Communication Function Classification System
(CFCS) for Individuals with Cerebral Palsy
Purpose

Definitions

The purpose of the CFCS is to classify the
everyday communication performance of an
individual with cerebral palsy into one of five
levels. The CFCS focuses on activity and
participation levels as described in the World
Health Organization’s (WHO) International
Classification of Functioning, Disability, and
Health (ICF).

Communication occurs when a sender
transmits a message and a receiver
understands the message.
An effective
communicator independently alternates as a
sender and a receiver regardless of the
demands of a conversation, including settings
(e.g., community, school, work, home),
conversational partners, and topics.

User Instructions

All methods of communication performance
are considered in determining the CFCS level.
These include the use of speech, gestures,
behaviors, eye gaze, facial expressions, and
augmentative and alternative communication
(AAC). AAC systems include (but are not limited
to) manual sign, pictures, communication
boards, communication books, and talking
devices -- sometimes called voice output
communication aids (VOCAs) or speech
generating devices (SGDs).

A parent, caregiver, and/or a professional who is
familiar with the person’s communication selects
the level of communication performance. Adults
and adolescents with cerebral palsy may also
classify their communication performance. The
overall effectiveness of the communication
performance should be based on how they
usually take part in everyday situations
requiring communication, rather than their
best capacity. These everyday situations may
occur in home, school, and the community.
Some communication may be difficult to classify
if performance falls across more than one level. In
those cases, choose the level that most closely
describes the person’s usual performance in the
most settings. Do not consider the individual’s
perceived capacity, cognition, and/or motivation
when selecting a level.

Distinctions between the levels are based on
the performance of sender and receiver roles,
the pace of communication, and the type of
conversational
partner. The
following
definitions should be kept in mind when using
this classification system.

CFCS

Effective senders and receivers shift quickly
and easily between transmitting and
understanding messages. To clarify or repair
misunderstandings, the effective sender and
receiver may use or request strategies such as
repeating, rephrasing, simplifying, and/or
expanding the message. To speed up
communication exchanges, especially when
using AAC, an effective sender may
appropriately decide to use less grammatically
correct messages by leaving out or shortening
words with familiar communication partners.
A comfortable pace of communication refers
to how quickly and easily the person can
understand and convey messages. A
comfortable
pace
occurs
with
few
communication breakdowns and little wait time
between communication turns.
Unfamiliar conversational partners are
strangers or acquaintances who only
occasionally communicate with the person.
Familiar conversational partners such as
relatives, caregivers, and friends may be able to
communicate more effectively with the person
because of previous knowledge and personal
experiences.
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Clarifications

Communication Methods

Determining the CFCS level does not require testing, nor does
it replace standardized communication assessments. The CFCS
is not a test.

Regardless of the number of communication methods used, only 1 CFCS level
is assigned for the overall communication performance.

The CFCS groups people by the effectiveness of current
communication performance. It does not explain any
underlying reasons for the degree of effectiveness such as
cognitive, motivational, physical, speech, hearing, and/or
language problems.

The box below is provided to list all the communication methods used.

The CFCS does not rate the person’s potential for
improvement.
The CFCS may be useful in research and service delivery,
when classifying communication effectiveness is important.
Examples include:
1) describing functional communication performance using a
common language among professionals and laypersons,
2) recognizing the use of all effective methods of
communication including AAC,

The following methods of communication are used by this individual:
(Please check all that apply)
Speech
Sounds (such as an “aaaah” to get a partner’s attention)
Eye gaze, facial expressions, gesturing, and/or pointing
(e.g., with a body part, stick, laser)
Manual signs
Communication book, boards, and/or pictures
Voice output device or a speech-generating device
Other
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________

3) comparing how different communication environments,
partners, and/or communication tasks might affect the level
chosen,
4) choosing goals to improve the person’s communication
effectiveness.
See page 3 for a description of the five levels.
See page 4 for a chart to help distinguish between levels.
Frequently-asked questions can be found on the CFCS
website. http://cfcs.us

Reference for CFCS Development:
Hidecker, M.J.C., Paneth, N., Rosenbaum, P.L., Kent, R.D., Lillie, J., Eulenberg, J.B.,
Chester, K., Johnson, B., Michalsen, L., Evatt, M., & Taylor, K. (2011). Developing
and validating the Communication Function Classification System (CFCS) for
individuals with cerebral palsy, Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology.
53(8), 704-710. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-8749.2011.03996.x, PMC3130799.
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I. Effective Sender and Receiver with unfamiliar and familiar partners.
The person independently alternates between sender and receiver roles with
most people in most environments. The communication occurs easily and at a
comfortable pace with both unfamiliar and familiar conversational partners.
Communication misunderstandings are quickly repaired and do not interfere with
the overall effectiveness of the person’s communication.
II. Effective but slower paced Sender and/or Receiver with unfamiliar and/or
familiar partners. The person independently alternates between sender and
receiver roles with most people in most environments, but the conversational
pace is slow and may make the communication interaction more difficult. The
person may need extra time to understand messages, compose messages, and/or
repair misunderstandings. Communication misunderstanding are often repaired
and do not interfere with the eventual effectiveness of the person’s communication
with both unfamiliar and familiar partners.
III. Effective Sender and Receiver with familiar partners. The person alternates
between sender and receiver roles with familiar (but not unfamiliar)
conversational partners in most environments. Communication is not consistently
effective with most unfamiliar partners, but is usually effective with familiar
partners.
IV. Inconsistent Sender and/or Receiver with familiar partners. The person
does not consistently alternate sender and receiver roles. This type of
inconsistency might be seen in different types of communicators including: a) an
occasionally effective sender and receiver; b) an effective sender but limited
receiver; c) a limited sender but effective receiver. Communication is sometimes
effective with familiar partners.
V. Seldom Effective Sender and Receiver even with familiar partners. The
person is limited as both a sender and a receiver. The person’s communication is
difficult for most people to understand. The person appears to have limited
understanding of messages from most people. Communication is seldom effective
even with familiar partners.

Key
P Person with CP
U Unfamiliar Partner
F Familiar Partner
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The difference between Levels I and II is the pace of the conversation. In
Level I, the person communicates at a comfortable pace with little or no
delay in order to understand, compose a message, or repair a
misunderstanding. In Level II, the person needs extra time at least
occasionally.

II.

P

F
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The differences between Levels II and III concern pace and the type of
conversational partners. In Level II, the person is an effective sender and
receiver with all conversational partners, but pace is an issue. In Level III, the
person is consistently effective with familiar conversational partners, but not
with most unfamiliar partners.

III.

P

F

The difference between Levels III and IV is how consistently the person
alternates between sender and receiver roles with familiar partners. In
Level III, the person is generally able to communicate with familiar
partners as a sender and as a receiver. In Level IV, the person does not
communicate with familiar partners consistently. This difficulty may be in
sending and/or receiving.

IV.
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F

The difference between Levels IV and V is the degree of difficulty that the
person has when communicating with familiar partners. In Level IV,
the person has some success as an effective sender and/or an effective
receiver with familiar partners. In Level V, the person is rarely able to
communicate effectively, even with familiar partners.
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CFCS Level Identification Chart
CFCS

YES

Does the person
consistently and
effectively alternate
sender and receiver roles
with familiar partners?

NO

Does the person
consistently and
effectively
communicate with
unfamiliar partners?
YES

Is the person an
effective sender
AND/OR a receiver
at least some of
the time?
NO

Does the person usually
maintain a comfortable
conversational pace with
communication partners?

Level III
Effective Sender AND
Effective Receiver with
familiar partners
NO

YES

Level I
Effective Sender
and Receiver with
unfamiliar and
familiar partners

YES

Level IV
Inconsistent Sender
and/or Receiver with
familiar partners

NO

Level V
Seldom Effective
Sender and
Receiver with
familiar partners

Level II
Effective, but slowerpaced Sender and/or
Receiver with
unfamiliar and
familiar partners
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