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QC Teaching AAC website

https://sites.google.com/site/teachaac/
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What has been your 
greatest success and 

challenge when teaching 
communication and 

language in your 
classroom/working with 

your student?
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Today’s learning goals

• To develop a shared understanding of what is communication (ASD) 
• To understand AAC and the role of core vocabulary in learning 

language
• To understand and practice instructional strategies using core 

vocabulary
• To develop classroom activities that emphasize core vocabulary
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What is Communication?
“the act or process of using words, sounds, 
signs, or behaviors to express or exchange

information or to express your ideas, 
thoughts, feelings, etc., to someone else.”

Merriam-Webster Dictionary
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Communication

Gestures
Facial 

expressions

Body Language
Pictures

Words

Writing
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Behaviour

Communication
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What is AAC?

•Augmentative and Alternative Communication

• AAC is a set of tools and strategies that an individual 
uses to solve everyday communication challenges.
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How are you using AAC in your everyday 
instructional/therapeutic practice?
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Who is a candidate?

• Individuals are candidates for AAC if they are not able to express 
wants, needs, ideas, thoughts, questions, fears, and pain to whoever 
they want, whenever they want.

• ie. we can’t demand pre-requisite skills!

(Speak for Yourself AAC, 2014)
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Cognition Myth

“His/her cognitive skills are too low to learn to use AAC. The individual 
has the cognitive skills of a 9-month-old. That system is for ‘higher 
functioning’ kids.”
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Behavior Myth

“We have to get his/her behaviors under control and then we can 
consider communication. 
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Enough Verbal Speech Myth

“He/she has enough verbal speech and can say sentences so the 
individual doesn’t need AAC”
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*Presume competence

• All learners CAN improve and learn communication and language….

• So we model more robust language and we find supports and 
strategies to make learning happen.

© 2017 EMSB & COE ASD LBPSB



Communication

Pre-intentional Intentional
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Develops around 8-10 months

Intentional Communication
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What is Language?
“A system of words or signs that people use to 
express thoughts and feelings to each other.”

Every language has a set of rules that govern the 
CONTENT, FORM and USE of that language
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Content

UseForm

Language

vocabulary

The structure
of the language

• Conversation
• Social rules
• Matching language

to the situation

Communication 
Competence
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Content (Expressive)
Neurotypical Pattern of 

Development

• First words appear at 
about 12 months
• Rapid growth in 

vocabulary (1000 words 
by 3 years old)
• Quick to generalize the 

meaning of words to a 
variety of objects and 
actions.

ASD Pattern of 
Development

• First words are delayed
• When words develop a 

string of words may 
function as a “single 
word.”
• Difficulty generalizing 

words
• Echoic Speech may be 

present
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Form (Expressive)
Neurotypical Pattern of 

Development

• Early word combinations 
appear when the child 
has about 50 words.
• Language is generative
• Children begin to learn 

grammatical morphemes 

ASD Pattern of Development

• Groups of words function 
as “single words”
• Tendency towards echolalia 

(immediate or delayed)
• May appear grammatically 

sophisticated.
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Use (Expressive)

Neurotypical Pattern of 
Development

• Intentional communication 
begins at about 8 months of age 
before the onset of words
• Functions of communication 

develop simultaneously
• Language use is generalized to 

relevant objects and events very 
quickly
• Children adjust their language 

based on the audience

ASD Pattern of Development
• Lack of attention to people 

begins to appear at 6-8 
months 
• Limited functions of 

language use
• Language use may remain 

specific to situational 
contexts
• Difficulty adjusting 

language based on the 
context
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MacDonald, J.D. (2004) Communicating partners: 
30 years of building responsive relationships with 
late-talking children, including autism, Asperger’s 
Syndrome (ASD), Down Syndrome, and typical 
development. London: Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers.004) Communicating partners



Implementing Core as 
“Communicating Partners”

Two major questions:

1. “What do children…need to do to become social and
communicative in daily life?”

2. “How can their daily life partners (you!) interact with them to help 
them  become more social and communicative?”



“Communication development is a social 
process that requires active participation….

….in daily routines.” 
(+ other activities)

Student Life 
partners: 
parents,
teachers,
peers



Five “lives”     social & communicative potential

Interactive life
Nonverbal 

communicative 
life

Social language 
life

Conversational 
life Civil life

Interacting 
socially by: 
initiating

responding
imitating

taking turns

Regularly 
communicating 

intentionally 
with:

movements, 
sounds, 

gestures, 
natural signs

Communicating 
in genuinely 

social ways, not 
just to meet 

needs or show 
knowledge

Having effective 
conversations 

to:
share 

knowledge,
learn from 

others, sustain 
relationships

Treating others 
with respect 

and empathy, 
positive 

behaviour, 
socially

unacceptable
behaviour



5 basic strategies in each stage

1. Be balanced and reciprocal
• Take turns 

2. Be matched
• Match your expectations with what the student can do

3. Be responsive (versus directive)
• Respond to student as if he/she were communicating
• Then wait…..

4.   Share control (follow 50% of the time/take the lead 50% of the time)
• Limit directions & command to <20% of your behaviours
• Limit questions to <20% of your talk 

5.  Be playful
• Be animated
• Be flexible and relaxed
• Show that you are genuinely enjoying the interaction



Interaction: The bottom line

“Communicating Partners focuses on helping you help your child 
[student] do more of what he is doing now but to do it in social 
interactions.”



Communication is…

•More than requests!

© 2017 EMSB & COE ASD LBPSB



© 2017 EMSB & COE ASD LBPSB



What is core vs. fringe vocabulary ?

• Core vocabulary is a small set of simple words that are used 
frequently and across contexts.

(Cross, Baker, Klotz & Badman, 1997)

• Fringe vocabulary
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All words are not created equal
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Generative language is based on core words

• 80% of what we say throughout a day comes from a small bank of 
400-500 CORE words 

• 20% of what we say comes from a bank of thousands of FRINGE 
words

Vanderheiden & Kelso (1987) 
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26 words comprise 
96% of the total 
words used by 
toddlers (Banajee, 2003)
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no

yes

thatI

it

the

is

want

go

mine

my

a

here

in
on

what
you

more

off

some

out

help

All done 
finished
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Core contains all parts of speech

Nouns
“ball” “cookie”

Verbs
“open” “go” “take”

Adverbs 
“here” “away”

Adjectives
“gone”

“big” “happy”

Pronouns
“I” “you” “It”

Prepositions
“down” “off” “out”

Questions

“what” “who”

Interjections
“uh oh”
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Core words

• The words we have in common 

• “Bang for your buck” words 

• We can use and teach them in many situations 
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Let’s try it

• Turn to a partner.
• Ask them a question that they 

can answer in a few sentences.
• Write the sentences down and 

count the core words in the 
sentence.
• How many words were core? 

How many words were fringe?
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A child who wants 
chocolate cake is 
more likely to say 
“want that” than 
“chocolate cake”
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Core vocabulary and AAC

• Core vocabulary has not typically been the central focus of many or 
most AAC systems. 

• Why do you think this is?
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Core vocabulary and AAC

• Core words are difficult to represent in pictures. 

• Core contains fewer picture producers (fewer than 10%)
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What are picture producers?

“Car”                       vs.                            “do”
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Transparent vs. opaque symbols

• Most core vocabulary is represented through abstract symbols that 
range from transparent (i.e., makes sense after it is explained) to 
opaque (i.e., doesn’t have any resemblance to the word or concept)

• This makes the need for effective teaching all the more important.
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Literacy produces the illusion of transparency
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Why does this mean

“STOP” 

to you?
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Motor Planning 
and AAC
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What is a motor plan?

• The ability to come up with an idea or movement;
• Plan how to complete that idea or movement and;
• Execute that idea or movement.

(NCLD.org)
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Automaticity and motor planning

• Automaticity is the ability to do something without thinking about it
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Motor planning and AAC
How hard would it be 
to type if this was your 
keyboard at home? 

And this was your keyboard at 
school?
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AAC and motor planning

• Words should stay in the same location, so speed and automaticity
can develop.
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Let’s try it
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Remember…

• Single words are flexible. We can combine them in many different 
ways to say new and different things. 

• Phrases are quick, but less flexible. 
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Teaching AAC
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AAC teaching strategy

Aided language input
Adult modeling using the core vocabulary board

(Goossens, Crain & Elder)
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Why use aided language as a strategy? 

• Students need models to learn a language
• Modeling is highly visual 
• Implemented in situations that are in natural contexts
• High level of interest in activity
• The core vocabulary board becomes a tool for both expressive and 

receptive language
• We experience what it is like for the student
• It forces us to slow down!
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How do I begin with ALI?

• Use your own finger to point. 
• You (partner) are saying what YOU want to say. You are not talking 

FOR the student.
• Do not ask the student to repeat what you say with the Core Board. 

He/she will if he/she wishes.

(Adapted from Dynavox, Partner Assisted Input, 2011)
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Guidelines for ALI

• If you can’t find a word/message, just say it out loud without the Core 
Board.

• Practice before beginning with the student.
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“We need to lay a solid foundation and that takes time. 
We all love to get immediate results, but the more 

realistic scenario is slow and steady gains.” 
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Let’s try it

• With your speech and language 
pathologist and colleagues from 
your school, try modeling ALI 
using the board and materials 
provided. Pick a core word to 
focus on.
• Switch roles (teacher and 

student).
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Feedback

• What are some things you notice about using ALI to teach these 
activities?
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Putting core into practice in your classroom

Your choice: 

Activity-Based Core or Word of the Week?
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https://goo.gl/tFX8Ky


Core for literacy: “LIKE”

• Make a list of things you “like” and “don’t like”
• Talk about what part of the story you “liked”
• Create a book of “activities we like”
• Predictable chart writing: “I like…” or “I don’t like…”
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Let’s try it

• Select your model of curriculum 
integration: activity-based or 
word of the week?

• Write down a short script for the 
activity (in the back of your 
package).

• Try your lesson!
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Keep these ideas in mind…

“Talk AAC, and keep talking!”
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Look for language opportunities everywhere!

Intent
Child is 

pulling adults 
hand to open 

a box

Infer
The child 

wants to play 
with the 
puzzle

Model Core 
Vocabulary

“open” “play” 
“my turn”

Playtime
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Where will you begin?
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Resources to begin

A Few Good Words: Using Core Vocabulary to Support Non-Verbal Students
http://www.asha.org/Publications/leader/2009/090414/f090414c.htm

Strategy of the month: Aided Language Input
http://praacticalaac.org/strategy/656/

Using Aided Language Input to Build Communication Opportunities
http://praacticalaac.org/strategy/using-aided-language-input-to-build-
communication-opportunities/
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