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Abstract 
 
 
 

The primary question that emerged from a thorough review of the augmentative 

and alternative communication (AAC) literature related to school settings was how 

teachers can be provided with suggestions and resources for implementing AAC into 

the classroom in one easy-to-use location. The purpose of this project was to create a 

website with strategies, resources, tutorials, and video models for teachers who are 

working with children who have complex communication needs and want to add more 

augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) into their classrooms. It provides 

suggestions and resources for literacy, mathematics, science, core words, assessment 

and additional topics. The goal is to enhance the ability of teachers to create an 

environment in which students with complex communication needs can initiate and 

participate in communication activities when they want to, in the way they want, and 

with the partners they choose.   

 

Keywords: augmentative and alternative communication, special education, 

collaboration, complex communication needs, non-verbal 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

Communication is a basic human right. “Maslow's hierarchy of human needs can 

be applied to interpersonal communication. The concept of communication can be most 

appropriately considered in the context of three levels of the hierarchy: safety, 

love/belonging, and esteem” (Vertino, 2014, p. 2). Developing these three areas creates 

a sense of inclusion and belonging.  

A major component in having a meaningful life is the ability to advocate and 

express oneself, with the ultimate goal of communication being to build connections and 

relationships with others. For most people, their days are filled with opportunities to 

communicate and develop social relationships with peers as well as others.  As Walker 

and Chung (2022) note, “A person’s ability to express needs, convey ideas, and socially 

connect with others often influences the extent and amount of [their] active participation 

across home, school, work, and community environments” (p.167).  

In the typical school setting, students communicate spontaneously with peers 

and adults throughout the day.  However, students with complex communication needs 

(CCN) experience the world in a very different way.  Because they generally cannot use 

natural speech to communicate, they are dependent on various alternative forms of 

communication.  They may have to rely on others to enable access to the alternative 

method and then hope that their communication partners are sufficiently patient and 

skilled with the alternative modality to interact with them.  Spontaneous conversation, 

which is at the heart of so much human communication, is much more challenging.   

“Without communication, our students with CCN are not fully included in the 

classroom, or in society” (McCormick, 2020, p.29).  If they do not have a way to 
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communicate their wants and needs, they may become frustrated and develop 

undesired behaviours such as tantrums, self-injury, and aggression (Van der Meer & 

Rispoli, 2010). “Frustration about not being able to communicate, not understanding, 

and not having any control from the child’s point of view seems to be at the root of much 

aggressive behavior” (Tschida et al., 2021, p.8). 

“The development of AAC strategies offers great potential to enhance the 

communicative effectiveness of people with complex communication needs” 

(Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013, p.4). To optimize the social and learning environment for 

these students, communication should be included throughout their day with a range of 

people in a variety of environments (Chung & Douglas 2014).  The adults with whom 

they interact should be fully trained in the use of alternate communication modes that 

are used, and optimally the student’s peers will also receive adequate training.  Efforts 

need to be made to ensure the most effective alternative communication methods are 

identified for each individual.  A focus of this study is how to create that optimal 

environment for students with CCN. 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) Terminology 

ISAAC Canada (2022) defines alternative and augmentative communication 

(AAC) as “the various ways individuals who cannot speak may communicate their 

ideas” (ISAAC, 2022, p.1). There are numerous supports that those with complex 

communication needs can use to communicate, such as pictures, alphabets/keyboards, 

symbols, writing, computers, speech generating devices (SGDs) and sign-

language. The following is a descriptive list of terms related to these supports. 

Unaided AAC 
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 There are two different categories of AAC: unaided and aided. When a person 

uses their body to communicate, it is considered unaided AAC. Some examples of this 

are sign language, eye gaze, and gestures (Andzik et al., 2019). A benefit to using 

unaided AAC is that the tool or strategy is always with you and does not need to be 

transported separately. (Note that sign language as used by persons who are 

neurotypical other than their deafness is typically much more complex, in production as 

well as structure, than the forms used by students with CCN.  This project will focus on 

the methods used by the latter group). 

Aided AAC 

Aided AAC is when a person requires additional support outside of their body to 

communicate with others. Examples include pictures, communication boards, switches, 

and SGDs (Andzik et al., 2019).  The benefits of using aided AAC is that it is easier to 

communicate with a person who may not be familiar with some of the strategies that are 

used in unaided AAC such as sign language. It is useful to make aided AAC easily 

transportable and readily available. In addition, “it is important to design aided AAC 

displays in ways that are most likely to facilitate both language development and social 

competence” (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013, p.221).   

 Image Based Communication (IBC). “The majority of aided AAC interventions 

rely on a visual channel to foster self-expression by individuals with complex 

communication needs and/or facilitate their comprehension of language input” 

(Wilkinson et al., 2011, p.1644). IBC can be presented in many ways. Low-tech versions 

such as flipbooks are relatively easy to create and individualize but they are necessarily 

limited in range of vocabulary and topics. Core boards are boards in which the selection 
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of words is based on two factors:  the frequency of use in a given language and words 

that are specifically useful in social or academic contexts (Project Core, 2022).  The 

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is “a rapidly acquired, self-initiated 

functional communication system” that was originally designed for individuals with 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (Bondy et al., 2001, p.727).  “PECS consists of six 

phases and begins by teaching an individual to give a single picture of a desired item or 

action to a “communicative partner” who immediately honours the exchange as a 

request. The system goes on to teach discrimination of pictures and how to put them 

together in sentences. In the more advanced phases, individuals are taught to use 

modifiers, answer questions, and comment” (Pyramid Educational Consultants, 2022, 

p.1).  The reasoning behind the steps is that for children with ASD, receiving physical 

items at the beginning stages of request attempts is more motivating than social 

responses (Bondy et al., 2001). 

Speech Generating Devices (SGDs). An SGD is an electronic aided AAC 

system. It may be a dedicated device, i.e., one whose sole function is to enable 

communication, or an iPad or tablet with a specialized app. It is used to supplement or 

replace natural speech. A significant advantage of an SGD is that you can include a 

wider range of topics and pre-programmed messages. This is beneficial for engaging in 

routine social settings, making small conversation, telling a joke, and other interactions 

which could be anticipated for use in the future (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013).  

Although dedicated SGDs are typically quite expensive and often bulky, some of 

the benefits to a dedicated SGD are that the individual has access to a device that is 

durable, has a larger screen, a more robust language system, flexible software and 
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alternative access options. Extensive programmed levels can be found in dedicated 

SGDs (PRC-Saltillo, n.d.). For example, a device might have a dozen pages of options 

each of which are programmed to cover a range of different topics. This enables 

academic-specific pages as well as access to a wider range of spontaneous comments. 

These devices might also have a number of access options, including touch, eye gaze, 

and activation of a switch.  However, they may be more difficult to program and require 

more training for users, peers and teachers.  Examples of dedicated speech devices 

include the TouchTalk from Lingraphica, the I-series from Tobbi Dynavox, and 

NovaChat from PRC-Saltillo (previously Prentke Romich). LAMP Words for Life (also 

from PRC-Saltillo) is an example of a software package that is built into a dedicated 

device and can also be used as a standalone app on an iPad.   

IPads/tablets are relatively inexpensive and have the advantage of being 

ubiquitous and socially acceptable.  Peers and staff members may already be familiar 

with the general operation of the device.  A wide range of apps can be tried with the 

same device which may aid in optimization for the individual as well as language growth 

over time.  On the down side, tablets typically are not as durable as dedicated devices 

and they may not be as user friendly in terms of non-standard access. Some speech 

generating apps for tablets include Touch Chat, ProLoQuo2go, and Speak for Yourself.  

Dedicated SGD. A dedicated SGD is where the device is solely dedicated to 

using the speech technology associated with it. Some of the benefits of a dedicated 

SGD are “access to more robust language system, more flexible software, more durable 

construction, a larger screen size [and] alternative access options. Dedicated devices 

can have some complicated and extensive programmed levels” (PRC-Saltillo, n.d. p.1). 
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Some ways individuals can access the SGD are by using their fingers, using their eye 

gaze, and by activating a switch by tilting their head. Some of the dedicated speech 

devices/software include PCR-Saltillo, LAMP words for life, Tobii Dynavox, NovaChat, 

and Snap Core First.  

Barriers of Access to AAC 

Many factors can cause barriers when students try to access AAC, such as lack 

of funding; lack of training for teachers, educational assistants (EAs) and speech 

language pathologists (SLPs); absence of appropriate implementation of teaching 

methods; limited training for communication partners; teacher confidence; parental 

support; consistency; and limited access to opportunities to communicate. Donato et 

al.(2018) compiled a critical synthesis on the barriers to the use of AAC children with 

ASD. Some barriers they identified were that the vocabulary needed to be prepared or 

changed before beginning an activity. This might limit a student’s ability to access the 

vocabulary in real time. It is also difficult to use an AAC system that needs to be 

preprogrammed for activities that change frequently such as reading different 

storybooks. (Donato et al., 2018).  

In Alberta, even with funding from the Alberta Aids for Daily Living (which covers 

75% of the cost), families may have to pay upwards of $500 towards the overall cost of 

their child’s AAC device (Government of Alberta, 2022). For families who classify as 

low-income and are living paycheque to paycheque, this can be financially straining. To 

receive funding for the 75% share, students must go through a trial period using a 

variety of AAC devices, followed by a large application process which requires input 
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from speech language pathologists, the classroom teacher, and/or the child’s 

parents/caregivers or early learning team.  

Teacher Training 

Across research in this field, there is a consistent theme surrounding the lack of 

training for teachers regarding supporting students who use AAC in the classroom. 

According to Savard (2020), a needs assessment found 65% of the teachers in BC 

whom she surveyed wanted to learn how they could incorporate the 

iPad/communication apps into the teaching practice. Teachers recognize that learning 

in depth about AAC is essential for student success, and inconsistent opportunities to 

learn about AAC can be detrimental (Andzik et al., 2019). When teachers feel more 

equipped and more assured in terms of their abilities to teach how to use AAC, they will 

be more effective in their practice (McCormick, 2020). “It is important for teachers to 

have the background knowledge and understanding of how and what to teach” 

(McCormick, 2020, p.11), yet teachers have shortfalls in their knowledge and 

understanding that impact their ability to support students with CCN in school 

(McCormick, 2020). Thomas Boumans, a gentleman with severe disabilities who used 

AAC as his primary form of communication, stated “I think it is important for people to 

become acquainted with AAC early in their careers” (Fried-Oken & Bersani, 2000, 

p.195).  

There are gaps between research and practice in regards to the strategies for 

successfully implementing AAC devices. Practitioners who work with students with CCN 

and AAC need to be aware of what current best practices are in order to choose the 

best interventions and strategies (McCormick, 2020). Many teachers are completing 
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their own training due to the lack of training being offered through their districts. After 

completing some independent research on AAC, some teachers found it difficult to 

implement the strategies (Andzik et al., 2019). Therefore, effective professional 

development in AAC is recommended.  

Family Support 

Providing support for families is essential if AAC is going to be used effectively in 

the home setting. Families and individuals with communication needs often require 

technical support which includes demonstrations, set-up, training, device repairs, device 

loans and support with the application process for funding the device (McNaughton & 

Light, 2013). Family Support for Children with Disabilities (FSCD) is a service available 

to families in Alberta. They provide a range of supports including counseling, respite, 

assistance with accessing supports and services, and specialized services including 

access to an SLP. However, the application process for these supports is lengthy and 

often requires families to go onto a waitlist (Government of Alberta, 2022). Once they 

receive the device, families can struggle with the implementation of AAC when they lack 

a supportive community (Moorcroft et al., 2019). 

Consistency and Collaboration 

Consistency and collaboration amongst a child’s support system is essential for 

successful implementation and use of AAC. SLP and teacher attitudes towards AAC 

can affect whether parents abandon the use of AAC (Moorcraft et al., 2019) so having a 

positive outlook and being on the same page is crucial.   

In a case study about the accessibility of five children using AAC, it was stated, 

“children with complex needs were observed using their aided AAC during less than 
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15% of activities” (Walker & Chung, 2022, p.168). Children need consistent access to, 

and routine use of, their device as well as appropriate interventions. In a review of a 

series of articles on the topic of iPads and mobile technology as AAC, McNaughton and 

Light (2013) found that a majority of the AAC users did not receive appropriate 

interventions in order to reach their full potential for communication and engagement.  

Students using AAC need to have opportunities just like their peers to initiate and 

participate in conversations with adults as well as peers (Walker & Chung, 2022). 

Rationale and Overview for this Project  

To be able to provide support to students who would benefit from the use of 

AAC, it is important to understand the potential benefits as well as the barriers 

educators must overcome when implementing AAC into their classrooms (Andzik et al., 

2016; Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; McNaughton & Light, 2013). Teachers need to be 

able to implement change and minimize the barriers within the classroom. Creating a 

positive and inclusive environment at school can be done by educators coaching their 

peers on how to implement AAC universally in their classrooms and by engaging the 

student’s peers (Brown, 2021). This project focused on the strategies and resources 

that would support the implementation of AAC into the classroom.  

Personal Context 

For the past five years, I have been working in a specialized classroom designed 

for children with moderate to severe disabilities. I chose to get into this field after 

working in group homes for adults with disabilities and making wonderful connections 

with the residents. Throughout my career in the educational setting, I have had the 

pleasure of working with a range of students with a wide variety of needs. I have been 
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drawn to supporting children with their communication; it has become a true passion of 

mine. I have become an advocate within my school to implement more AAC into 

classrooms. 

A problem of practice that I have encountered involves the effective use of AAC 

devices in classrooms. Some of these problems are that teachers are unaware of how 

to support AAC users, there is a lack of teacher training, and there are limited 

opportunities for AAC users to practice. Most of my students are non-verbal or require 

the use of support to communicate more effectively. With this being said, it has been 

extremely difficult to get access to the funding to purchase AAC devices. I have been 

frustrated because, due to the lack of funding or other issues, my students do not have 

the same ease of access to effective communication that is typical of their peers in 

general education classrooms.  

Effective teacher support for students using aided AAC is also required for 

student learning.  It is essential that teaching these students focuses on functional 

communication rather than academic language per se. I have seen that when a child 

understands core words (the most frequently used words in the English language), the 

importance of those words, and the reason we use them, they develop a strong 

foundation to independent and clear communication.  

In my personal experience, the more communication a student has, the less 

frustration they experience, and therefore, less undesired behaviour occurs. I believe 

there is a strong correlation between communication and behaviour. With functional 

communication being a focus, students can begin to see the power of their words.  
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A separate issue is around the stigma of communication support. I have heard 

from multiple parents that they do not want to use an AAC device with their children 

because they want their children to speak. There is a misunderstanding that using 

technology limits verbal output which is not true (Oommen et al., 2014). Using AAC 

supports the use of language development which can encourage verbal speech. 

Another area of concern I have encountered is the lack of training for parents 

regarding the long-term importance of communication. I have seen AAC abandonment 

because parents are not being supported or are unsure of how to support their children. 

In my opinion, the implementation of AAC strategies is not being done correctly and 

ends up being ineffective, which also leads to the abandonment of AAC devices. For 

example, parents may support the use of aided AAC in school when they are doing 

school work, however, they may send their child to social events like dances or sporting 

events without their device because they assume the device is intended only to facilitate 

schoolwork, not social interactions.  

My dream for my students is for them to be able to say what they want, when 

they want, how they want and to whom they want. Students should be able to engage in 

autonomous communication and be provided with opportunities to be able to chat. 

Otherwise, communication will not be motivating. Instead, it becomes task based. I 

would love to see the education and professional development of teachers to increase 

to the point where they feel confident implementing it into their practice and where AAC 

devices become a common tool in the classroom.  The website created in this project 

was intended to bolster that confidence. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Aided augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) is a combination of 

resources and tools used to support communication for those who struggle with 

communication verbally and require support outside of an individual's body. They give 

individuals a voice and the power to communicate with the world around them. 

This literature review will explore aspects of AAC as it relates to individuals with 

complex communication needs.  I discuss the history of AAC in North America and parts 

of Europe, the policies of the Canadian government that support equal access to 

communication, the key principles and understandings of AAC, and the benefits and 

barriers of using and implementing aided AAC into the classroom. Lastly, this chapter 

will discuss gaps in the current knowledge, the benefits of collaboration, and areas 

recommended for future research. 

History 

 The foundations of AAC can be traced back to Rome and ancient Greece. Plato 

wrote about Athenians who were deaf using sign language to communicate. There is 

documentation on sign language for the Deaf population in Europe between the 16th and 

18th centuries.  Gesture systems were also used by Native Americans in order to 

communicate with tribes who spoke different languages (Mahmarian, 2016). 

Beginning in the 1920’s, communication boards were introduced when working 

with individuals with severe disabilities (Mahmarian, 2016). The first known 

communication board was made for F. Hall Roe, an individual who was diagnosed with 

cerebral palsy. On this board, there were letters as well as words that were commonly 

used in hospitals to support individuals who could not speak. It was made from 
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engineered wood and had notches underneath so it could be mounted to a wheelchair 

(Vanderheiden, 2002). 

In the 1950s, AAC use in certain arenas began to expand. Typically, supports 

were communication boards with pictures and written words (Levett, 1969).  However, 

at this time, SLPs still operated under the framework that potential AAC users had to 

meet the standard of presumed competency.  That is, candidates needed to 

demonstrate that they were capable of developing their thinking, learning, and 

understanding skills.  People with complex communication needs were assumed to fail 

this standard, and as a result, they were overlooked when specialized communication 

tools were considered (Hourcade et al, 2004). 

In 1960, one of the earliest electronic communication devices, a sip-and-puff 

typewriter controller called the Patient Operated Selector Mechanism was created by 

Reg Maling. His rationale for creating this device was to assist individuals who were 

paralyzed and unable to communicate effectively (Mahmarian, 2016; Vanderheiden, 

2002). The device allowed people with very limited physical movement to select letters 

by sipping or puffing on straw shaped switch. The Patient Initiated Lightspot Operated 

Typewriter was also invented around this time. By pointing light beams at photoelectric 

cells, individuals could communicate by spelling words, as each letter had its own cell. 

This could be done if an individual has head movement, or finger control (Mahmarian, 

2016; Vanderheiden, 2002). 

In the 1970s, rights legislation in the United States (P.L. 94-142) was passed 

which mandated that all school-aged students with disabilities must receive special 

education services. Because of this, AAC became much more widespread during that 
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time (Hourcade et al., 2004). The AAC that was implemented had its own set of 

barriers; some of the larger communication devices were not portable, so they had to 

stay in one room and were mainly used for educational purposes. They also required 

fine motor skills, which can be difficult and frustrating for those who did not have refined 

muscular control (Hagen et al., 1973). In 1971, with her multidisciplinary team, Shirley 

McNaughton implemented Blissymbolics, a symbol-based communication system 

created by Charles K. Bliss, to support children’s communication for those with physical 

disabilities (Blissymbolics International Communication, n.d.). The symbols were used in 

combinations to form words and to communicate general concepts (Mahmarian, 2016).  

Figure 1 

Sample of Blisssymbolics (Omniglot (2021)) 
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In 1973, the first portable communication system, The Talking Brooch, was 

created by Toby Churchill. It was essentially a wearable keyboard with visual output “to 

allow face-to-face communication with near eye contact” (Vanderheiden, 2002, p. 42).  

Figure 2 

The Talking Brooch (Vanderheiden (2002)) 

 

 

An additional notable communication device was the Auto Monitoring Communication 

board (AutoCom). It was a portable communication device that was adaptable by 

changing the letters, words and vocabulary to meet the needs of the individuals using 

them (Vanderheiden, 2002) (see Figure 3 on page 16). 
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Figure 3 

Auto Monitoring Communication Board (Vanderheiden (2002)) 

 

The availability and accessibility of AAC grew substantially in the 1980s. As 

technology advanced, so did AAC. There were more voice output options, better 

computer graphics, and more picture-based options. “As a result of changes in available 

technology and in fundamental service philosophy, more persons with severe 

disabilities began receiving AAC services than ever before” (Hourcade et al., 2004, p. 

239). It became apparent that not providing opportunities to individuals who have 

complex communication needs was not working and individuals should be given access 
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to communication, regardless of the absence of previously assumed prerequisite skills 

(Hourcade et al., 2004).  

 Technology continued to evolve in the 1980s and 1990s where resources such 

as Dynavox were created. Dynavox was the first touch screen device that had both 

grammar and word prediction capabilities (MacKenzie, 2020).  Although the device was 

relatively expensive and physically bulky, it was also durable and had remarkable 

programming flexibility (for its time). 

With the emergence of cell phones and tablets in the 2000s and 2010s, there has 

been a dramatic drop in the cost of AAC and a substantial increase in the accessibility 

of AAC through apps and programs such as Google Read Write.  In addition, there is a 

deeper understanding of how to implement AAC into one's natural environments 

(Hourcade et al., 2004). It has become much easier to evaluate a potential user’s 

capabilities for a wide range of AAC options. It is modeled in classrooms and supported 

with communication partners (Allen et al., 2017). Adults working with students are 

providing action-based responses to increase learning, and there is accessibility to AAC 

for every student without prerequisites (Hourcade et al., 2004; Walker & Chung, 

2021). Currently, one of the benefits that has come to the world of AAC has been:  

the wide availability of mobile technologies, the ease of purchasing AAC apps, 

and the relatively low cost of these devices (compared to traditional SGDs) 

[which] has resulted in substantial changes to the ways in which individuals with 

complex communication needs and families access AAC solutions (McNaughton 

& Light, 2013, p. 108).  
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Accessibility and availability have been key factors in easing the process of obtaining 

speech devices.  

Policy Documents and Legislation 

The United Nations designated 1981 the International Year of Disabled persons. 

During this time, their first report on disability issues was published and it included over 

130 recommendations (Inclusion Canada, n.d.). This was an important step, although 

none of the recommendations dealt directly with communication issues. In 1983, the 

International Society for Augmentative and Alternative Communication (ISSAC) was 

formed. It is an organization whose goal is to “create worldwide awareness about how 

AAC can support individuals without speech” (ISAAC, n.d., p. 1).  

The Government of Canada’s Accessible Canada Act defined disability as: 

any impairment, including a physical, mental, intellectual, cognitive, learning, 

communication or sensory impairment — or a functional limitation — whether 

permanent, temporary or episodic in nature, or evident or not, that, in interaction 

with a barrier, hinders a person’s full and equal participation in society 

(Government of Canada, 2019, p.1).  

Immense progress has been made in Canada in terms of disability rights. The Canadian 

Charter of Rights and Freedom was implemented in 1982 and it assured that individuals 

with disabilities would be protected under law to have equal rights and protection 

without discrimination (Government of Canada, 1982). The Canadian Human Rights Act 

ensures that individuals with disabilities have legal accessibility to supports without 

delay (Government of Canada,1985). The act both removed and prevented some of the 

barriers individuals may face, such as workplace discrimination, and provided 
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accessibility to facilities and services.. The Accessible Canada Act was “an Act to ensure 

a barrier-free Canada” (Government of Canada, 2019, p. 1) and that individuals with 

complex communication needs and other disabilities are protected legally. 

 The United Nations held a convention on December 13, 2006 about the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities where they discussed the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, the policy guidelines contained in the World Programme of Action, the principles 

in the Charter of the United Nations, and other acts and policies surrounding the rights 

and freedoms of individuals with disabilities (United Nations, 2008). The purpose of this 

convention was “to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all 

human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to promote 

respect for their inherent dignity” (United Nations, 2008, p. 7). The policies that were 

developed were intended to promote access to communication support for those with 

complex communication needs through accessibility (Article 9) and education (Article 

24) (United Nations, 2008). 

In Alberta, for those who require SGDs in the home or school settings, the policy 

is such that there are steps that need to be followed by the teams of specialists in each 

setting in order to receive funding. Applications go through the Alberta Aids to Daily 

Living (AADL) program. Funding is only provided for those who meet a set of 

requirements which show their ability to use the communication device effectively 

(Alberta Government, 2014). In the application, SLPs must report on functional speech, 

hearing, vision, mobility and positioning, receptive language, expressive language, 

language organization and visual representation for communication, cognition, 

communication needs, communication goals and a summary of a trial with the device. 
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Wait times, finding an authorized SLP, especially for students in a general education 

setting, and securing the necessary time from the SLP, can be barriers to access. To 

refer a student, most school boards have a set of steps they must do in addition to the 

provincial requirements in order to get a student a speech generating device. The 

speech pathologist, alongside the school learning team, must identify a need for a 

speech generating device for a student who has complex communication needs. Once 

this is established, the school learning team will refer this case to a district team to 

discuss how to best meet the student’s communication needs. The district team will 

contact the Student Learning Team and Speech-Language Pathologists team to put the 

student on a waitlist to begin the trial for a speech generating device. Upon completion 

of the device trial, the SLP will submit paperwork to AADL for the speech generating 

device. 

Benefits of AAC 

 Walker & Chung (2021) completed a case study in which the use of AAC was 

observed in a self-contained, special education elementary classroom. In this class, 

they observed five students who had severe disabilities and complex communication 

needs. The students all used an AAC system before the beginning of the study. The 

staff observed in this study were all working directly with the students and had direct 

involvement in the use and implementation of the student’s AAC systems. Students in 

the study used a range of AAC systems and the students were able to initiate greetings 

when individuals entered the classroom. Having the ability to do this allows for a sense 

of social connectedness and removes barriers that make individuals feel isolated 

(Walker & Chung, 2021, & McNaughton et al., 2008). “Technologies such as 
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augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) systems can help to minimize this 

separation from other people” (Hourcade et al., 2004, p. 235).  

Rackensperger et al., (2005) created a focus group of seven individuals ages 21-

41 who had cerebral palsy and used speech generating devices. Some successes 

identified in these discussions were that AAC allows for users to have functional speech 

in the community and throughout their life while also having communication partners 

listen and engage with what the AAC speaker has to say (Rackensperger et al., 2005). 

One focus group member said ‘‘When people pay attention to what I’m saying to them, 

it makes me want to use and perfect my device even more” (p. 176).  

Ganz et al., (2015) completed a multiple baseline, single-case experimental 

design based on one preschool-aged boy who had Autism Spectrum Disorder. The 

participant had limited verbal intelligible language. In the study, the participant received 

behavioural therapy to examine the effects that implementing AAC has on receptive 

language skills, specifically PECS-based communication. The results of this study 

indicated that the intervention did have some effect on the desired outcome. “There was 

a strong, clear functional relation between the SGD intervention and receptive 

identification, the intervention did appear to improve the levels of responding for two of 

the target words” out of the 5 vocabulary words taught in the intervention (p.85). 

A literature review by Van der Meer & Rispoli (2010) created a synthesis of 23 

communication intervention studies involving SGDs. In this review, it was found that 

inventions were implemented, with a focus on requesting, for 51 children. Behavioural 

techniques and naturalistic teaching procedures were the two main intervention 
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strategies used in the 23 studies. 86% of the studies reported having positive outcomes 

providing intervention for individuals using SGDs.  

Collaboration 

The word collaboration means the "act of working together, united labor" and is 

derived from the Latin term “collaborare” which means “work with” (Harper, n.d.). 

Collaboration is a key factor to the success of AAC users (Alant et al., 2013) and has 

been a beneficial strategy for educators who work with individuals who have additional 

needs to learn and implement new skills and strategies (Hernandez, 2013). 

Hernandez (2013) wrote an article on Collaboration in Special Education. In this 

article, he explains that collaboration is seen as best practice for teachers and important 

for the education and success of students with developmental disabilities. It is 

“necessary for the inclusion of children with special needs” (p. 480). Some individuals 

who engage in collaboration around students with complex communication needs are 

parents, SLPs, occupational therapists, teachers, education assistants, outside 

agencies, and anyone who communicates with the AAC user. With students who have 

complex needs receiving their education in general education classrooms as well, these 

educators are expected to deliver instruction to students with a variety of behavioural 

needs, learning differences, and developmental disabilities. Collaboration is “an 

important strategy for educators to take on a wider range of responsibilities in today’s 

schools” (p. 481) and the lack of collaboration has affected the quality of services for 

students who have special needs. Collaboration can be a challenging aspect to 

teaching and it has been reported that preservice teachers have noted their lack of 

collaborative skill development. Hernandez (2013) wrote about a pilot study done by 
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Conderman & Johnson-Rodriguez (2009) where “special educators felt least prepared 

when it came to working with other staff including professional and paraprofessional 

staff” (p. 488).  University environments involve much more collaboration in present day 

learning than was likely the case when these articles were written.  

There are differences between collaboration and cooperation or coordination. 

“Coordinating is a managerial process designed to accomplish certain tasks while 

cooperation is a process where people may agree to certain activities, whether they are 

mutually beneficial to all of the parties involved” (Hernandez, 2013, p. 494). 

Collaboration takes time, effort, respect, trust, and outcomes (Hernandez, 2013). 

Collaborative research is when researcher work towards a common goal or to solve a 

problem. There are more significant expectations, including time, on the participants. 

Whereas cooperative research is where the researchers go off on their own, and collect 

a specific data, and bring it back; similar to a divide-and-conquer strategy. It has a more 

relaxed nature of the study and opposing opinions can go without being challenged 

(Sanderson, 1996).  

Creating a dialogue through collaboration supports the implementation and 

success of those who with AAC for communication (McNaughton et al., 1999). Success 

is different for everyone, however, independence surrounding communication is the end 

goal, no matter what that looks like. Collaboration provides teachers with the opportunity 

to actively reflect together about their practice on an on-going basis (Hunt et al., 2003). 

McNaughton et al. (1999), stated “traditionally, AAC researchers have worked in 

isolation” (p. 281) and that “research efforts may be constrained by a lack of resources, 

a deficit that might be overcome if researchers had pooled their skills and assets in a 
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collective effort (p. 281)”.  When there is a lack of collaboration by the professionals who 

work with individuals with special needs, there can be an impact on the quality of 

services and the extent to which they receive appropriate supports (Hunt et al., 2003).  

Barriers to AAC 

The Government of Canada’s Accessible Canada Act (2019) defines a barrier as: 

“anything — including anything physical, architectural, technological or attitudinal, 

anything that is based on information or communications or anything that is the 

result of a policy or a practice — that hinders the full and equal participation in 

society of persons with an impairment, including a physical, mental, intellectual, 

cognitive, learning, communication or sensory impairment or a functional 

limitation” (p. 14). 

 A common barrier for those with developmental disabilities is their susceptibility 

to being isolated from the rest of the population (Hourcade et al., 2004). McNaughton et 

al., (2008) explained how parents of AAC users in their focus group felt that societal 

attitudes towards children who use aided AAC were often negative. In Rackensperger et 

al.’s (2005) focus group, they had a participant who stated, “even when participants 

were prepared to use their devices in public situations, the response was not always 

positive” (p. 176). 

Donato et al. (2018) completed a critical synthesis on the facilitators and barriers 

for children who have Autism Spectrum Disorder, their communication partners, and the 

use of AAC. In this analysis of 42 studies, they categorized “barrier” under the following 

categories: intervention services and service providers, AAC systems and technologies, 

and factors related to individuals, their parents, and their communication partners. Two 
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factors that were identified as a barrier for individuals who use AAC is their attention 

span and inability to focus on the AAC device. An area that was discussed about 

parents were their perception of AAC and believing that AAC would hinder the 

individuals’ spoken language. A barrier for communication partners was the lack of 

training they received to support AAC users. 

Training. A theme across current research has been the importance, but lack of, 

teacher training. Through qualitative interviews of 14 special education teachers who 

support AAC users, Andzik et al., (2019) learned that teachers had inconsistent training 

on AAC, even though these teachers were aware of how much the training enhanced 

the success of their students. They also learned that some teachers found their own 

training online but had problems applying their new knowledge about AAC in the 

classroom. The consistency of the quality of teacher training creates difficulties when 

implementing AAC, especially when combined with other barriers (Walker & Chung, 

2022). 

McNaughton et al., (2008) put together an online focus group that was composed 

of seven parents of children who have cerebral palsy. Their children must use AAC due 

to having inadequate speech to meet their communication needs. Data was collected 

through questionnaires and group discussions. In that focus group, some of the parents 

felt that their own lack of knowledge on AAC and their minimal skill set were barriers in 

their child’s learning (McNaughton et al., 2008). There were discussions surrounding 

technical issues and device breakdowns (McNaughton et al., 2008). Consistent with this 

finding, Rackensperger et al. (2005) reported, based on an observation, that the 
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caregivers who support AAC users would benefit from having the technical knowledge 

about the SGD for adding modifications and providing repairs as needed. 

 Wallis et al. (2017) issued a questionnaire to 98 clinical service training providers 

(CSTP) in England on the topic of training on the use of AAC devices. Over half of the 

CSTPs provided training to SLPs, teachers, and teaching assistants. However, it was 

reported that service providers delivered primarily foundational level training around the 

use of AAC. “Given that continuing professional development is integral to professions 

working with individuals who use AAC, the lack of training at an intermediate or 

advanced level is an area of considerable concern” (p. 109) 

 In a survey of 55 teachers in British Columbia about AAC apps on an iPad, 

Savard (2020) discovered that lack of knowledge, training and experience were the 

most common reasons that teachers found it difficult to implement AAC. However, 31 

out of 38 teachers between ages 21-40 who participated in the study were open to 

receiving training on AAC if they had a student who used AAC in their class which was 

a greater percentage (82%) than 41-60 age group who had 9 out of 17 wanting 

additional training (53%). 

Funding. Although the cost of Speech Generating Devices (SGDs) have gone down 

over time, there is still a significant cost to families. In order to receive funding from 

Alberta Aids to Daily Living speech generating communication device benefit, applicants 

have to go on a waitlist and through a lengthy trial process in order to receive partial 

funding. Parents still have to pay 25% of the cost of the device. This cost can be a 

major concern (Alberta Government, 2014, & McNaughton et al., 2008). 
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AAC Abandonment. AAC abandonment occurs when the family or caregivers of an 

individual who uses AAC gives up supporting the use of the device. In Moorcroft et al.’s 

(2019) study which took place in Queensland, Australia, they interviewed 12 parents of 

children with complex communication needs who abandoned or rejected an AAC 

system when their child was between the ages of 0-6 years. Based on participant 

reflection in the study, it was found that there was a higher chance of AAC 

abandonment when parents lacked an understanding of the purpose of the device, had 

little input in the device their child received, or did not know how to use it. The main 

reason for AAC abandonment in this study was “that they were unable to implement 

AAC systems due to their limited training in how to use the system, a lack of SLP follow-

up, infrequent interactions with their SLP or a complete absence of SLP support” (p. 

65).  

“AAC rejection occurs when parents dismiss the notion of AAC before any 

attempt with a system” (Moorcroft et al., 2019, p. 60).  McNaughton et al., (2008) found 

that because the technology is complex, some parents’ attitudes towards AAC were 

tainted due to their low confidence on how to use the AAC device. Moorcraft et al. 

(2019) added: 

It is vital that researchers and clinicians understand why AAC systems are 

rejected or abandoned so that they can use this information to promote the 

acceptance of these systems and thus enhance the participation of children with 

complex communication needs (p. 60). 
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Time. Implementing AAC into the classroom takes time. There is a large variety of 

communication devices, communication books, communication boards, PECS symbols, 

and other resources that need to be prepared to provide AAC users access to 

communication. Communication flipbooks often need to be tailored to the student, 

printed and laminated. Personalization of PECS requires creating the visuals, cutting 

them out, laminating them, and adding Velcro before putting them in a PECS user’s 

book. Specialized vocabulary may be needed for specific classwork or interactive 

events.  The special education teacher and speech therapist might work together to 

locate these materials in resources such as LessonPix and BoardMaker. Similarly, 

multi-layers or new groups of speech buttons might be added to the base vocabulary in 

the communication devices. Once all the materials have been located and the devices 

have been updated, the teacher and SLP will need to work with the student and 

communication partners to familiarize them with the changes.  Receiving feedback from 

education assistants, students and parents requires meeting time, often outside of the 

school day (Andzik et al., 2019).  In addition, as was noted above, collaborating with the 

student’s support team can add a significant time burden. 

Limited Opportunities. Two reasons for limited AAC implementation and skill retention 

are a lack of opportunities provided and the inconsistency of opportunities for individuals 

who are learning how to use AAC.  In the Walker & Chung (2021) case study mentioned 

above, staff did not provide opportunities for students to use their AAC across daily 

activities. Access to the devices was inconsistent and was often only available during 

academic tasks. They also observed that staff members were the ones initiating the 

interactions on the devices most of the time. This narrowed the frequency with which 
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students initiated interactions and also limited their experience of highly motivating 

social interactions amongst peers. “A lack of real-world practice sometimes contributed 

to a slower rate of acquisition” (Rackensperger et al., 2005, p. 175). 

 Some speech generating devices have a limited number of buttons and must be 

programmed ahead of time to be prepared for a lesson in order for the AAC user to be 

able to participate. For example, a Go-Talk20+ (Attainment Company) only has 20 

changeable cells in 5 layers and 5 cells that carry over on each level that can store only 

five pre-sets. That is a total of 105 words. This is problematic because it limits the 

student’s control and ability to access the previously taught/introduced language at a 

later, unstructured time (Walker & Chung, 2022, & McNaughton et al., 2008).  

Communication Partners. Communication partners play a vital role when individuals 

with complex communication needs are learning how to use their AAC device 

effectively. A parent from the McNaughton et al., (2008) focus group stated how using 

an AAC felt unnatural and required a lot of physical effort to learn. Communication 

partners need to know how to do two things: understand what the child is trying to 

communicate and model the language appropriately using the student’s AAC device 

(Shire et al., 2015). When supporting students' learning, it is essential that 

communication partners understand that modeling the language on AAC. This will 

create a connection between the AAC users’ receptive and expressive language. 

Communication partners need to acquire these skills on how to use the AAC device in 

order to support this (Allen et al., 2017;  Rackensperger, 2005). “Children who require 

aided AAC receive their primary language input from the spoken language of those 

around them; however, their primary channel of expression is their AAC system, 
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creating an asymmetry in the language context” (Allen et al., 2017, p. 150). Some 

implications of the asymmetry for those with complex communication needs include an 

asymmetry in expressive vocabulary, syntax and morphology (Allen et al., 2017).  

Paired with natural language – they need to have a sense of what can be done with the 

device. As well as they need to strongly encourage those who to interact those with 

AAC, to model more sophisticated ways to use their device. Model, not hound. Build 

awareness of breadth of capabilities. How is modelling done? What are the 

expectations? 

Speech Language Pathologists. SLPs play a vital role in determining and 

implementing AAC support for students with complex communication needs. However, 

like any member of the AAC support team, a lack of experience and skills on the part of 

the SLP can result in a significant barrier for the student.  In the focus group from the 

McNaughton et al.’s (2008) study, parents discussed the lack of support they received 

from their SLPs. In some circumstances, the SLPs “were not aware AAC was an option” 

(McNaughton et al., 2008, p. 47). Parents in this focus group expressed their concerns 

surrounding the lack of knowledge and limited experience of the SLPs they were 

working with. Both teachers in Walker & Chung (2021) case study of the use of AAC in 

their self-contained classroom have also expressed their concerns surrounding the 

minimal support from SLPs they received when completing AAC assessments. Many of 

the challenges of assessment and implementation were reflections of the models that 

were being used through the educational and rehabilitation environments as AAC 

transitioned over the last 70 years. 

Limitations 
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Although there are numerous studies on the use of AAC for individuals with 

complex communication needs, many of the studies have limitations. In the Savard 

(2020), McNaughton et al., (2013), Andzik et al., (2019) and Walker & Chung, (2021) 

studies, small sample sizes are an identified limitation. When a study’s findings are 

based on a small sample, it is difficult to generalize the findings of the studies. In Allen 

et al., (2017) systematic review, there was a ”…lack of consistency in reporting among 

studies and lack of precision in some graphs” which makes it difficult to interpret or 

recreate the studies (p. 157). 

In a few of the studies that were included in Allen et al.’s (2017) systematic 

review, participants self-administered tasks online. In these cases, the participants had 

to be computer literate and be able to read and write.  In addition, the inability to ask 

clarifying questions meant that participants had to use their best judgements which 

could lead to inconsistencies or misunderstandings. These limitations also relate to 

Savard’s (2020) online survey. 

Savard (2020) did a study on the knowledge of teachers surrounding supporting 

students who use AAC in the classroom in British Columbia (B.C.). In the study, the 

researcher used a small sample size. Due to this, it is recommended to continue this 

research into provinces other than B.C. 

Donato et al., (2018) and Andzik et al., (2019) discussed human error being one 

of the limitations in their studies either through qualitative data interpretation or through 

the number of variables examined. Andzik (2019) noted that researcher bias also 

comes into play.  



 32 

Gaps and Recommendations for Research 

 Research on AAC has been done in classroom and home settings with a large 

focus on speech generating devices (SGD) and mobile technologies. However, there 

are recommendations from researchers in which they suggest investigating the use of 

SGDs across larger and broader sample populations (McNaughton, 2013).  Some of the 

areas explored in the research have been the barriers and facilitators of using AAC 

(Donato et al., 2018), supporting AAC in school settings (Walker & Chung, 2021), using 

iPads and mobile technology to support individuals who use AAC (McNaughton et al., 

2103) and the effectiveness of using aided augmented input techniques (Allen et al., 

2017).  

In the next chapter, I discuss the methodology I used to design a website about 

implementing AAC into the classroom throughout a variety of subjects and classroom 

routines.  
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Chapter 3 Website Description 

Introduction 

The project that I have chosen to complete for this graduate level applied project is a 

website about using AAC in the classroom. The website www.aacintheclassroom.com aims to 

provide teachers with tutorials, modelled videos, examples, and resources regarding ways they 

can support the users of AAC in their classrooms.  Within my time teaching individuals who 

have complex communication needs, I struggled with how to model, use, and differentiate my 

lessons when supporting students who used different SGDs. I was aware of relevant theory, but 

hadn’t found examples of how to translate that theory into practice. With this being said, I felt 

passionate about creating a website where a variety of examples through pictures and videos 

were provided. Creating a website instead of something like a book was intentional. A website 

can reach teachers all over the world and is free to access. Using an online storage system such 

as Google Drive would allow access to the information I compiled but it would be awkward to 

access each of the individual data links.  Using a website, the user could see a brief overview of 

each section without having to open any additional links. Lastly, while much of the information 

in the website is available in other locations on the web, I designed this site to aggregate all 

those sources, as well as additional video examples I created, into one easily accessible and 

annotated site. 

Background Literature 

 Drawing from the study by Andzik et al., (2019), the rationale for creating this website is 

to support students with having access to opportunities to AAC in the classroom. Walker and 

Chung (2021) found that in their case study that equal opportunities to use AAC were not 



 34 

available for students with complex communication needs. Rackensperger et al., (2005) found 

that the supports for AAC users were inconsistent based on who was supporting them. 

Communication partners play a key role in the implementation of AAC during the learning 

process and during one’s schooling years and teachers are one of a student’s main 

communication partners.  

 Savard (2020) completed a survey from BC teachers about their background knowledge 

and comfort level with AAC devices and only 10 out of 55 teachers who responded felt 

“comfortable” or “expert” at using AAC devices while only 4 of the 55 felt comfortable 

programming a device. In addition, nearly three-fourths of the teachers surveyed indicated that 

they wanted additional training and support with implementing AAC into their classrooms. The 

website I have created provides much of that training that teachers can access in a self-paced 

way.  

Project Description  

The goal of the “AAC in the Classroom” website was to create a resource teachers could 

use to generate ideas for how to support the students who have complex communication 

needs in their classrooms. The website is divided into ten sections: a home page, “What is 

AAC?”, “Types of aided AAC,” “Literacy,”  “Mathematics”, “Core Words,” “Physical Education,” 

“Science,”  “Assessment,” and a collection of smaller units titled “More.” 

The home page (see Figure 4 on page 35) is designed to provide a brief overview about 

the purpose of the website, short explanations of four of the sections, a short biography of the 

author behind the website, and a disclaimer about the products and brands on the website.  
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Figure 4 

Home page of the “AAC in the Classroom Website” 
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The second page, “What is AAC?” provides a brief synopsis of the difference between 

aided AAC and unaided AAC. This section is designed to inform the teacher of the key 

differences and provide a context for the strategies in the rest of the website.  

Figure 5 

What is AAC? 
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The third page is “Types of Aided AAC.” In this section, the reader learns about low tech 

AAC and high tech AAC. This provides the reader with information about the wide variety of 

AAC supports available and the situations in which the different types are effective.  

Figure 6 

Types of Aided Augmentative and Alternative Communication 
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Next, there is a section on Core Boards. This tool is often the first that teachers use 

when beginning to model language because they are inexpensive and easy to customize.  They 

are essentially the low tech version of a Speech Generating Device (SGD) and can ease the 

transition to an electronic SGD.  The presentation talks about how the boards are designed and 

the value of features such as colours to indicate different topics or language functions.  Links to 

six different free online core boards are included.    

Figure 7 

Core Boards 

 

Next, the reader learns about fringe vocabulary such as context relevant words like 

“playground” (see Figure 8 on page 39). They are provided with a link on how to create their 

own fringe vocabulary to pair with their Core Boards.  

The next three parts discuss core boards as they relate to broader communication tools:  

LAMP Words for Life (WFL), Saltillo, and ProLoQuo2Go. In the LAMP WFL section, the reader 

learns about how the app is designed and is provided with a direct link to their website where 

they can download a Core Board for free and access the app for a fee (see Figure 9 on page 39). 
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Figure 8 

Fringe Vocabulary 

 

Figure 9 

LAMP Words for Life 

 

In the Saltillo Word Power Apps and Flipbook section, they are provided direct links to 

six of their flipbooks. Their flipbooks were created based on the number of cells on their core 

board page. For example, the WordPower42 has 42 (7 x 6) cells on the board. There are direct 

links to the WordPower42 flipbook, the WordPower60 flipbook, the WordPower108 flipbook, 
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as well as three different communication boards. All of their flipbooks are available as High-

Tech Speech Generating apps.  

Figure 10 

Saltillo Wordpower Apps and Flip Books 

 

In the ProLoQuo2Go (created by Assistive Ware) section, the reader sees a visual of one 

of their app’s home screens. On AssitiveWare’s website, there is a questionnaire which would 

help you decide what form (if any) of their products would be best for you or a potential AAC 

user you know (see Figure 11 on page 41). 

Following the ProLoQuo2Go material is a small section on GoTalk products. Here, the 

reader learns about the type of GoTalk products available, while also being provided with free 

and paid resources on how to create your own inserts for their products (see Figure 12 on page 

41). 

Next is a section about PODD books. The reader can read about what PODD stands for, 

see two different version of a PODD book, what PODD is designed for, and a link to learn more 

about PODD books (see Figure 13 on page 42). 
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Figure 11 

Proloquo2Go 

 

 

Figure 12 

GoTalk Products 
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Figure 13 

PODD Books and Devices 

 

The final section of the “Types of Aided AAC” section in the website discusses the 

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS). The reader learns about the system, the 

sequence in which you teach the use of PECS, links to additional information, and a link to free 

and paid PECS resources.  (see Figure 14 on page 43) 

The fourth section of the website is called “Literacy.” The reader will learn about what 

ImpAACt books are, the RAAP strategy, two videos I created on how to use them, and links to 

communication boards for four frequently used children’s books. (see Figure 15 on page 44). 

Following ImpAACt books is a section about the Chat Editor software. Here, individuals 

will learn about some of the features that Chat Editor offers, ways they can use it in their 

classroom, links to download the software, and a video tutorial on how to get voice output 
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paired with the Chat Editor download. Chat Editor is an excellent program that is well suited for 

modelling how to use AAC in a variety of lessons, especially literacy (see Figure 16 on page 45). 

Figure 14 

PECS 
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Figure 15 

Literacy Page – ImpAACt Books 
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Figure 16 

Chat Editor 

 

 The reader can watch a short demonstration I created about how to use an adapted 

book with a student in the Modified and Adapted Book section. They are provided with eight 

links to access paid and free adapted books. They also have access to a resource library of 

adapted books from Paul V. Sherlock Centre on Disabilities in Rhode Island which includes 

access to lessons, guides, movies, CVI books, books with visuals, and PowerPoints (see Figure 17 

on page 46). 
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Figure 17 

Modified and Adapted Books 
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 Learning how to modify worksheets is a great way to support student’s comprehension. 

In the next section, the reader is provided with a video tutorial on how to adapt worksheets to 

include visuals using the website www.lessonpix.com.  

Figure 18 

Modified Worksheets 

 

 The district I work in has implemented the emergent literacy strategies from Jane 

Farrall’s online course. She has recommended a wide range of strategies on how to implement 

literacy for individuals who have complex communication needs. One of the strategies that I 

have listed on my website is using flip charts for a sign in. The flipcharts have four letters on 

them to limit the visual input and the number of choices for the student. Another of her 

strategies is her word wall. In the link attached, there is information on how to assess’ your 

students word knowledge, how to compile a list of words for your word wall, how to make the 

word wall resources, and how to implement the word wall. Blog posts for both strategies linked 

in a button (see Figure 19 on page 48). 
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Figure 19 

Jane Farrall Strategies 

 

 I included a separate section on Predictable Chart Writing. Although it is a 

recommendation from Jane Farrall, it is also a strategy that has been recommended to me by 

every Speech Language Pathologist and every Occupational Therapist that I have worked with 

in my time as a special educator. The reader is provided with the five steps to Predictable Chart 

Writing. These five steps are supported by visual and video examples for example for some 

steps while also a link to further information on the strategy (see Figure 20 on page 49). 

Liberator Communications Canada creates a literacy planner every year. The planner 

focuses on implementing core words alongside a book-of-the-month. This is one way to 

implement literacy strategies for AAC users. As the resources change every year, I chose to 

attach the past four literacy planners to allow to reader to have some choice for each month 

(see Figure 21 on page 50). 
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Figure 20 

Predictable Chart Writing (PCW) 
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Figure 21 

PRC Literacy Planner 

 

 In the final section of the Literacy tab, there is information on the website 

www.tarheelreader.com. There are two youtube videos linked: “Using the Tar Heel Reader to 

Make Reading Accessible” and “Using Tarheel Reader and Chat Editor Together.”  

Figure 22 

Tar Heel Reader 

 

 The next tab on the website is about how to implement AAC into mathematics lessons. 

The first section in this tab is about shapes. The steps of which buttons to press on the SGDs to 
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access the shape pages are available for WordPower60 and LAMP WFL. Also, screenshots of the 

pages themselves are available to be viewed. The reader has also been provided with an 

example of additional vocabulary they can add to their students’ speech devices (such as  

“edges” and “vertices.”) (see Figure 23 on page 52). 

 Following shapes is a section on patterns. While patterns can be made in a variety of 

ways, AAC provides a procedure through which individuals with complex communication needs 

can be included in pattern construction and identification. In this section the reader is provided 

with some suggestions of visuals they can use to teach patterns, as well as a video of a student 

using BIGmack buttons to extend AB patterns (see Figure 24 on page 53). 

 Some of my students are not yet at the letter and number formation stage. AAC allows 

these students to still participate independently in mathematical operations without needing a 

scribe. In this section, the reader can access the steps of which buttons to press on the SGDs to 

access the operations pages for WordPower60 and LAMP WFL. Also, screenshots of the pages 

themselves are available to be viewed. There is a video on how to complete simple operational 

questions using a math communication board (which is available for download at the bottom 

on the Mathematics tab) (see Figure 25 on page 54). 

Mathematics provides an opportunity to introduce new vocabulary. In the “Descriptive 

Language & Measurement” section, the reader is provided with suggestions for different 

language they can use on an individual’s AAC device. Some of this vocabulary can be found on 

core boards, flipbook, math communication boards, and SGDs. There is a video on how to use 

and model descriptive language using a math communication board (see figure 26 on page 55). 
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Figure 23 

Mathematics Page – Shapes 
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Figure 24 

Patterns 
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Figure 25 

Operations 
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Figure 26 

Descriptive Language & Measurement 

 

 With time being an abstract concept, having visuals can support a student when 

learning this new skill. In the “Time” section of the Mathematics tab, there are two videos to 

support teachers learning how to implement AAC in their time lessons. The first one is from the 

Avaz speech device about teaching learners to tell using AAC. The second video is a short 

calendar lesson using a WordPower96 cell core board, a WordPower60 flipbook, and a 

WordPower60 TouchChat app. The steps of which buttons to press on the SGDs to access the 

time/calendar pages are available for WordPower60 and LAMP WFL. Also, screenshots of the 

pages themselves are available to be viewed (see Figure 27 on page 56). 
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Figure 27 

Time 
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 In the final section of the Mathematics tab are Math Communication Boards. In this 

section, the reader can learn about some of the communication board options that are 

available and can find direct links to four different options. There are free and paid options 

available.  

Figure 28 

Math Communication Board 

 

 The sixth tab on the website is “Core Words.” The reader is provided with a small 

section on the definition of core words and why they are important (see Figure 29 on page 58). 
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Figure 29 

Core Words Page – What are Core Words? 

 

 Saltillo has a core word section on their website called “Let’s Teach Core.” The reader 

will learn what is available on their site. They can see two screenshots about how the 

information sheets are laid out. Although this website is designed for Saltillo products, you can 

use the same activities with other core boards and SGDs from a variety of vocabulary sets. A 

direct link to the website is provided (see Figure 30 on page 59). 

 Renfrew Education is a special education school supporting students with disabilities in 

Alberta, Canada. They created a website with a core word curriculum and AAC. The reader will 

see what words are recommended to teach in each month, and screenshots for the 

recommendations of the word 'go’ which include visuals for PODD, WordPower 60 Basic, LAMP 

WFL, ProLoQuo2Go, and High Contrast, song and videos about the word of the week, books for 

shared reading, predictable chart writing suggestions, activity ideas, and Boardmaker ideas (see 

Figure 31 on page 60). 
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Figure 30 

Saltillo: Let’s Teach Core 
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Figure 31 

Renfrew Education: Core Words 
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 The next section is about the Core Word Classroom created by AssistiveWare. The 

reader will learn about Core Word Classroom’s 5-minute filler, word of the week poster, and 

word of the week activities. They are also provided with a direct link that talks about how to 

sign up for AssistiveWare’s Core Word Classroom.  

Figure 32 

AssistiveWare: Core Word Classroom & Resources 
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 The next section is about how to teach core words across the day. This information 

comes from Liberator. In this section, the reader learns about different ways to implement core 

into their classroom through activities, lessons, music, etc. They are also provided with 

assessment documents and checklists for assessing their students. It allows them to see the 

outcomes, what a successful outcome looks like, and a level tracker. They are provided a direct 

link to access this document (See Figure 33 on page 63). 

In the final section of the Core Words tab on the website is one example of a game 

teachers can use to practice core words. A teacher uploaded this game for purchase onto 

www.teacherspayteachers.com with visuals from WordPower60 basic. On this page, teachers 

are given a list of all the words they would need to pre-teach before introducing this game. 

They are also provided a direct link for where to purchase this game (See figure 34 on page 64). 

The seventh tab on the website is dedicated to implementing AAC into teaching physical 

education. In this section the reader is provided with core words and some suggested activities 

they could do in a physical education lesson. This information is paired with a differentiated 

video (See figure 35 on page 65). 

 Next is a section on movement communication boards. This section allows the reader to 

learn how to implement choices alongside movement. They are provided with three different 

examples and direct links on where to download them (See figure 36 on page 66). 

Free play can be motivating for students as it provides an opportunity for AAC users to 

make requests, which is the first step on the communication continuum. In this section of the 

website, the reader is able to see three versions of communication boards with both core 
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words and fringe vocabulary. The pictures are of WordPower60, Proloquo2go, and LAMP WFL 

(See Figure 37 on page 67). 

Figure 33 

Liberator: Teaching Core Across the Day 
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Figure 34 

Core Word Bingo 
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Figure 35 

Physical Education Page – Core Words & Physical Education 
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Figure 36 

Movement Communication Boards 
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Figure 37 

Free Play 

 

 In the final section under the “Physical Education” tab is “Conversations & Physical 

Activity.” In the section, the reader is provided with examples of conversations they could have 

when participating in physical activity. These examples include asking questions, making 

comments, describing, instructing, requesting information, expressing feelings, and making 

jokes (See Figure 38 on page 68). 
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Figure 38 

Conversations & Physical Activity 

 

 The next tab on the website is called “Science.” It is designed to support teachers with 

strategies and resources to implement AAC into their science lessons. At the top of the page is 

“Saltillo Science Calendar” where the reader can explore a calendar that has books and 

experiments which encourages the use of specific vocabulary. This calendar is paired with an 

accompanying scientist lab book which is available free for download. The reader can also 

watch a video about the calendar to gather more information (See Figure 39 on page 69). 

A strategy that is used and often paired with Saltillo’s Science Calendar is the TAAP 

strategy. In this section, the reader learns about what TAAP is, and the different ways to model 

the TAAP strategy when working on science activities (See Figure 40 on page 69). 
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Figure 39 

Science Page – Saltillo Science Calendar 

 

Figure 40 

TAAP Strategy (Saltillo Resource) 
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 The next section is about a website created by Storm Speech Therapy. The reader will 

see a list of science experiments available. They will also see screenshots of one experiment 

that is available on the website in order to determine whether the activities on their website 

would be a good fit for their students.  

Figure 41 

Storm Speech Therapy 
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 The following section is about the science vocabulary that is available from SET-BC. SET-

BC has created downloadable pages for the TouchChat vocabulary. The reader will learn about 

the different downloadable pages that are available.  

Figure 42 

SET BC – Science Vocabulary - TouchChat 

 

 The next tab on the website is “Assessment.” At the top of the page, the reader will 

learn about the four competencies in which AAC users need to develop to be successful 

communicators. This is put at the top of the page as it is a common theme through multiple 
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AAC assessment resources. This section provides the background information needed when 

assessing present or future users of AAC.  

Figure 43 

Assessment Page – AAC Competencies 

 

 Following the section about the four competencies is a brief overview of a goal setting 

resource called “Ready, Set, Goal!” The reader will learn about what is available such as 
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resources, information on goal setting, and printable data tracking sheets. There are 

screenshots available of the data collection sheet and the AAC goal framework. 

Figure 44 

Ready, Set, Goal! 
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 The next section in this tab discusses the different communication functions. I have 

placed this information in the section to provide teachers suggestions for different ways to 

model communication. When I first began modelling AAC in my classroom, I focused heavily on 

requesting as requesting preferred items is extremely motivating. However, we do not connect 

with the world around us just asking for things we want. This section provides a reminder to 

teachers of different reasons we communicate and in turn, how to model these speech 

functions. Following this information is an image which shows approximately how many times 

teachers need to model a word in order for a student to become independent. Following this is 

a visual about the prompt hierarchy, which is a way to support AAC users to learn new skills 

surrounding their AAC device. However, it encourages their communication partner to use the 

least intrusive prompt, which builds a sense of autonomy in the user (see Figure 45 on page 75). 

 Next, is a section about the Ability Level Continuum from Tobii Dynavox. The reader will 

learn about the different ability levels and examples of understanding, expression, social 

interaction, literacy and other skills for each of those levels. This resource is important for data 

collection as it can support where to go for future interventions (See Figure 46 on page 76). 

 The next section is about the Communication Signal Inventory. This is an observation-

based tool which allows you to document has an individual is currently communicating using 

unaided AAC such as gestures or verbal approximations. The Communication Signal Inventory is 

a way to communicate to a group of communication partners on the strategies you will use to 

implement aided AAC with an individual with complex communication needs. The reader can 
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access information on how to use the Communication Signal Inventory and a link to download it 

from Alberta Health Services (See Figure 47 on page 77). 

Figure 45 

Different Communication Functions 
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Figure 46 

Ability Level Continuum 
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Figure 47 

Communication Signal Inventory 

 

 

 The next section provides the reader with an overview oof how to select a specific AAC 

system or device. There is a grid provided which shows the different levels of technology 

available based on the number of words an individual is able to see and/or touch. The reader is 

provided with a link to the I CAN Centre’s AAC assessment file (See Figure 48 on page 78). 
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Figure 48 

Selecting a Specific Device 

 

 The final section in the “Assessment” tab is about using the prompt hierarchy to collect 

data. The reader is provided with an example of how to use a graph to get a visual 

understanding of where your student is with identifying their core words. This can be adapted 

for other areas of learning such as their arrival routine, handwashing, or identifying letter 

sounds (see figure 49 on page 79). 

The final tab on the website is a “More” section. This section was created to provide 

suggestions on other ways to implement AAC into your classroom that are not based on specific 

subject areas. The first section is about using AAC during meal times. The reader will see an 

example of a place mat they could use with visuals from LessonPix, a video of how students use 
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the place mat, example vocabulary, and a page from WordPower60 with meal-based 

vocabulary (See Figure 50 on page 80). 

Figure 49 

Prompt Hierarchy and Data Collection

 

   

 

Following the meal times section is a section on lanyard visuals. The reader will learn 

about the importance and the benefits of having lanyard visuals on their person. They will also 
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have access to four different types of lanyard visuals available for download (See Figure 51 on 

page 81). 

Figure 50 

More Page – Meal Times 
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Figure 51 

Lanyard Visuals 

 

 In the next section, the reader will learn about implementing AAC into their transitions 

between locations. I have provided a video of how we use fringe and core vocabulary to 

increase AAC practice during daily routines.  

Figure 52 

Transitions 
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 In the next section, the reader can learn about how to use a SMART Notebook to create 

a calendar board. I have created a video on how to add visuals, create buttons and add voice 

output to each cell/button. I have also included a downloadable link of the calendar board I 

created based on the WordPower42 flipbook.  

Figure 53 

Calendar SMARTBoard 

 

 In the next section, the reader is provided with an example of a resource to support AAC 

modeling. The reader is provided with two images and three links about ways to create large 

AAC posters in Calgary. They are also provided with suggestions of some vocabulary they could 

model using the giant communication boards (see figure 54 on page 83). 

Following the section on giant communication boards is a section on games. The reader 

will learn one way they can use a game to support communication. The link to Flippity creates 

premade questions to which an AAC user can respond. The link attached provides a model of 

how to access some of the game vocabulary based on the WordPower vocabulary set (See 

figure 55 on page 83). 
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Figure 54 

Giant Communication Boards 

  

Figure 55 

Games 
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 An additional recommendation made for implementing AAC is about tying AAC 

opportunities into a classroom’s daily routines. The reader is provided with a visual from Susan 

Berkowitz about using AAC when washing hands. The reader is also provided with other ways 

they could implement AAC into routines such as toileting, transitions, and arrival routines, as 

well as a downloadable AAC activity planner.  

Figure 56 

Daily Routines 

 

 Next, is a section on the Communication Bill of Rights. This information was taken 

directly from the National Joint Committee for the Communication Needs of Persons with 

Severe Disabilities (from the American Speech-Language and Hearing Association, or ASHA). 

The reader is provided with the 15 rights, a link to the ASHA website, as well as a link to a 

downloadable poster for their classroom. This section was added as a reminder that we are 

here to support the rights of our students and communication is a part of human rights. (See 

Figure 57 on page 85). 
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Figure 57 

Communication Bill of Rights 

 

 The final section of the website discusses visual schedules. The reader is provided with 

an explanation of the benefits of using a visual schedule in their classroom and how to tie it to 

their students’ AAC device. There are links to five different free and paid versions of visual 

schedules that are available for download (see figure 58 on page 86). 
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Figure 58 

Visual Schedules 

 

Conclusion  

To conclude, the purpose of the website www.aacintheclassroom.com is to provide 

teachers with programming examples, lesson ideas, video tutorials, visuals, and assessment 

rubrics that can be used to promote the use of AAC in their classroom. It is intended to reach 

both general education and special education teachers in locations all over the world. This 

chapter described the information available on my website.  
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Chapter 4 

Reflection 

Introduction  

This project began based on my passion for implementing AAC into my classroom. I 

teach children who have complex communication needs and are predominantly non-verbal. 

The majority of my students are deeply affected by their disabilities and their difficulties 

communicating. It is my role to make sure my students have a way to communicate and 

connect with the world around them.  

Alongside being a classroom teacher, I am also a Learning Leader. My role is to teach 

other teachers inclusive practices to allow all their students to access the curriculum to the best 

of their ability. Through having conversations with both special education and general 

education teachers, it has been made known that they struggle to support the AAC users in 

their classrooms. I have been told by special education teachers specifically that they learn a lot 

of theory in the professional development they attend, e.g., John Searle’s Speech Act Theory, 

but rarely lesson examples of how to teach it, especially with differentiation to different levels 

and having a variety of AAC users in their classrooms. 

I have had the good fortune to have a speech language pathologist who felt the same 

level of passion about my students as I did. She took the time to teach me, model lessons, and 

provide me with resources for how to support the students in my class who have complex 

communication needs. Upon gaining the confidence and seeing the skills in my students grow, I 

wanted to share my learning with others. There are incredible, passionate special education 
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teachers in my district who are eager to learn, and I want to support them in the same way my 

SLP did, so I created this website.  

Learnings and Implications 

In addition to the information I have listed above, one huge takeaway from this project 

is the power of collaboration. Although I physically created the website alone (alongside the 

videos with my friends’ children), the information was created by a wide variety of individuals. 

The ideas I came up with for this website were enriched by collaborating with a small group of 

colleagues. Although we will never know it all, together we can create a wealth of knowledge.  

One thing I learned when designing this website was that having to open multiple files is 

not practical for a busy teacher. For resource banks such as One Drive, you have to click on 

every link to be able to see each resource. I was intentional in making sure you could have a 

brief snapshot of the resources and strategies available, without having to open multiple links. 

The links are available if you see a resource that is suited to you.  

 As a result of the creation of this website, teachers will be able to access of variety of 

lesson ideas and strategies across several subject areas, which in turn will create more aided 

language modelling in their classrooms.  With aided language modelling being a frequently 

recommended strategy to support students learning vocabulary on their AAC device, this will 

support these students to become independent, spontaneous communicators.  From there, 

ideally these teachers will share their learnings from this website with their colleagues, and 

continue to model and encourage the use of AAC into both general education and special 

education classrooms.  

Limitations 
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A limitation I faced when beginning my thesis was having to pivot from my initial 

research idea. Originally, I wanted to complete an action research project in which I 

collaborated with special education teachers about strategies we can use to implement AAC 

into our classrooms. Although my research was approved through Vancouver Island University’s 

research ethics board, my school board chose not to approve the proposal.  At that point, I 

discussed the situation with my colleagues, and they committed to supporting my plan to 

develop a website. 

One factor that limited the content of the website was that I have access to only two 

SGD devices in my classroom and most of my students use WordPower vocabulary sets. As 

WordPower is a focus in my classroom, most of the resources that I used are tied to that 

vocabulary. In the future, I hope to add more information to the website about other AAC 

devices like Proloquo2Go and PODD and include more modelling using those devices.  

Another area that I personally found limiting for those accessing the website is that I 

was not able to use students who have complex communication needs in my video tutorials. 

Although I was lucky enough to have my friend’s children come and film with me in my 

classroom, I think there is a huge benefit to modelling with the dynamics of a complex needs 

classroom. Being able to see how to navigate the complications of noise, managing behaviour 

issues, managing the educational assistants, and modelling more than one vocabulary set 

would be even more beneficial to those accessing the website.  

One issue that was a personal struggle was following issues around copyright laws and 

sharing resources I have purchased. I would love to share all of the resources I have purchased 



 90 

over the years. A workaround I found was linking the resources in buttons for teachers to 

purchase on their own if they chose to do so.  

In the future, I would love to collaborate with other SLPs and special education teachers 

to discuss their favourite strategies and resources and add them on to the website.  

Conclusion 

Designing a classroom with the focus on communication as a basic human right creates a 

classroom that is safe and child centered. The ultimate goal for this website was to provide a 

resource to support teachers with the knowledge of how to reach that goal. Having teachers 

who can model through aided-language modeling and incorporate AAC throughout their days, 

will in turn support AAC users to become independent. It is important for teachers to 

acknowledge and implement opportunities for communication, while it is just as important for 

teachers to be supported in doing so. My intent was to provide a location in which teachers 

could grab easy-to-implement ideas into their classrooms that require minimal preparation. I 

hope that upon spending time on the AAC in the Classroom website that teachers will feel 

supported in their AAC teaching journey.  
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