional
communication. Understanding these elements is vital for anyone seeking to
improve communication abilities, whether for children with developmental
delays, adults recovering from stroke, or individuals with lifelong
communication impairments.
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Understanding Functional Communication Goals in
Speech Therapy

Functional communication goals in speech therapy are tailored objectives
designed to enhance an individual's ability to interact effectively and
independently in their daily life. Unlike traditional goals that might focus
on articulation of specific sounds or grammar rules in isolation, functional
goals emphasize the practical application of language skills in real-world
contexts. This means teaching individuals how to request desired items, share
information, express feelings, ask questions, and understand others in a way
that promotes social participation and autonomy. The ultimate aim is to
improve the quality of life by enabling more meaningful connections and
successful engagement with the environment.

The essence of functional communication lies in its purposefulness. It's
about making oneself understood and understanding others in situations that
matter. For a child, this could mean being able to ask for a snack or express
a need to use the restroom. For an adult recovering from a stroke, it might
involve being able to communicate their preferences to caregivers or
participate in family conversations. Speech-language pathologists (SLPs)
prioritize these practical skills because they directly impact an
individual's ability to navigate their world, build relationships, and
achieve personal independence.

Why Functional Communication Goals Are Crucial

The importance of functional communication goals in speech therapy cannot be
overstated. When individuals can communicate effectively for their needs and
desires, their overall quality of life significantly improves. They
experience reduced frustration, increased confidence, and greater social
inclusion. For children, achieving functional communication milestones 1is
essential for academic success and peer relationships. For adults, it can
mean regaining independence and maintaining social connections after an



injury or illness.

Focusing on functional communication also ensures that therapy is relevant
and motivating. When individuals see the direct impact of their efforts on
their ability to interact with the world around them, they are more likely to
engage actively in the therapeutic process. This practical orientation also
makes it easier for families and caregivers to understand and support the
therapy at home, fostering consistency and accelerating progress. The
emphasis is always on what the person can do and how to expand those
abilities to make them more useful and impactful.

Key Components of Effective Functional
Communication Goals

Effective functional communication goals in speech therapy are characterized
by several key components that ensure they are actionable, measurable, and
meaningful. These components guide the SLP in crafting objectives that truly
address the individual's communication needs and empower them to function
more effectively in their environment. The focus is on observable behaviors
and measurable outcomes that demonstrate progress in real-world communication
scenarios.

Measurability

Goals must be measurable, meaning there is a clear way to track progress.
This could involve frequency (e.g., initiating a request three times per
session), accuracy (e.g., correctly identifying a requested item 80% of the
time), or duration (e.g., maintaining eye contact for 10 seconds while
communicating). Measurable goals allow SLPs and clients to see tangible
progress, which is highly motivating.

Achievability

Goals should be achievable, meaning they are realistic and attainable given
the individual's current abilities and the available support. Overly
ambitious goals can lead to discouragement, while overly simple goals may not
promote sufficient growth. The SLP works to strike a balance, setting
challenges that stretch the individual without overwhelming them.

Relevance

The most critical component is relevance. Functional communication goals must
be directly related to the individual's daily life, their environment, and
their personal desires. A goal is functional if it addresses a need or a



desire that impacts the individual's ability to participate in their
community, family, or educational setting. Relevance ensures that the skills
learned are immediately applicable and beneficial.

Time-Bound Nature

While not always explicitly stated in every goal, there's an implicit
understanding of a timeframe for achieving these objectives, often within a
therapy cycle or a specific period. This helps in planning and evaluating the
effectiveness of interventions. Setting realistic timelines fosters a sense
of urgency and progress.

Developing Functional Communication Goals

The development of functional communication goals is a systematic and
collaborative process. It begins with a thorough understanding of the
individual's unique communication profile and their everyday life demands.
This ensures that the goals set are not only appropriate but also highly
relevant and likely to lead to significant improvements in their ability to
interact and participate.

Assessment and Goal Setting

The initial step involves a comprehensive assessment conducted by a speech-
language pathologist. This assessment can include standardized tests,
informal observations, and interviews with the individual and their family or
caregivers. The SLP evaluates various aspects of communication, including
receptive language (understanding), expressive language (speaking, writing,
using AAC), articulation, fluency, voice, and social communication skills.
This detailed understanding forms the basis for identifying areas where
functional communication needs to be improved.

Collaborative Goal Development

Functional communication goals are most effective when developed
collaboratively. This involves close partnership between the SLP, the
individual receiving therapy (when appropriate), their family, teachers, and
other relevant professionals. Their input is invaluable in identifying
priorities, understanding the context of communication challenges, and
ensuring that the goals align with the individual's and family's values and
aspirations. This shared ownership fosters commitment and enhances the
likelihood of success.



SMART Goal Framework

A widely used framework for developing effective goals is SMART: Specific,
Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound. Applying this framework to
functional communication goals means ensuring that each objective is clearly
defined, quantifiable, realistic, directly applicable to the individual's
life, and has an implied or explicit timeframe for achievement. For example,
a SMART functional communication goal might be: "By the end of the month,
Sarah will independently request a desired toy using a picture exchange
system at least three times during playtime with her peer group."

Functional Communication Goals Across Different
Age Groups

The nature of functional communication goals in speech therapy shifts
significantly depending on the age and developmental stage of the individual.
What is considered functional communication for a toddler differs greatly
from what is functional for an adolescent or an adult, reflecting their
differing life roles, social expectations, and cognitive abilities.

Early Childhood Functional Communication Goals

For very young children, functional communication goals often revolve around
early foundational skills that enable them to express basic needs and wants.
These goals are crucial for building social interaction and independence.
Examples include:

e Requesting preferred items or activities (e.g., "I want juice" verbally
or by pointing).

e Protesting undesirable situations (e.g., saying "no" or pushing away an
unwanted food).

e Gaining attention from caregivers (e.g., saying a name or waving).

e Commenting on the environment (e.g., pointing to a dog and saying
Ildoggyll) .

e Following simple directions in natural contexts.

School-Aged Children Functional Communication Goals

As children enter school, functional communication goals expand to support
academic learning, social interaction with peers, and participation in



classroom activities. The focus shifts to more complex communication
strategies. Examples include:

Asking clarifying questions when instructions are unclear.

Sharing information about their day or experiences with family and
friends.

Participating in group discussions and expressing opinions.

Initiating and maintaining conversations with peers.

Understanding and following multi-step directions.

Using communication aids effectively in different social settings.

Adult Functional Communication Goals

For adults, functional communication goals are often aimed at restoring or
enhancing independence in daily living, vocational activities, and social
engagement, especially following neurological events like strokes or
traumatic brain injuries, or for individuals with chronic conditions.
Examples include:

e Expressing personal needs, preferences, and concerns to healthcare
providers.

e Managing finances by communicating with bank tellers or completing
transactions.

e Participating in community activities and maintaining social
relationships.

e Expressing emotions and opinions in interpersonal interactions.
e Advocating for oneself in various settings.

e Using technology for communication and information access.

Functional Communication Goals for Specific
Needs

Beyond age, specific developmental or acquired conditions necessitate the



tailoring of functional communication goals to address particular challenges.
SLPs develop individualized plans to help individuals overcome barriers and
achieve meaningful communication, regardless of their unique circumstances.

Functional Communication Goals for Autism

Individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) often benefit from functional
communication goals that target social reciprocity, understanding non-literal
language, and developing effective means of communication, especially if they
are verbal or nonverbal. Goals might include:

Initiating social interactions with peers.

Maintaining reciprocal conversation by taking turns and responding
appropriately.

Understanding and using idioms or figurative language.

Developing pragmatic language skills for navigating social situations.

Using Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) systems to
express complex thoughts and needs.

Functional Communication Goals for Aphasia

Aphasia, typically resulting from stroke, can impair language comprehension
and expression. Functional communication goals focus on enabling individuals
to participate in life activities despite these challenges. Examples include:

e Communicating essential needs and preferences to caregivers and family
members.

e Participating in simple conversations about familiar topics.

e Using compensatory strategies, such as gestures or drawing, to
supplement verbal communication.

e Understanding important information from written materials like letters
or medication labels.

e Expressing their personal history or important life events.



Functional Communication Goals for Nonverbal
Individuals

For individuals who are nonverbal or have limited verbal output, functional
communication goals center on establishing reliable and effective means of
communication. This often involves the use of AAC. Key goals might involve:

e Using an AAC device or system to request desired items and activities.
e Communicating basic needs like "help," "stop," or "more."

e Expressing feelings or comfort levels.

e Answering simple yes/no questions or making choices.

e Participating in simple social exchanges through their AAC system.

The Role of Families and Caregivers in
Achieving Functional Communication

Families and caregivers play an indispensable role in the success of
functional communication goals in speech therapy. Their consistent
involvement provides the natural environment and ongoing support necessary
for individuals to practice and generalize their newly acquired skills.
Without this crucial partnership, progress can be significantly limited.

Caregivers are instrumental in identifying functional communication
opportunities throughout the day. They can create structured situations for
practice, such as during mealtimes, play activities, or community outings. By
understanding the individual's communication system and goals, families can
model appropriate communication strategies, provide positive reinforcement
for effective communication attempts, and patiently encourage participation.
This continuous support at home reinforces what is learned in therapy and
helps embed communication skills into the individual's everyday life, leading
to more meaningful and lasting progress.

Utilizing Technology to Support Functional
Communication Goals

Technology has revolutionized the way functional communication goals are
approached and achieved in speech therapy. A wide array of tools and
applications can be leveraged to support individuals in expressing themselves



and interacting with their environment more effectively.

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) devices and apps, ranging
from simple picture-based systems to sophisticated speech-generating devices,
empower individuals who have difficulty with verbal communication. These
tools can be customized to an individual's needs, allowing them to select
words, phrases, or pictures to construct messages. Additionally,
communication apps on tablets and smartphones can facilitate turn-taking in
conversations, provide visual supports for understanding, and offer
opportunities for practicing language skills in engaging ways. Educational
software and interactive games designed for speech and language development
also contribute to achieving functional communication goals by making
practice enjoyable and effective.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key differences between functional
communication goals and traditional articulation
goals in speech therapy?

Functional communication goals focus on a person's ability to use
communication effectively in real-life situations and social contexts,
regardless of perfect pronunciation. Traditional articulation goals target
specific speech sound errors. Functional goals prioritize intelligibility and
successful interaction, while articulation goals focus on phonetic accuracy.

How do speech-language pathologists (SLPs) assess
for functional communication needs?

SLPs use a variety of methods including observations in natural environments
(home, school, community), standardized and non-standardized assessments,
interviews with the individual and their communication partners, and
functional communication inventories to identify specific needs and develop
appropriate goals.

Can you give an example of a functional
communication goal for someone with aphasia?

A functional communication goal for someone with aphasia might be: 'The
individual will independently use a preferred communication strategy (e.g.,
gestural communication, drawing, a communication app) to express a need or
desire (e.g., requesting a drink, stating they are tired) in at least three
different familiar environments with 80% accuracy over two consecutive
sessions.'



What are some common areas targeted by functional
communication goals in adults?

Common areas include improving conversational turn-taking, expressing
opinions, asking for clarification, participating in social events, managing
daily routines (e.g., ordering food, making appointments), advocating for
oneself, and using assistive technology effectively.

How do functional communication goals differ for
children compared to adults?

For children, functional goals often focus on developing foundational
communication skills for participation in play, learning, and social
interactions with peers and adults. This might include making requests,
commenting, answering questions, and following directions in school or at
home. Adult goals are often more focused on independence in vocational,
social, and community settings.

What is the role of the communication partner in
achieving functional communication goals?

Communication partners are crucial. They help facilitate successful
communication by providing opportunities, offering support, modifying their
own communication style, and reinforcing the individual's efforts. SLPs often
train partners on strategies to support functional communication.

How are functional communication goals measured for
progress?

Progress is measured by the individual's ability to successfully use
communication in real-world contexts. This can be tracked through direct
observation, checklists completed by communication partners, frequency of

successful interactions, self-ratings of confidence, and the achievement of
specific communication tasks in everyday situations.

What are some emerging trends in functional
communication goals in speech therapy?

Emerging trends include a greater emphasis on digital literacy and the use of
AAC apps, advocacy skills for individuals with disabilities, intercultural
communication competence, and the integration of mindfulness and emotional
regulation techniques to support effective social communication.

Why is focusing on functional communication
important for individuals with severe communication



impairments?

For individuals with severe impairments, perfect articulation or grammar may
not be achievable. Functional communication goals prioritize their ability to
connect with others, express their needs and wants, and participate in their
communities, leading to increased independence, quality of life, and reduced
social isolation. It's about meaningful connection, not just linguistic
accuracy.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to functional communication goals in speech
therapy:

1. Involving Families in Functional Communication Intervention. This book
focuses on the crucial role of caregivers and family members in supporting a
client's functional communication goals. It provides practical strategies and
activities that families can implement at home to reinforce therapy
objectives. The emphasis is on building a collaborative partnership between
the speech-language pathologist and the family unit.

2. Implementing Augmentative and Alternative Communication for Daily Life.
This resource delves into the practical application of AAC systems for
improving functional communication in everyday settings. It explores various
AAC tools and techniques, offering guidance on selection, implementation, and
generalization across different environments. The book aims to empower
individuals with communication challenges to participate more fully in their
communities.

3. Inspiring Social Communication Skills Through Play. This title highlights
the power of play-based therapy to foster essential social communication
skills. It offers a wealth of creative and engaging activities designed to
improve turn-taking, joint attention, and reciprocal interactions. The book
provides a roadmap for therapists to create meaningful play experiences that
target specific communication goals.

4. Improving Narrative Skills for Enhanced Storytelling. This book addresses
the importance of narrative abilities for effective communication and
academic success. It presents structured approaches and evidence-based
techniques for developing storytelling skills, including sequencing,
coherence, and elaboration. The content is designed to help individuals
express themselves more clearly and organize their thoughts.

5. Innovating Pragmatic Language Goals for Real-World Success. This title
explores cutting-edge strategies for targeting pragmatic language, which are
the social rules of communication. It offers practical methods for addressing
difficulties with conversational turn-taking, understanding non-literal
language, and maintaining topic relevance. The book emphasizes creating
functional goals that lead to improved social interactions and relationships.



6. Integrating Functional Vocabulary into Daily Routines. This resource
provides practical strategies for teaching and generalizing functional
vocabulary within naturalistic contexts. It emphasizes creating meaningful
learning opportunities that connect new words to everyday activities and
experiences. The book helps clinicians and families embed vocabulary
acquisition into the fabric of daily life for lasting impact.

7. Intentional Strategies for Supporting Conversational Fluency. This book
offers targeted approaches to help individuals improve their ability to
participate in smooth and effective conversations. It covers techniques for
managing conversational turns, initiating and maintaining topics, and
responding appropriately. The focus is on building the confidence and skills
needed for successful communication.

8. Illustrating Functional Goals Through Visual Supports. This title
emphasizes the use of visual aids to enhance understanding and promote
functional communication. It provides a comprehensive guide to creating and
implementing various visual supports, such as picture schedules,
communication boards, and visual stories. The book demonstrates how visuals
can significantly improve comprehension and expression.

9. Identifying and Achieving Client-Centered Communication Outcomes. This
book underscores the importance of a personalized approach to speech therapy,
focusing on goals that are meaningful to the individual. It guides
practitioners through the process of collaborative goal setting, ensuring
that interventions are relevant and motivating. The aim is to empower clients
to achieve communication outcomes that enhance their quality of life.
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