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What do we need to do?

 First, identify existing 
communication.
 Intentional?  Or pre-

intentional?

 What forms?  
(nonsymbolic or 
symbolic?)

 For what purposes?

Communication Forms

 Contact gestures

 Pushing adult’s hand, giving 
an object, touching choice

 Distal gestures

 Pointing, waving, open palm 
request

 Symbolic gestures

 Nodding, depicting actions

Woods & Wetherby, 2003

Communication Forms

 Vocalizations Ý verbalization

 Progression from nonspeech 
sounds (laugh, cries, squeals) to 
vowel/consonant combinations

 Expansion of consonants

 Increasing complexity of syllable 
shapes

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.sdmf.k12.wi.us/sdmf2/parents/images/sign-language-by-elementar2.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.sdmf.k12.wi.us/sdmf2/parents/guides.html&h=382&w=616&sz=54&tbnid=1_mIo8bIaJ8J:&tbnh=83&tbnw=134&hl=en&start=22&prev=/images?q=sign+language&start=20&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&sa=N
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.sdmf.k12.wi.us/sdmf2/parents/images/sign-language-by-elementar2.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.sdmf.k12.wi.us/sdmf2/parents/guides.html&h=382&w=616&sz=54&tbnid=1_mIo8bIaJ8J:&tbnh=83&tbnw=134&hl=en&start=22&prev=/images?q=sign+language&start=20&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&sa=N


Communication for Low Incidence

sherry.sancibrian@ttuhsc.edu 2

Possible Communicative Signals

 Grimaces

 Smiles; laughs

 Quiets, becomes still

 Turns heads 

 Opens mouth

 Extends legs, fingers, toes

 Moves arms/legs excitedly

 Arches back; stiffens trunk

Every Move Counts

Communication Functions

 Behavior regulation
 Request object/action

 Protest object/action

 Social interaction
 Request social routine, comfort, 

permission

 Call or greet

 Show off

 Joint attention
 Comment on object/action

 Request information

Preintentional

(Awareness)

 Wants to do things independently

 Partner-perceived behaviors can function as 
communication

 Behaviors interpreted as preferences

 May look at, reach for desired items

 Cries or screams to protest

http://ww1.prweb.com/prfiles/2005/01/31/203595/Grabbed_Frame_1_AmberSmile.jpg
http://ww1.prweb.com/prfiles/2005/01/31/203595/Grabbed_Frame_1_AmberSmile.jpg
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Intentional 

(Pre-Symbolic)

 Interacts with you briefly

 May lead you, take your hand to get desired 
item

 Requests that you continue a physical game 
like tickling

 Reaches for desired items; may look at adult
and vocalize

 Rejects or protests through fussing

Symbolic

• Uses words, pictures, or sign to request, 
protest, greet, get attention

• Begins to use words to express feelings 
and pretend

• Participates in longer interactions, but has 
difficulty with conversation

• Uses echolalia sometimes

Communication Temptations

 Activate a wind-up toy, let it run 
down, and hand it to the child.

 Open a jar of bubbles, blow a
few bubbles, then close the jar
tightly and hand it to the child.

 Place a toy in a clear container the 
child cannot open.

 Roll a ball to the child three times, 
then immediately roll a different 
toy to the child.
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Texas School for the Blind home page

Texas School for the Blind tactile 
symbols

http://www.tsbvi.edu/distance/communication/index.html
http://www.tsbvi.edu/distance/tactile-symbols.html
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www.communicationmatrix.org

 Online version of the 
Communication Matrix 
(Rowland, 2004)  FREE!

 Enter information about 
individual’s communication 
skills and print out one-page 
profile 

 Update to document progress. 
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Design 
to 

Learn

What do we need to do?

 First, identify 
existing 
communication.

 What are the 
student’s current 
abilities and 
needs?

What do we need to do?

 Second, identify 
communication 
systems that the 
child is likely to 
be able to use.
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Won’t AAC interfere with speech?

AAC actually improves comprehension 
and increases a child’s attempts 

to talk. 
(Schmit et al 2000, Schlosser, 2003, Tincani, 2004)

No tech AAC

Unaided (using the body only)

Gestures

Facial expression

Sign language

Total communication

Using speech + sign

Low tech AAC

 Uses tools such as:

 Real objects

 Photos

 Line drawings

 Written cues

•Aided
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Low tech AAC

 3-D icons: package glued to a 
card or 
item sealed in a 
clear container

 2-D icons: cut from coupons, 
packages, magazines, 
or use digital photos

Siegel, 2003

High tech AAC

 Speech generating devices

•Aided

Choosing AAC Systems

 Consider individual 
variables like:

 Cognitive level

 Motor abilities

 Imitation skills

 Existing form of 
communication

 Potential 
communication 
partners
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Hierarchy of Symbol Iconicity

(Paul, 2001)

Most Iconic Least Iconic

Objects
Color

photos Black 

and 

white 

photos

Miniature 

objects

Line 

drawings

Blissymbols

American 

Sign

Language

American-Indian 

hand talk

Alphabetic 

writing

Predictive Assessment

Also known as feature matching

 1st: Assess the capabilities of the 
individual

 2nd: Predict the efficiency with 
which the individual might utilize 
one or more options

Beukelman, D, & Mirenda, P 
Augementative Alternative Communication 

p. 161

TASP - Bruno

 Test of Aided-Communication 
Symbol Performance 

 tool for assessing the range of 
symbolic skills needed to: 1) 
design a communication board, 
2) select an appropriate device 
page set and 3) establish 
appropriate AAC intervention 
goals for symbolic and syntactic 
development 



Communication for Low Incidence

sherry.sancibrian@ttuhsc.edu 10

Aren’t Nouns Most Useful?

 First 18 months, children typically 
communicate with 20 nouns

 By 24 months, nouns no longer 
predominate.

 70-80% of words we use daily come 
from a core set of <400 words

 SO. . .
Start with nouns, but don’t stay 
there!

Power Words

 Stop

 Go

 Get

 More

 Mine

 Turn

 On 

 Off

 Up

 Down

 That

 Come

 In

 Fast

 Slow

 Play

 Push

 Me 

Example Core Word Groups

Verbs

Descriptors

OtherNegatives

Nouns & 
Pronouns
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Core vs Fringe

CORE

 small number of 
words

 used for most 
messages

 usable across 
many situations

 applicable to 
children and 
adults

FRINGE

 large number of 
words

 mostly nouns

 infrequently 
used

Some Starter Vocabulary
 call

 come

 eat

 find

 get

 go

 help

 know

 let

 like

 make

 need

 put

 say

 take

 tell

 think

 try

 use

 walk

 want

 watch

 work

 pronouns

 Wh-questions

 goodbye

 hello

 please

 thank you

 different

 good

 more

 again

 almost

 here

 much

 no

 not

 now

 about

 at

 by

 down

 for

 from

 in

 of

 off

 out

 over

 to

 up

 with

 I

 you

 he

 she

 it

 we they

 me

 my

 mine

 them

 your

 any

 some

 that

 this

Core

Fringe

Vocab

4:1
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What do we need to do?

 First, identify existing 
communication.

What do we need to do?

 Second, identify  
communication 
systems that the 
child is likely to 
be able to use.

What do we need to do?

 Third, set up opportunities for 
the child to communicate.
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Getting Started

You do not need to train:

attending

perceptual skills

vocal imitation

 receptive language!

Preferences Inventory

 Vestibular – swing, dancing, bouncing, 
rolling, movement videos

 Tactile – vibration, water, firm 
massage, paint, beans, sand, macaroni

 Olfactory – scented markers, 
perfumes, extracts, herbs

 Visual – creative lights, videos, home 
movies, slides, mirror, pinwheel

 Auditory – music, rattles, musical 
instruments

 Gustatory – sweet, sour, salty, 
pungent, bitter, astringent

 Causality – switches
Every Move Counts

Teach Requesting – Key Points

 “resonance” positioning

 contact stimuli (e.g., 
vibration) 
then  noncontact (e.g., 

music)

 behavior chain 
interruption
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Teaching Requesting

 give small portions

 make some favorite items inaccessible

 identify opportunities throughout the 
day to make requests 

 scooter board during motor activities

 choice of drink at snack time

 equipment on playground

 favorite toy during leisure activity

 software program at computer time

 props for songs and stories at circle time

Adapted from: Matteo, J., Horton, C., Waegenaere, J., & Frost, L.  (2008). 

But it’s not all about requesting!

 “Who has” activity

 an animal at home?

 chips in their lunch?

 a big brother?

 Buried Treasure activity

 “I see. . .”

 Simon Says activity

What do we need to do?

 First, identify existing 
communication.
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What do we need to do?

 Second, identify a 
communication 
system that the 
child is likely to 
be able to use.

What do we need to do?

 Third, set up opportunities for 
the child to communicate.

What do we need to do?

Fourth, 
provide 
aided 
language 
input.
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How do children learn to 

communicate?

 By 18 months, babies 
have heard 4,380 
hours of spoken 
language and they 
aren’t fluent speakers 
yet.

 If AAC users only see 
their system modeled 
for an hour/week, it 
will take 84 years for 
them to have the 
same exposure as an 
18 month old! Jane Korsten

Language-Building Strategies

 Focused language stimulation:  multiple models of 

core vocabulary

 Descriptive talking and teaching:  partner 

comments and questions designed to elicit target 

vocabulary

 Aided language input:  use the AAC system; 
provide models in the child’s ZPD

 Planned communication opportunities:  

creating reasons to communicate

Modeling

 Use 1 or 2 words above the child’s 
level

 Use a slow rate so the child can 
follow the symbol sequences

 Pair with speech to fill in gaps

 Think out loud—”I want a cookie so I 
need to push the food button.”
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Practice

 Open/close:  eyes, container with 
toy/snack inside, presents, window 
blinds, computer program

 On/off:  dress-up close, lids, 
stickers, lights/flashlights, 
music, water faucet  

 Turn:

 Get:

Super size it!  Making classroom 

displays

 Providing 
models 
for a 
group

Praactical AAC

CAR Strategy

C = Comment

A = Ask

R = Respond and expand
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Stacking the Deck

 sabotage/environmental engineering

 violate routine events

 “forget” to give an object or a turn

 violate normal function of objects

 hide objects

 present obstacles (e.g., dead 
batteries)

 give only partial directions

 place objects in view, but out of reach

 play dumb; “misunderstand”

Stacking the Deck

 use high-interest, developmentally appropriate 
activities

 joint action--two or more children working 
together

 consistent routines and roles

 behavior chain interruption
“interruptable”--swinging, rocking

 no “right way”--sand, water, blocks 

 balance novel and known

 choices and problems

Stacking the Deck

 use time delay and expectant waiting
 2-10 mo. old -- wait 3-5 seconds

 12-24 mo. old -- wait 10-15 seconds

 older children-- wait 30-40 seconds

 don’t anticipate!
 environmental--items too accessible

 nonverbal--adult provides w/o expecting 
communication

 verbal--adult asks too many questions, cues too 
quickly
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Be kind to yourself!

 Plan MORE time for 
activities

 Start gradually 
with 1-2 activities 
per day

 Recycle activities 

3-4 times/week

 Target 1-3 core 
words per activity

Web resources

 http://www.tsbvi.edu/distance/tactile-symbols.html TX School 
for the Blind symbols

 http://www.tsbvi.edu/distance/communication/index.html TX 
School for the Blind home

 http://praacticalaac.org/ Praactical AAC
 https://www.designtolearn.com/content/educational-resources

Design to Learn
 http://www.vantatenhove.com/index.shtml Gail Van Tatenhove
 alltogetherwecan.com
 Lburkhart.com
 aacintervention.com
 Joannecafiero.com
 https://sites.google.com/a/esc13.net/corevocab13/printable-

manual-communication-boards - Region 13

http://www.tsbvi.edu/distance/tactile-symbols.html
http://www.tsbvi.edu/distance/communication/index.html
http://praacticalaac.org/
https://www.designtolearn.com/content/educational-resources
http://www.vantatenhove.com/index.shtml
https://sites.google.com/a/esc13.net/corevocab13/printable-manual-communication-boards

