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Building Tiered Supports for AAC

Opening Routines               

We’re going to go through a series of opening routines designed    
to help us all connect with each other and mindfully center our 
thinking around today’s learning. The way in which we open this 
immersive learning experience sets the tone for a positive day that 
is grounded in hope, vulnerability, and deep learning. As you move 
through the training, we encourage you to pay attention to how you 
feel and what you are thinking. Pay special attention to how this 
energy impacts how you learn today. 

These opening routines are based on the work of Elena Aguilar, author of The Art of Coaching. 
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Thank you 
for joining us on 
this journey...
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Making a 
case for AAC 
The growing need, 
rethinking the 
“outcome” for AAC 
(not the tool...), 
who is a 
candidate

Key Beliefs 
Challenging the 
facts and myths 
about AAC in 
order to build a 
common set of 
beliefs

Multimodal 
communication 
How to honor, 
support and build 
a student’s 
communication 
repertoire

What is an 
AAC System? 
Terminology & 
concepts 
underlying 
descriptions of 
AAC systems:   
# 1 - Strategies

Day 1

Day 2

Introduction to 
Communicator 
Profiles 
A framework designed 
to assist in 
determining 
appropriate strategies 
and tools.
In Tier 2 - integrated into 
the assessment 
process...what skills 
would we be working on? 
How do we move 
students to the next 
level? 

What is an 
AAC System? 
Terminology & 
concepts 
underlying 
descriptions of 
AAC systems: 
#2 - Tools &   
#3 - Symbols

Techsploration 
Resources for 
exploring the wide 
variety of tools 
with varying 
features that can 
support our 
compex 
communicators

Curriculum 
Activities
Increasing 
awareness and 
planning for 
participation 
opportunities within 
curricular areas 

Day 3

A Universal 
Classroom Support 
for Developing the 
Foundations of 
Language 
Aided Language 
Stimulation using Core 
Words 

Building Learners 
Our students must 
become “learners” as well 
as “communicators”. How 
do we build upon the 
drive to understand, the 
drive to develop an 
independent sense of 
self, and the drive for 
social connection? 

AAC Collaborative 
Teaming Supports 
Tools our SLPs will be 
using: AAC Snapshot, 
Roles and Responsibilities, 
Communication Access 
Plan
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What I am most excited to learn about:
_____________________________________
_____________________________________
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This training is designed to build the 
knowledge and skills that EVERY person 
who supports a student with complex 
communication needs should have in 
order to foster each student’s skill 
development with augmentative and 
alternative forms of communication.

Participants will be able to:
● Recognize and identify the primary types of multimodal communication that 

can be honored, supported and developed in building my student’s 
communication repertoire.

● Recognize, understand and use a range of strategies to support students in 
developing skill with aided forms of communication.

● Recognize and understand the terminology and concepts underlying 
descriptions of aided communication tools and features. 

● Understand how to support a complex communicator’s understanding and 
use of “symbols”.

● Build in participation opportunities for complex communicators throughout 
a variety of routines and curricular activities. 

● Model understanding of core words/symbols through “aided language 
modeling”. 

● Set up the school/instructional day through classroom routines and 
activities that will build “learners”. 

My Intention

_____________________________________
_____________________________________
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Grounding
By Margaret Wheatley

Choice makes the world go round. 
The only problem is we don’t know 
this. Everything in our world - what 
we feel, who we like, what we dislike, 
what we do - is a choice. When we 
realize this, and start to act on it, 
we regain our freedom and control. 
We become more conscious 
participants in any situation. 

We need first to notice that we’ve 
made choices about everything in 
our lives. How we react and 
respond, every single feeling, is a 
choice. Every situation has infinite 
possibilities for interpretation and 
reaction. But we collapse all those 
possibilities the second we assign a 
feeling or judgement to the 
situation.

How do we get out of 
this constriction and 
discover infinite 
choice?

Why, in this world of infinite 
freedom and choice, would we 
lock ourselves into one petty 
story, no matter how much 
time, attention and creativity 
we’ve spent on composing it?

It begins with recognizing that we’re 
not locked in by our perceptions, that 
other responses are possible. Instead 
of deciding we don’t like a person, 
even if the reason seems valid and 
obvious, we could pause and take 
another look. Or we could ask them a 
question that invites them to reveal 
something more about themselves.

Or on a day when we’re beating up 
on ourselves, or feeling depressed, 
we could notice that we’re telling 
ourselves a story. At that moment, we 
could deliberately choose another 
story, one that’s positive, bragging, 
grateful. It won’t be a true story, but 
none of them are. They’re all fictions 
of our drama queen minds.

Changing the story seems 
unauthentic, lacking integrity. But in 
this case, authenticity is very 
overrated. And extremely limiting.

6
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1

Making 
a Case 
for AAC

7



Building Tiered Supports for AAC

Making a Case for AAC

What You’ll Learn
The need for strong teams to support AAC and the 
availability of quality supports and services across 
all educational settings is growing. Supporting all 
students in more inclusive settings includes 
rethinking what the most important measure of 
success for AAC intervention is in an educational 
setting, and how we go about achieving those 
outcomes. 

You’ll get better at:
● Reflecting on why there is a growing need for strong teams to 

support students with complex communication needs.
● Rethinking what is the “outcome” for AAC intervention. 
● Identifying the students in my classrooms/on my caseload 

who may benefit from AAC. 

8
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The Changing Face of Augmentative Alternative 
Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges
Janice Light & David McNaughton (Augmentative And Alternative Communication, 28:4, 197-204).

At the very center of the field are the individuals with complex communication needs who require AAC. The 
demographics of this population have changed substantially over the past 30 years. There are increased 
numbers of individuals with significant communication disabilities who require AAC, including individuals from 
diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. With growing evidence of the potential benefits of AAC for a 
variety of populations, and the increased interest in and availability of AAC technologies, more individuals are 
now receiving AAC services than ever before.

Beukelman (2012) highlighted several factors that have contributed to increases in the number of individuals 
who require AAC. For example, the incidence of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) has increased significantly in 
recent years; in the United States, 1 in 88 children is now diagnosed with ASD, and approximately 30–50% of 
children with ASD do not develop functional speech and require AAC (National Research Council, 2001). In 
addition, due to advances in medical intervention, there are now improved survival rates for children born with 
developmental disabilities and for those with acquired disabilities. These increased survival rates have 
resulted in increases in the numbers of individuals who experience lifelong disabilities, many of which include 
significant communication impairments. For example, the incidence of cerebral palsy in the United States is 
increasing, making it one of the most common causes of chronic childhood disability; approximately 95% of 
children with cerebral palsy who have speech and/or language limitations would benefit from AAC 
intervention.

Over the past 30 years, there have also been substantial changes in public and professional awareness and 
acceptance of AAC, resulting in significant changes in the range of populations considered to potentially 
benefit from AAC interventions. Historically, AAC was erroneously viewed as a “last resort” for people with 
complex communication needs, reserved for situations where all other interventions had failed. Many 
clinicians and families feared that AAC interventions would negatively affect speech development or recovery. 
As a result, it was primarily individuals with significant motor impairments, with a poor prognosis for speech 
development or recovery, who were even considered for AAC interventions, and even then intervention was 
often delayed. Many clinicians erroneously believed that there were specific cognitive prerequisites to AAC; as 
a result, many individuals, especially those with severe cognitive impairments, were excluded from AAC 
interventions. Over the past 30–40 years, there have been substantial changes to these practices. There is now 
a growing body of empirical evidence documenting the positive outcomes of AAC intervention. Moreover, there 
is evidence that AAC interventions pose no risk to speech development or recovery. In addition, the myth of 
prerequisites to AAC intervention has been debunked, as the positive benefits of AAC have been demonstrated 
with infants and toddlers) as well as with older beginning communicators with severe disabilities. The positive 
outcomes of AAC intervention, supported by scientific evidence, have resulted in increased professional and 
public awareness of AAC. As a result, AAC interventions are being initiated with younger children and with 
individuals with severe intellectual disabilities. Furthermore, AAC interventions are being initiated not just with 
children who have no functional speech, but also with children who are at risk for speech development, who 
may develop speech but not until later in their development, or who have speech that is difficult to 
understand, including children with ASD, Down syndrome, and developmental apraxia). 

The third significant development is the availability of an increased number of AAC systems generally and the 
advent of mobile technologies specifically. In the past, a small number of AAC manufacturers developed, 
produced, and supported a comparatively small number of dedicated AAC speech-generating devices. More 
recently, the field has witnessed the explosion of mobile technologies (e.g., touch screen phones and tablets 
such as the iPad™) with a wide range of “apps” (i.e., software applications), including those intended to support 
communication. The advent of mobile technologies has resulted in enhanced potential to meet the increased 
scope of communication needs for some individuals who require AAC

9

Link to article

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.3109/07434618.2012.737024
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Communication Bill of Rights
My students are  given access to opportunities, communication strategies, 
or “words” (when that’s needed) that let them….[regularly and daily!] 

Build relationships with 
their peers

Ask for not just “things”, but 
for actions, events or people 

Refuse or reject (things, actions, 
events or choices)

Express a personal 
preference or feeling

Make the same choices (with 
meaningful alternatives) 

that any student their age 
would be able to

Make a comment or share 
their opinion

Ask for information, 
including what’s happening

Give or share information

Other rights we should honor and include for our students:

The right to be informed 
about people and events in 
my life (do people explain to 

me what’s happening?)

Access to the interventions 
and support I need to build 

my language and 
communication skills to my 

highest potential

Even if you can’t give me what I am 
asking for, are my requests 

acknowledged and responded to?

Access to the tools and 
technology I need at 

ALL times 

Access to all of the activities, 
interactions and 

opportunities with my peers 
that any student has?

To not talk about me or for 
me when I am present

Notes 
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
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Adapted from the “Communication Bill of Rights, National Joint Committee for the Communication Needs 
of Persons with Severe Disabilities (NJC), www.asha.org/NJC/Communication-Bill-of-Rights/
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Who are MY 
Students?

11

Candidates for AAC include...
● Anyone who is not able to 

communicate effectively with 
speech alone

● Anyone who is partially able 
to communicate with speech 
but may not be understood 
by others

● Anyone who has adequate 
speech but needs supports 
for writing or carrying on 
longer conversations

Individuals who need AAC may…
● Have physical disabilities
● Have childhood Apraxia of 

Speech
● Be preverbal 
● Have dual sensory impairments
● Have a language impairment
● Have cognitive challenges or 

have a developmental disability
● Have multiple disabilities
● Have a traumatic brain injury
● Have an autism spectrum 

disorder

Using the chart above, the students I primarily work with are students 
who are…

I work with approximately _________ students who currently use some 
form of AAC.

If I expand my thinking about who could benefit from AAC support, I 
might have approximately ________ more students to think about. 
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Key 
Beliefs
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Key Beliefs

What You’ll Learn
The goal for students with complex communication 
needs should not be solely to find a technology 
solution to fix the student’s communication 
problem but rather to provide technology that 
enables the student to efficiently and effectively 
engage in a variety of communication interactions 
with various communication partners.  

You’ll get better at:
● Challenging my understanding about about AAC (what are 

facts? what are myths?) in order to build our common set of 
beliefs about supporting our complex communicators. 

13
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Sketchnoting

14

What is “sketchnoting”?

Sketchnoting is a form of notetaking, hence the “noting’ part of it, but as you 
might guess it involves bringing more visuals into the process compared to 
typical note taking, hence the “sketch” part.

The whole idea behind adding sketches to your notes is that it taps into parts 
of your brain that would lie dormant if you only use words to explore ideas. It’s 
the combination of the two that’s most powerful.

For the doodlers out there, your notes might be heavy on the sketches. For 
those who prefer working with words, you might stick mostly to that, but maybe 
bring in some diagrams here and there to help you organize those words. 

If you want to “dive-deeper” into using this strategy at a later time, you’ll find 
some great videos on YouTube! 
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7 Key Beliefs About AAC
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Key Belief # 1: Communication has NO prerequisites.
Communication begins at birth! AAC intervention begins as soon as the need is 
recognized. Some students may still need to be taught skills and strategies in 
order to be successful, and this may be a long journey. But we need to put 
supports in place while we build those skills. 

Sketchnote:

Key Belief # 2: Vocalizations and speech should always be encouraged.
It is common for families to fear that introducing AAC means we are giving up 
on speech. Many individuals with severe speech impairment do have SOME 
core vocabulary that is communicated verbally, even if hard to understand. 
Honor It! Don’t ignore attempts! Introducing AAC usually results in increases 
in speech production. 

Sketchnote:
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Key Belief # 3: AAC should be incorporated into an individual’s already 
existing multimodal system.

Techology is never the only answer...vocalizations, gestures, signs, facial 
expression, picture displays can very effectively augment communication. It is 
far better to roll your eyes than to say “that’s ridiculous!”. 

Sketchnote:

Key Belief # 4: Choice making is the foundational skill upon which we 
build communication competence.

Choice making from an early age creates a foundation for critical thinking, 
increased problem solving abilities, and increasing independence. A student’s 
ability to make choices increases their communication options, allows them to 
control their environment, increase engagement and improves behavior. 
Present as many choice options as they can handle. 

Sketchnote:

Key Belief # 5: Visual displays (or supports) serve a broad purpose. 
Visual displays and communication boards are not just PECS. For students who 
need PECS in order to develop some foundational skills (e.g. regarding 
partners, distcriminating pictures, initiating communication), it is important to 
know when to transition from PECS to a more robust system. Visuals also 
enhance comprehension and improve task completion. They are “static and 
unmoving” and can enable a learner to rely on recognition, rather than menory 
to understand and use language. 

Sketchnote:
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Key Belief # 6: We want students to communicate for more than just 
requesting wants/needs from the earliest stages possible.

There are many reasons why we communicate...these are referred to as the 
“functions” of communication. Sometimes we get stuck on requesting (which is 
a great place to start), but that’s a pretty limited place to be! Students need 
many opportunities to experience language for a variety of purposes. 

Sketchnote

Key Belief # 7: Teaming is essential and the success of any AAC 
communicator is dependent on the skills of partner. 

AAC will not succeed without a strong partnership amongst all team members. 
AAC is also a shared responsibility among team members. The context for 
learning communication is all day, everyday, with all partners. We also need to 
understand what we are asking of families, what their needs and challenges as 
well as priorities are. 

Sketchnote:

Link to a handout on the research on AAC and Speech: 
http://tdvox.web-downloads.s3.amazonaws.com/MyTobiiDynavox/td-myths-aac-and-speech.pdf

http://tdvox.web-downloads.s3.amazonaws.com/MyTobiiDynavox/td-myths-aac-and-speech.pdf
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Tell a Joke Converse

RequestsTell a Story

Share 
Information

Social 
Etiquette

Express 
Wants & 
Needs

Create 
Social 

Closeness

Greetings
Express 

Gratitude Ask a 
Question

Indicate 
Discomfort

Action & 
Activity

Person & 
Object

Share 
Hopes & 
Dreams

Sustain a 
Conversation

Initiate a 
Conversation

Make up a 
Story

Make 
Comments

Answer 
Questions

Name & 
Label

Express 
Ideas

Express 
Opinions

Manners

Ask for 
Help

Share 
Memories

End a 
Conversation

Protest & 
Reject

Why Communicate?

That’s Why!

So Many Reasons to Communicate!
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Reflection

What is MOST important for your students to be able to do when they leave you? 
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My 18 Year Old Brother Daryl   

by Preston Lewis

Daryl  has been in school 12 years. He has had many 
years of individual instruction. He has learned a lot of 
things, things he could not do before! He can put 100 
pegs in a pegboard in less than 10 minutes while 
seated with 95% accuracy.

But, he can’t put quarters in vending 
machines.

Upon command he can “touch” nose, shoulder, leg, foot, hair, ear.  He’s 
still working on wrist, ankle, hips.

But, he can’t blow his nose when needed. 

He can do a 12 piece Big Bird puzzle with 100 percent accuracy and color 
an Easter Bunny and stay in lines. But, he prefers music. He was never taught 

how to use a radio or record player. 

He can sort blocks by color, 10 different colors! 
But, he can’t sort clothes for washing 
whites from colors. 

He can string beads in alternating colors and match it to the pattern on the 
card. 

But, he can’t lace his shoes. 

He can be told it’s cloudy, take a black felt cloud and put it on the day of the 
week on an enlarged calendar (with assistance). 

But, he still goes out into the rain without 
a raincoat or hat. 

He can identify with 79% accuracy 100 different Peabody Picture cards by 
pointing. 

But, he can’t order a hamburger by 
pointing to a picture or gesturing. 

I guess he’s just not ready to work on generalization. 
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Multimodal 
Communication
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Multimodal 
Communication

What You’ll Learn
Multimodal communication is everything all 
individuals use to communicate or enhance 
communication. Different strategies may be needed 
for different situations and communication 
partners. Strategies and tools may be combined to 
meet a wide variety of communication functions. 

You’ll get better at:
● Learning how to recognize and identify the primary types of 

multimodal communication that can be honored, supported 
and developed in building your student’s communication 
repertoire.

21
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A place for general notes:

Multi-Modal 
Communication

“AAC interventions should 
always be multimodal in 
nature; that is, they should 
utilize the individual’s full 
communication 
capabilities, including any 
residual speech or 
vocalizations, gestures, 
signs and aided 
communication.” 
ASHA (1991), ASHA, 33 (Supple. 5), 9-12

22
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Can my partner guess my facial expression?
dejected

downcast

glaring

pained

peeved

radiant

taunting

dreamyecstatic

wary

A place for general notes, continued...
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What is   an  
AAC 

System?
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What is an AAC System?

What You’ll Learn
Special forms of AAC exist specifically for 
individuals with disabilities who experience 
difficulty relying on multimodal communication 
alone to be successful. An AAC system is an 
integrated group of three primary components 
used by individuals to enhance communication: 
strategies, tools and symbols. 

You’ll get better at:
● Recognizing and understanding a range of strategies to 

support students in developing skill with aided forms of 
communication.  

● Recognizing and understanding the terminology and 
concepts underlying descriptions of aided communication 
tools. 

● Understanding how to support a communicator’s 
understanding and use of “symbols” (how we represent words 
or concepts that a communicator might want to convey). 
Symbols can be auditory, visual or tactile representations, 
and range from concrete to abstract. 

25
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What is an   
AAC System?

An AAC System is an integrated 
group of three primary components 
used by individuals to enhance 
communication:

● Strategies…what we do to 
support a student in 
developing skills in using aided 
forms of communication

● the Aids, or the Tools 
themselves

● the Symbols used to represent 
thoughts and ideas

[Definition provided by the American 
Speech Language Hearing Association]

26

One thing I know for sure

One thing I think I know

One thing I’d like to know
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Strategies 
that work! 

Some Choice Making Tips:
● Make choices clear without unnecessary verbiage. Just the 

salient words.
● Consider the student’s receptive vocabulary and use 

appropriate language when presenting choices.
● Consider how many choices to present at a time: 1 selection is 

NOT a choice; 2 may not be enough; 5 may be too many. What 
can they handle?

● Consider visual issues and placement of tangible choices.
● Know how long to wait for the student to initiate a response.
● Know when and how to confirm choices with the student.
● Don’t give a choice with which you cannot follow through!

Choice Making

27



Levels of Prompting

VERBAL FULL 
PHYSICAL

PARTIAL 
PHYSICAL

MODEL GESTURE VISUAL

A step-by- 
step 
narration is 
given to the 
student in 
order for the 
task/ 
directions  
to be 
completed

An adult 
offers 
hand-over- 
hand 
manipulation 
of the 
student to 
control/ 
direct motor 
movements

An adult 
moves a 
student’s 
body in the 
direction he 
needs to go 
or towards 
the 
targeted 
object

An adult or 
another 
student 
demonstrates 
the task/ 
direction 
that is 
requested of 
the student

An adult 
points or 
makes an 
action to 
indicate the 
next step of 
a task/ 
direction

An adult 
points to a 
visual or an 
object that 
is the next 
step of the 
task/ 
direction

Dependent Independent

Most Invasive Least Invasive

Modeling/Prompting

28



Levels of Prompting
~From Most to Least Prompting~

Full Physical 
Assistance: 

Hand-Under-Hand 
support to  

complete a task Partial Physical 
Assistance: 

Provide minimal     
supported 
guidance

Modeling: 
Show the child 
what you want 

them to do

Direct Verbal: 
Tell the child 
what they are

 expected 
to do or say

Indirect 
(verbal or nonverbal): 

Look at something or 
say “now what?”

Gesture: 
IndIcate with a 

motion (like pointing) 
what you want 

them to do

Independent: 
Performed on their 
own with no cues 

or prompts! 
(This is the goal!)

Adapted from www.noodlenook.net 29



Expectant 
Pause

Indirect Nonverbal
Prompt

Indirect Verbal 
Prompt

Request a Response

Gestural Cue

Partial Verbal Prompt

Direct Model

Physical Assistant

Give the user time to respond or the opportunity to 
initiate communication.

Use your body language to indicate to the 
user that something is expected (e.g. expectant 
facial expression, questioning hand motion 
with a shrug, etc.)

Use an open-ended question that tells the 
user that something is expected but 
nothing too specific (e.g. “Now what?”, 
“What should we do next?”)

If there is still no response, you can try 
to direct the child more specifically (e.g. 
“Tell me what you want.” “You need to 
ask me.”).

You can point to the symbol or 
leave/tap your finger there for 
several seconds to get the user 
started with his message.

If there is still not a response, 
give them part of the expected 
response (e.g. “You went to the…”).

If still no response, model on 
the person’s device (e.g. “The 
bear is sad.”) Pause and wait 
for the user to imitate or 
respond.

Provide hand-over-hand 
assistance to help the 
user to form the 
message using their 
device.

AAC Prompting Hierarchy

Adapted from Rachael Langley 2015 ~ rlangley@eatonresa.org

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

From Least to Most Prompting

30



CREATE MOTIVATION - Create circumstances which are highly engaging and make 
communicating more likely. Be a motivating communication partner.

INVITING/EXPECTANT PAUSE - Pause and wait for the individual to respond.  
Consider using a clock to ensure you are waiting long enough. Some individual 
need just a few seconds, others need much longer.  For individuals with anxiety, 
an inviting, distracted pause may be more effective.

INDIRECT VISUAL CUE - Use a gesture, point a light at, move the communication 
system closer or otherwise help the individual direct attention to 
communicating a message. Use an inviting, expectant pause.

DIRECT VISUAL CUE - Directly point at or otherwise indicate possible messages the 
individual may want to use. Use an inviting expectant pause.

INDIRECT VERBAL CUE - Give a hint, use a partial verbal cue such as phonemic cue 
or unfinished sentence. Ask what they think. Use an inviting, expectant pause.

DIRECT VERBAL CUE - Directly tell the individual possible messages they might 
want to share. “I wonder if you think it’s…” Use an inviting, expectant pause.

INCREASE MOTIVATION & RE-EXPOSE TO TARGET VOCABULARY - Communication is 
always a choice, which means that it is ok if the individual does not 
communicate or say something other than what you were expecting. When this 
happens, increase motivation and re-expose to target vocabulary. Avoid 
physical prompts as these remove the choice and increase risk of physical and 
sexual abuse by grooming compliance behaviors.

ALWAYS USE AIDED LANGUAGE STIMULATION
(aka: Modeling, Aided Language Input, Partner           

Augmented Input) intensively, across all environments.      
This is the umbrella under which all AAC learning happens.

NON-DIRECTIVE MODEL - Tell the individual something like “Some people might 
say…” or “I think it’s…” and then model some possible messages. Use an inviting, 
expectant pause.

Adapted from Kate Ahern, M.S.Ed 2016 with Shelane Nielsen

PROMPT HIERARCHY

31



Building Tiered Supports for AAC

Social Scripts
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Building Tiered Supports for AAC

Some Aided Language Modeling Tips:
● You’re not going to model EVERY word you say (not 

every word will be on the board anyway), just 
keywords.

● Use symbols that get “close enough” to the concept 
or idea. 

● Remember to keep your language short and simple.
● You’re going to model “at or slightly above” where 

your student is using symbols for expression (e.g. 1 
word, 1-2 word combinations, etc.).

Aided Language 

Modeling

33



Building Tiered Supports for AAC

20/40 Core Word Boards
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Partner-Assisted Communication Strategies for Children Who Face Multiple Challenges: 
Linda Burkhart & Gayle Porter, ISAAC 2006

Simple Auditory (live voice) Scanning Protocol
● Frame the communication act, e.g.

○ “Elle, it’s recess time. What would you like to do?”
● Preview choices...

○ “Read a book? Play ball? Go on the swings?”
● Repeat the question...

○ “What would you like to do?”
● Present the choices one at a time, with ample time 

between each choice for the student to make a 
response.

○ Present ALL choices, even if you get a response 
to one...go through the cycle.

○ You need the student to respond to ONE but 
NOT more than one choice. 

Partner-Assisted 

Scanning
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Using the spelling board below, tell a partner what you 
had for dinner last night. How many letters did you 
need to touch before your partner could “predict” your 
message? 

Spelling
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Conversation Protocol: 
AAC Partners

Think about what you are doing well in your program and 
what are some possible areas of needed changes or 
“re-vamping”, such as:  

● Simplifying our language.
● Providing more modeling, maybe even embracing 

“aided language stimulation”!
● Using a consistent prompting hierarchy.
● Looking at whether we are giving students enough 

time to initiate or fully respond.
● Using visuals as comprehension supports.
● Building our student’s “conversational” skills.

My thoughts: A teammate’s thoughts:

 A teammate’s thoughts: A teammate’s thoughts:

Team’s Priority
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Describe that tool!

Tool # 1

Tool # 2

What’s your tool? _________________________________________

What’s your tool? _________________________________________
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AAC Symbols 
Put a next to the most concrete/representation symbol set.

Put a next to the abstract symbol set.
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Picture Producers vs. Non-Picture Producers

See if you can write the name/label of each symbol underneath 
the picture. Were any non-picture producers? 

Which ones were non-picture producers? 

_____________________________________
_____________________________________
_____________________________________
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5

Communicator 
Profiles
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AAC Communicator 
Profiles

What You’ll Learn
AAC Communicator Profiles are designed to assist 
in determining appropriate strategies and tools. 
They are designed to address the notion that all 
individuals are candidates for AAC supports, and 
their purpose is to guide the team in knowing where 
a student is currently and  where they are headed 
to so that the team can support students in moving 
towards more robust systems successfully. The 
framework helps us to identify and prioritize the 
skills we need to be developing and supporting for 
a student for where they are today and where we 
need to plan for the future.  

You’ll get better at:
● Describing current students in relation to “AAC 

Communicator Profiles”.
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Who? _____________________________
Communicator Profile

Students who are discriminating 
between visual symbols. Using  
symbols to make requests for 
things they want. Using more 

robust or novel nonverbal forms 
of communicating (e.g. vocalizing, 

gesturing, head nods/ shakes, 
taking a partner to something, 

looking at something). Have been 
exposed to pictures as a way to 

increase comprehension, and this 
seems to support comprehension 

and expression.

Who? _____________________________
Communicator Profile

Students who are experienced 
system users OR who require 

more robust systems to enable 
them to communicate at a level 

commensurate with their 
language understanding. Users 

are able to use a large pre-stored 
vocabulary and generate novel 

language (e.g. put words together 
in their own unique 

combinations). Have the literacy 
skills to support spelling.

Who? _____________________________
Communicator Profile

Chronologically or 
developmentally young students 
who may have had limited or no 
prior exposure to AAC. May not 
yet understand the relationship 

between visual symbols and 
concepts, or have the physical 
skills to access displays with a 

number of symbols. May be 
starting to follow directions with 
routines and familiar activities. 
Primarily using vocalizations, 

facial expression, gestures & body 
language to communicate       

with others.

Who? _____________________________
Communicator Profile

Students who can use pre-stored 
messages on aided systems of 
communication to interact and 

take turns in familiar routines and 
activities. They are resourceful in 

using their unaided 
communication (e.g. verbal and 
nonverbal) to supplement aided 
systems. They have the ability to 

categorize words, and can 
navigate from category pages to 

find messages independently.

44



Building Tiered Supports for AAC

Who is MY Student?

Age: Disability:

What Communicator Profile Do I Think Best Fits?

Emergent Communicator 

Entry Communicator

Intermediate Communicator 

Advanced Communicator

How or Why Does My Student Fit This Profile? (be as 
descriptive as you can)
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6

Techsploration
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Techsploration

What You’ll Learn
There are a wide variety of tools with varying 
features that can support our complex 
communicators. There is a continuum for 
considering these tools depending on the unique 
needs of each learner. 

You’ll get better at:
● Identifying features available in a variety of tools.
● Knowing where they fall in relation to Communicator Profiles. 
● Knowing how to use resources to explore and find information 

about tools. 
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Does My Student’s Profile Match with 
Current Tools?

48

My  student was an _________________________ communicator.

What strategies or tools is he/she currently using?

Are these a “good” match? If not, why?

If not, what other options could I explore?
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Curriculum
Activities
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Curriculum Activities

What You’ll Learn
All learners must be able to participate in 
curricular activities and require lesson plans which 
support specific communication needs.

You’ll get better at:
● Increasing awareness and planning for  participation 

opportunities within curricular areas.
● Increasing focus on facilitating participation for learners with 

different Communicator Profiles. 
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Who are we planning for?

51

Jack is an 8 year old boy that demonstrates the characteristics 
of having an ‘Emergent Communicator Profile’. He vocalizes to 
gain attention. He throws and pushes away items he does not 
want. He is beginning to make choices by reaching for desired 
objects but does not understand or use symbols at this time. 
Although he appears to respond to voice output, he has had 
limited exposure to it. He is also learning that when you hit a 
switch, something happens.

Looking at providing experiences that:

1.     Support participation in activities and routines
2.    Provide opportunities to use messages to support
     expanding the use of language (more functions than just
     requesting)
3.    Increase opportunities to make choices
4.    Help associate symbols with language concepts and ideas

Ella is a 6 year old girl that demonstrates the characteristics 
of having an ‘Entry Communicator Profile’. She communicates 
her wants using a few words, Picture Exchange 
Communication System (PECS), gestures (pointing or hand 
leading), and facial expressions. She responds to greeting 
and understands yes/no for her wants, but is still learning 
other functions of communication. Ella has been exposed to 
a core board and voice output through classroom 
communication tools.

Looking at providing experiences that:

1. allow access to communication displays with more symbols 
on a page (e.g., 8 to 20 symbols).
2. provide symbols that represent a variety of language forms 
and functions.
3. have displays that facilitate opening, maintaining, and 
closing conversation using core words and fringe words.
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Kaydin is a 9 year old boy that demonstrates the 
characteristics of having an ‘Intermediate 
Communicator Profile’. He communicates using a few 
words, gestures (pointing), vocalizations, body 
movements (occasionally hitting), facial expressions, 
and an iPad with Proloquo2Go utilizing intermediate 
level page sets with 42 symbols on a page. Kaydin has 
been exposed to a 40 word core board.

 
Looking at providing experiences that:
 
1. allow him to learn how to navigate to specific words
   based on topic and grammatical categories
2. use core words to construct spontaneous novel
    utterances and model expanded utterances
3. allow him to start conversations, respond to new
    topics, and generate a variety of question forms

Notes
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Vocabulary planning template
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Notes 
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
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8

A Universal 
Classroom 

Support for 
Developing the 
Foundations of 

Language 
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A Universal Classroom 
Support for Developing 
the Foundations 
of Language

What You’ll Learn
The typical verbal language  development of children is 
characterized by multiple high frequency words. The research 
refers to these as Core Words. Our complex communicators need 
access to these same Core Words through Aided Language 
Stimulation in order to facilitate language comprehension and 
expression.

You’ll get better at:
● Identifying Core Words
● Understanding the importance of Core Words and Aided 

Language Stimulation (Modeling)
● Getting better at using core words to express a range of 

pragmatic functions
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What changes can you make to increase the use of visuals?
How often do you offer opportunities to “eat cake”? Could you be 

introducing your students to “broccoli” through aided language modeling? 
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What can YOU say in 20 words? 

2-word 

phrases

3-word 

phrases
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Building 
Learners

61



Building Tiered Supports for AAC

Building Learners

What You’ll Learn
Our students must become “learners” as well as 
“communicators.”  By building upon the drive to 
understand, the drive to develop an independent 
sense of self, and the drive for social connection, 
motivation to learn and communicate is increased. 

You’ll get better at:
● Identifying ways to set up the school day through classroom 

routines and activities that will build learners.
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Building Learners

63

The Drive to Understand. 
What does Linda Burkhart (in “Motivation for Learning”) tell us about      
“the need to know”, or “the drive for understanding”?
Human beings feel uncomfortable when they don’t know what is going on or when they don’t 
understand what is happening. We all need a certain level of understanding of what is 
happening around us in order to be able to focus on learning something new. When we don’t 
have this comfort level, we feel anxious and are not open to learning new things.

Habituation is a scientific term that explains what happens when the brain has processed 
something to the point where it no longer attends to it. Scientists who study infants, use the 
process of habituation to test what a baby can discriminate. For example, the baby may be 
shown a picture repeatedly. Each time the baby sees the same picture, his interest in looking at 
it lessens. Scientists record this by how long the baby will look at the picture each time it is 
presented. At some point the scientists change the picture and watch to see if the child’s 
interest is renewed. If the child looks at the new picture for a longer amount of time, the scientist 
assumes that the child recognizes that it is different from the first picture. Habituation is 
evidence of memory, that a person can recognize something that they have seen/heard/felt 
before. But, the child can habituate to something before she has actually associated with 
previous knowledge and experiences, and thus, not learned from the experience. The trick is to 
help the child make associations before they habituate so that learning can occur.

This drive is satisfied by a problem solving or discovery learning approach that presents 
information to the child based on her previous experiences and knowledge base. Activities are 
structured to allow the child to interact with concepts that she can relate, compare, and 
contrast to what she already understands. This builds a rich set of neurological connections 
that can be used for the next learning. The trick is to present information that is just at the right 
level to challenge the child without being too new to cause the child to be overwhelmed or too 
boring to cause habituation. The strategy that is most effective can be termed as “Repetition 
with Moderate Differences”. This strategy means that the child needs a large pool of 
experiences with enough repetition for learning, but enough differences to intrigue the child to 
compare, contrast, and relate the information to what she already understands, thus expanding 
her cognitive schemas to more areas of her brain.

The drive to 
understand

The drive to 
develop an 
independent 
sense of self

The drive 
for social 
connection
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1._______________________________

2.______________________________
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AAC Collaborative
Teaming Supports

What You’ll Learn
The success of complex communicators is highly 
dependent on having support teams with shared 
beliefs, knowledge, and responsibilities.  Three 
collaborative teaming support tools are shared to 
assist in this process and ultimately lead to 
increased learning outcomes. 

You’ll get better at:
● Knowing the function and use of the AAC Snapshot, AAC 

Roles and Responsibilities, and the Communication Access 
Plan.
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Sample “Snapshot”
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Sample “Roles and Responsibilities”
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Sample “Communication Access Plan”
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Final Reflection

78

What is one LITTLE 
THING you can do 
tomorrow?

What is one KEY MOVE 
you can make to change a 
current practice?

What is one BIG PLAY you 
want to aim for over the 
next year?
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AAC Terminology 
AAC AAC refers to using a form of communication to supplement or replace spoken 

and/or written words. AAC may include using signs/gestures, pictures, or an 
electronic device to help a person share his or her thoughts.

Aided Language 
Input

Communication partners model (point to/touch symbols) on an AAC system as 
they are speaking, so that learners experience how their AAC system can be used 
to communicate.

CAP Communication Access Plan: a non-IEP driven meeting used to set priorities to 
implement AAC systems.

CCN Complex Communication Needs

Communication 
Functions

The reasons why we communicate 

Communication 
Means

The behaviors (ways the student communicates) used to communicate: Body 
Language (Whole Body, Gestures, Facial Expressions), 
Vocalizations/Verbalizations, Eye Gaze, Proxemics, Eye Gaze, and AAC System.

Core vocabulary We use only a few hundred words for most of our communication. These words 
make up our core vocabulary.

Dynamic display A device where the display on the device can change, making it more versatile 
and offering a broader range of communicative options. For example, if a 
category is selected such as "pets", the display will change to show vocabulary 
dealing with pets

Fringe vocabulary These are the words we use for the small part of communication not covered by 
our core vocabulary.

Gestures Some gestures are common, and most people understand them. These include 
shaking your head or shrugging your shoulders. Other gestures are not as clear 
but are still used to communicate. You can share simple ideas with these 
gestures but cannot have long conversations

Roles and 
Responsibilities

A tool to assist the team in establishing “who is doing what” in managing all of 
the support needed for a student with a more complex communication system.

Selection 
Techniques

You need to be able to choose what you want to say using AAC. How you select 
your message depends on your body and the system you use. You should think 
about how fast you can choose your messages with your AAC system. Faster 
choices will help you communicate better. You can use direct selection, scanning, 
and encoding.

Snapshot One-page summary of the “Plan” for our AAC device user.

Static Display A static AAC system has a fixed set or grid of choices or icons. An example of this 
could be what is commonly referred to as a “choice board.”
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California National Park Partners

Sequoia

Lassen 
Volcanic

Yosemite

Joshua
Tree

Channel
Islands
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