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●Introduction 

 

The New Barrier-free Law, which went into effect in Japan in December, 2006 to facilitate movement 

for elderly and people with disability, is beginning to make roads, buildings and travelers’ facilities 

more accessible and to make it easier for people with disability using wheelchairs to move around and 

use such infrastructure. The steps of roads (or the difference in levels) and buildings with limited 

accessibility have up until now have obviously had adverse affect on participation of people with 

disability in society. 

What about social participation of people with intellectual disability? 

They generally have disability with communication, including linguistic comprehension and expression, 

and non-verbal behavior. This makes it essential for them to have communication support provided in 

a variety of contexts, such as community living, movements, and employment, so that they can get 

further integrated into society.  

To help people with disability to communicate spontaneously we have to know the nature of 

contexts where they have communication, make arrangements to facilitate their comprehension and 

expression based upon the nature that has been identified, and assist them to develop their 

communication capability. 

 This paper will consider communication support for people with intellectual disability to promote their 

social participation.  

 

● Characteristics of communication issues faced by people with intellectual disability and 

considerations to help them 

 

As mentioned previously, people with intellectual disability have, to a different degree, disorder with 

communication, which is a part of linguistic skills. People need, however, other cognitive abilities like 

memory and attentiveness besides linguistic ones to make communication smoother. They need to be 

able to memorize reasonably well what they have heard, and also have to remain attentive to what 

other are saying. People with intellectual disability often have trouble processing huge amount of 

information given at one time, and keeping attentive while others are talking due to their limited ability 

in those respects. Here I would like to focus on their behavioral features when involved in 

communication and considerations that are needed to enable communication.  

 

Consideration①：Recognize their memory capacity and give them limited amount of information at one 

time。 

 

The memory system of human beings is generally divided into sensory, immediate and long-term 

memories. People with intellectual disability are said to have weakness with the immediate memory, 

whose roles include the temporary storage of information that has been absorbed. While research 

shows that adults can reproduce 7 plus or minus 2 chunks of information immediately after such 

information is auditorially or visually provided (chunk is a psychological unit of semantics, and those 

having weakness with immediate memory will have less trouble receiving small pieces of straight 

forward information as opposed to huge volume given at one time. For Instance, you can get your point 

across more effectively when you say, “Walk (instead of run) in the hallway,” rather than say “Your 

might slip and fall if you run in the hallway. Walk.” You also have to talk to them in a manner that is 



appropriate for their memory capacity. For example, limit the number of words in one message, use one 

sentence for one message, or use one-question-one-answer formula.  

Immediate memory is also called working memory because it not only stores information that has 

been taken in, but also commits it to memory, retrieves and manipulates multiple pieces of information. 

It is believed that working memory enables multi-tasking, such as peeling potatoes in the kitchen while 

waiting for water to boil. 

While people with intellectual disability may have trouble understanding multiple messages at the 

same time, they can usually handle one safely. When you perform physical tasks with them, you could 

keep them out of trouble by splitting the whole task into smaller processes, or assign one person to one 

process, instead of one individual responsible for multiple jobs. 

 

Consideration②：Avoid abstract expressions and acronyms, and talk specifically. 

 

Words like apples, bananas, cars, trains, skirts and trousers are easy to understand. This is because 

they are all tangible and visible. In contrast, words that denote categories, such as means of 

transportation and attire are hard to comprehend. There are no physical, tangible things called means 

of transportation or attire. Further, abstract words such as “courteously” do not represent anything 

visible, and are equally hard to understand。 

 The language has the conceptualizing function to express commonality among items besides its role 

to help communication. As I mentioned above, words that depict physical objects like apples and 

trousers are easy to understand whilst the ones that represent less specific things such as category 

names seem to be more difficult to understand. 

In this case, communication would be easier when you give specific example like “Would you like to 

go by car, bus or boat?” instead of “Which transportation would you like to use? ”When you ask them 

to do something gently, you can use key words that describe actions like “gently” and put your hand 

onto theirs to do it together, so that you can communicate well with actions for their better learning 

and absorption.  

Speaking of specific expressions, you should not skip details. For instance, when you say that you 

will take them to an amusement park next Sunday if Father does not have to work then, you imply that 

you will not if he has to work.  

Just as the expression “Don’t stand up” is more difficult than the one “Sit down”, non-verbalized 

messages are hard to comprehend. You can eliminate any misunderstanding by saying “Let’s go to an 

amusement park next Sunday if Father does not have to work. If he does, however, we will not go 

there”. 

 

Consideration③：Use visual aids besides verbal expressions 

 

In the last passage I mentioned that communication would be easier when people can see specific 

objects and details are not skipped. In some contexts, texts and photos that people can constantly see 

will further help comprehension. When they have to choose among multiple items, for instance, photos 

and texts enable people to keep seeing them for easier comparison. This approach is especially 

effective with people who have weakness with immediate memory.  

While schedules and shopping lists seemingly make communication easier than spoken words alone, 

the mere handing of visual objects often fail to achieve the intended objective. Even with a schedule, 

for instance, people do not know what they are doing or where they are at the moment. People often do 

their shopping without looking at the shopping list they have. You could help them by not merely giving 

them a lead, but also by working out the procedure on how to use it, and tell them to compare the list 

with what they have picked up before payment. 

 

Consideration④：Identify how they tend to respond and ensure that they give clear answers. 

 



People with intellectual disability often give the same answer every time questions are asked, 

whether they are about their favorite tunes that they like to listen to or sing at karaoke-bars, or foods 

at restraints. While you intend to ask what their favorites are, they often come up with the same 

answer at all times based upon their past experience. You can often facilitate your communication by 

giving them wider selection or using visual aids. 

To deal with those who tend to change their decisions after a while, you should reconfirm their mind 

by asking them again later, or showing them specific choices for their clear expressions of intent. 

Instead of  

(You ask)“Is this all right?” 

(They answer) “Yes (or nodding)”, 

you should encourage them to come up with specific answers, with the dialogue that goes like 

(You ask) ”What would like (to eat)?” 

(They answer) “Hamburg (or pointing their finger at the object or with some writing) 

 

●Help them develop necessary communication capability 

 

Intellectual disability, which is often congenital disorder, is detected in infancy and cared at local 

institutions like community day-care centers. Children, still developing and immature, learn a great deal 

through their contacts with parents, teachers at the center, friends, and local residents. It is obviously 

important to consider children with intellectual disability as the ones still developing, and provide them 

with learning opportunities. Instead of regarding the disability as permanent and becoming 

overprotective, one should take a right approach that will result in better ability to deal with necessary 

communication. 

When you have various means of communication including spoken words, texts, signs and symbols, 

the process would be easier. The mere possession of such means, however, is not sufficient for 

communication to be achieved. To interface with others, you need the ability to be attentive to them, 

share topics and maintain the dialogue. Furthermore, you have to have the experience of working with 

others and accepting their contacts in order to learn from others as well as to communicate with them.  

One must and can learn these skills regardless the severity of disability. More specifically you should 

tell them repeatedly that one has to 

・look in the eyes of the person he is talking to. 

・try to answer the questions of others rather than talk just about himself, and  

・ask for permission to change the subjects rather than abruptly switching to other themes.   

 

To develop the mindset to spend time with others and have interaction、 

・one should form the habit, from his infancy, of reporting what one has completed and ask for approval 

by saying “I have done this. May I do that?”, before moving onto the next action. 

 While I said that people with intellectual disability have weakness with immediate memory, they are 

said to have no weakness with long-term memory, especially with procedural memory that serves to 

learn behaviors through repeated experiences. They have to learn how to use the shopping list as a 

procedure because they can acquire the skill of using the list when they repeat the same procedure 

many times. I hope they will learn the skills for communication when they practice the procedure in 

their daily living. 

●Quasi-conclusion---have more people on your side 

 

In recent years the number of people with disability who land jobs has shown a remarkable rise. In 

FY 20006, for example, people with intellectual disability who were newly hired hit the all time at 

11,441, an increase of 12.7% over the previous year. While the societal driving forces behind such 

improvement include changing corporate approach and better support for employment, I would say that 

one of the changes that are happening closer to people with intellectual disability is assistance by job 

coaches, one component of the employment support policy. 



The assistance by the job coach that covers people with disability, their families, employers, 

managers and colleagues includes “support to people with disability to improve their workplace 

communication”, assistance to managers and colleagues in the form of “advice on how to engage with 

people with disabilities”, and communication support for disabled individuals as well as workplaces. 

These forms of assistance can be called good examples of appropriate communication support, which 

have promoted social participation by people with intellectual disability. 

 

It is also noteworthy that the educational system for children with disabilities are undergoing 

changes since FY 2007, based upon the philosophy that appropriate educational support needs to be 

provided commensurate with educational needs of each disabled infants, children and pupils. 

The Ministry of Education and Science, in its explanation about system reforms, refers to exchange 

and joint education involving children with disabilities and non-disabled ones and community residents, 

although such activities are already on-going practice. 

When there is rather limited contact between people with intellectual disability and the ones without 

as well as local residents, we would have more adults who do not know much about intellectual 

disability.  

On the other hand, more efforts for exchange and joint learning will help non-disabled children gain 

more experience and realize what disabled children have in mind and how they can improve their 

message intended for children with disability. Such experience will serve as an initial step toward better 

understanding about intellectual disability on the part of society. 

I mentioned earlier that appropriate communication assistance needed to be provided on various 

occasions in order to promote social participation by people with intellectual disability. Just as job 

coaches provide assistance with regard to employment, experts of other fields who assist people with 

intellectual disability with communication should be available. Besides making more experts available, 

we must recognize that the more people there are who have communicated, engaged learning, and had 

leisure activities with people and children with intellectual disability, and who know what such 

activities entail, the more solid infrastructure we can build to promote their social participation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix：Checklist on communication level and Considerations 

 

People are judged to be at the level in which they answer yes most frequently to the questions listed 

there.（eg： if he answered yes four times to the questions at I level, and once in level II, apply 

considerations at level I.） 

 

Degree of 

Disability 

Checklist Considerations at questioning 

Level I 

（serious） 

・Answers vary (depending on physical 

and emotional conditions) 

・Answer with signals or one or two 

words 

・Occasionally able to answer questions 

・ Have somebody familiar to them ask 

questions 

・Have them choose between two choices 

・Ask questions with pictures, photos, signs 

and symbols 



beginning with “what or who?” 

・ Able to copy one- or two-word 

sentences 

・Tend to produce same answers to any 

questions  

・Press them for answers if necessary, and 

ask questions in non-distracting 

environment 

・ Paraphrase questions if they do not 

understand them 

Level Ⅱ 

（Moderate） 

・Able to answer virtually all questions, 

with only occasional trouble 

・ Able to understand questions that 

contain postpositional auxiliary words 

・Answer using postpositional auxiliary 

words 

・Able to answer questions that have 

“where” 

・Able to mention their favorite things 

・Able to copy questions having three or 

more words 

・Speak slowly 

・Repeat the questions when they answer 

with difficulty 

・ Ask questions with onomatopoeia or 

mimesis 

・Use photos, signals, symbols and words 

describing impressions. 

・Give them three or more choices and get 

them to prioritize among them, asking e.g. 

“Which one do you like best?” 

・Repeat the same question after a while (30 

minutes, one day, one week later)  

Level Ⅲ 

（mild） 

・Able to answer smoothly at almost all 

times 

・Able to copy 4- or 5-word sentence 

・Able to answer retrospectively 

・ Able to answer questions beginning 

with “how” and “why” 

・Able to understand moral values 

・Able to behave in a manner considerate 

to others 

・ Have some understanding of 

monetary things 

・Have some understanding of time and 

days of the week 

・ Able to answer some questions 

beginning with “what if” 

・Show questions in writing 

・ Combine verbal questions with multiple 

choices 

・Give examples of experience for better 

understanding 

・Ask questions about the past with watches, 

calendars, and photos with dates identified 

・Ask them about what they think 

・Repeat the same question after a while (30 

minutes, one day, one week later) 

＊Mainly for adolescents and older 

＊Levels Ⅰ、Ⅱ、Ⅲ、are roughly equivalent to the severity of intellectual disability, Ⅰ＝Severe、Ⅱ

＝Moderate、and Ⅲ＝Mild 

＊The above classification is generic, and there are individual differences. 

＊”Considerations at questioning” are supposed to be used when verbal questions are not fully 

understood. They would make misunderstanding less likely. 
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