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Session 2
Phase 1 - Current 
Communication 
Data Gathering



P R E - S E S S I O N
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Prior to entering 
the live session, 
take some time 

to prepare for the 
learning ahead.  
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What You’ll Learn
Our criterion for selecting a tool to document “how does my student 
currently communicate?” includes that the tool must look at BOTH 
means and functions; require application of some level of analysis; and 
include either observation or collecting a sample to analyze. Based on 
these we will introduce three tools to explore and use for this phase of 
the AAC Needs Assessment process. 

You’ll get better at:
● Selecting an appropriate tool to gather data about a student’s 

means and functions
● Understanding how to collect and code communication behaviors 

(means and functions)

Phase 1 - Current 
Communication Data 

Gathering

Phase 1:
Gathering

 Information

Tools for 
Analyzing 

Communication

L E A R N I N G   P A T H   
&   O U T C O M E S
for Session 2
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Take a moment to identify what is familiar and what may be 
new about the concepts we’ll be exploring today:

Something familiar….                           Something new…

What are you MOST looking forward to exploring in order to 
develop your practice?

Learning Path & Outcomes
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We want to introduce you to the “why” we do this. 
We have been following Brooke since preschool. 

Go to your Session 2 section on the website and watch the 
video of Brooke. 

Pay attention to the Communication Means and 
Communication Functions she demonstrates.
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Notes:

G R O U N D I N G
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Great job! You are now finished with the 
pre-session activities.  See you soon in 

the live portion of the session.
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Phase 1: 
Gathering 

Information
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Resources 
for Gathering Information

The Data Gathering Tool (DGT) 
is a helpful resource to guide 
you in gathering the 
information you need for a 
comprehensive assessment.  It 
is a landing place for YOU to 
take notes and organize your 
information.  Appendix B
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Notes:
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Our criterion for selecting an assessment tool:
● They must look at BOTH means and functions
● Apply some level of analysis (rather than simply a ✔, “seen it”)
● Either observational, or based on collecting a sample to analyze

#1 Communication Sampling Analysis (CSA) 
- Buzolich, Russell, Lunger-Bergh, McCloskey, 2007
http://csa.acts-at.com/
Appendix D

#2 Tool for Analysis of Language and 
Communication 
(TALC)
 - Senner and Baud, 2013 
https://www.talcaac.com/TALC.pdf
Appendix E

#3 Communication Matrix 
- Charity Rowland, 2004 (updated 2017)
https://communicationmatrix.org
Appendix F
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NOTES:

http://csa.acts-at.com/
https://www.talcaac.com/TALC.pdf
https://communicationmatrix.org/


Tools for 
Analyzing 

Communication
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Communicative Means

Notes: Advantages?

Disadvantages?

Communication
Sampling & Analysis
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Communicative Functions

50

Communication
Sampling & Analysis
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- Raul playing sharks…We Do
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Communication
Sampling & Analysis
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Communication Sample 
- Raul playing sharks…You Do
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Excerpt from Case Study: Kendall
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Notes: Advantages?

Disadvantages?
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You Do:
Fill in the blanks 

We Do:
Follow along
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Excerpt from Case Study: Kendall
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Functions:

Means

Notes: Advantages?

Disadvantages?

COMMUNICATION
MATRIX
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SECTION C

At this stage, your child knows that if he does certain things, you will 
react in certain ways, and he uses his behaviors to communicate very 
intentionally. There are many different ways that a child may 
communicate intentionally. Some involve symbols (speech, sign 
language, picture symbols, 3-dimensional symbols); others involve 
specific gestures or body movements some involve early sounds that 
aren’t yet speech. Some children with severe physical impairments may 
use electronic devices to communicate. Whatever the behavior the child 
uses to communicate, what’s important here is that he uses those 
behaviors on purpose, obviously trying to communicate something 
specific to you. Remember that some children may access symbols 
through a communication device.

SECTION A 

At this stage your child doesn’t seem to have control over her own 
behaviors, but seems mostly to react to sensations. Her reactions 
show you how she feels.

COMMUNICATION MATRIX
Section Descriptions

SECTION B 

At this stage your child is able to do things on purpose 
(intentionally), but he doesn’t yet realize that he can communicate 
things to you using his behaviors. For instance, he may cry and roll 
over to get his bottle when he wants more to drink, but he doesn’t 
seem to whine to get YOU to get him his bottle. 
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Body movements
● whole body movement (twist, turn away)
● head movement (turn head away or to side)
● arm or hand movements
● leg movement (kick, stamp feet)

Early Sounds· 
● scream, whine

Facial expressions
● frown, grimace

Simple gestures
● pushes away object or person

Conventional gestures & vocalizations
● gives unwanted item to you
● shakes head “no”
● specific vocalizations (“uh uh”)

Concrete symbols
● rejects photo or drawing of unwanted item
● rejects object symbol representing unwanted item

Abstract symbols
● spoken word (“no”, “finished”)
● manual sign (“no”, “stop”)
● written word (“no”, “finished”)
● brailled word (“no”, “stop”)
● abstract three-dimensional symbol (for “no”, “stop”)
● abstract two-dimensional symbol (for “no”, “stop”)

Language
● Combines two or more symbols (“stop it”, “all done”, “no go out”)

COMMUNICATION MATRIX
Questionnaire

Put a ✔ check next to the means that you observed
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Concrete symbols 
● indicates photo/drawing of object/person/place/activity/quality
● indicates object symbol representing object/person/place/activity/quality 
● pantomimes action, object, person or quality 

Abstract symbols
● spoken word ("pretty")
● manual sign ("cold")
● written word ("hot") 
● brailled word ("bad")
● abstract 3-dimensional symbol ("nice")
● abstract 2-dimensional symbol ("yellow") 

Language
● combines two or more symbols ("you nice", "that too cold") 
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COMMUNICATION MATRIX
Questionnaire

Put a ✔ check next to the means that you observed
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Excerpt from Case Study: Kendall
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TALC

Communication 
Matrix

CSA

Compare and Contrast

Tools for Analyzing Means & Functions

TALC: 
How easy does it look?

Benefits of this tool?

What are limitations?

Communication Matrix: 
How easy does it look?

Benefits of this tool?

What are limitations?

CSA: 
How easy does it look?

Benefits of this tool?

What are limitations?

Comparing these tools (based on your observations 
and possible experience), which one are you most 
likely to use, and why?



64

P O S T - S E S S I O N

Reflect
        

Extend

Apply
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After watching the videos and exploring the 
assessment tools, list your “a-ha” moments that 
made you think about your students’ 
communication (the how and the why) differently.  

65

Which assessment would you like to try and why?

R E F L E C T 
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If you have a student reaching for an item to request an object, how 
would you code it on the:

If you have a student shaking his/her head to indicate no, how would 
you code it on the:

If you have a student that smiles when signing and vocally 
approximating “thank you,” how would you code it on the:

I now fully understand the students’ “range of communication behaviors” 
(means) and how that differs from “communication functions” (or what does 
the student communicate for and about). Each of the 3 tools we discussed 
today evaluate Communication Means and Communicative Functions, but 

use unique labels and definitions. Using the Resource in Appendix G 
entitled Comparing Means and Functions Terms fill out the following:

E X T E N D

means function

CSA

TALC

CM

means function

CSA

TALC

CM

means function

CSA

TALC

CM
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Fill out CSA protocol on the next page for 10 communication 
interactions using the video located in the course website 
(Session 2 “Isaac video”). We will discuss your findings in our 
coaching session together.

Identifying 
MEANS & FUNCTIONS?

● What does your assessment tool data (CSA, TALC, or CM) tell you 
about about MEANS?

○ To what extent do physical or sensory limitations affect what types of 
communication behaviors you are seeing?

○ How is my student compensating for this?
○ Are there additional multimodal communication behaviors (means) I 

can support my student in learning (e.g. using eye gaze more 
effectively, teaching more conventional gestures)?

○ Is there motivation to communicate? Get their message across? 
Passive vs. Active?

○ Is initiation of communication occurring?

● What does your assessment tool data (CSA, TALC, or CM) tell you 
about FUNCTIONS?

○ Where is my student in the progression from prelinguistic to multi-word 
(verbal or aided) utterances? 

○ Does my student have a “wide-range” of communication functions or 
do I see limitations in any of the functional categories? 

○ Are additional strategies and tools needed to enable the student to go 
beyond wants/needs? 

A P P L Y

Consider 
this!

Your practice CSA for Isaac will be 
limited to 10 interactions.  When 
you complete a full observation 
and analysis using the CSA, the 
TALC, or the CM, you will have 
enough information to consider 
these questions:
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A P P L Y
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