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Session Objectives 

• Participants will able to describe the academic 
communication status of students with the most 
significant disabilities  

• Participants will be able to identify at least three 
evidence-based strategies to facilitate 
communication in students with significant 
disabilities 

• Participants will be able to describe an approach 
to embedding communication opportunities 
across the curriculum 

Today’s session 

• Communication Data and Call to Action 
– Implications of data on the OUTCOMES for students 

with communication needs. 

– Review of the literature 

• Strategies to address these needs in the schools 
– Develop immediately useable communication systems 

– Identify appropriate communication learning objectives 

– Identify evidence-based strategies for teaching 
communication 

– Embed communication opportunities across the 
curriculum 

Opportunities to 

Communicate 

“Even when enrolled in general education classes, students with complex 
communication challenges may remain socially isolated from their classmates 

when receiving one-to-one paraprofessional support.”  
(Chung & Carter, 2013, p. 94) 

 

“…students may have access to their AAC systems but lack opportunities and 
reasons to use them” (Calculator & Black, 2009, p. 333) 

 

• With intervention, both SGD use and peer interactions can be increased 
for students with CCN and ID (Chung & Carter, 2013) 
 

• We must ensure that  communication is embedded throughout the 
academic day (Calculator, 2009; Calculator & Black, 2009). 
 

So What?? 

Intervention: The evidence 

A review of 20 years of research on communication programming for 
individuals with severe intellectual and developmental disabilities 
“indicates that 96% of the studies reported positive changes in some 
aspects of communication. These findings support the provision of 
communication intervention to persons with severe intellectual and 
developmental disabilities.” 
 

Snell et al. (2010) 
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More evidence 

“A comprehensive review of the literature pertaining to AAC and inclusive 
education for students with severe disabilities in inclusive classrooms resulted 
in an inventory of possible best practices… An inventory of 91 practices, each 
assigned to 1 of 8 predetermined categories, was uncovered”  
 

(Calculator & Black, 2009, p. 329) 

Communication Equation 

 
Intent  
 

Form 
 

Listener Comprehension / 
Desired Response 
 

Successful 
Communication 

Our Primary Goal 

 To facilitate communication to 
enable student participation in 

the general curriculum 

How Do We Do This? 

• Increase communicative output 
– Identify ANY communication 

– Foster more intents 

– Refine the form 

– RESPOND and thus CONTINUE THE INTERACTION 

 

• Select appropriate communication targets 

 

• Embed communication intervention 
throughout the academic day! 

 

 

 

 

Communication Observation 
Jeremiah 

Use these questions to guide your observations.   
 What was he trying to communicate? (INTENT) 
 What form did his attempt take?  (FORM) 
 Did he get his desired response?  (DESIRED RESPONSE) 
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Communication Observation 

5. Rejection Pushes the shape away. No – partner responds, 
“You’re supposed to hold 
it,”  then continues the 
lesson. 

4. Rejection Bats at teacher’s hand. No – partner pulls hand 
away and continues 
requesting participation. 

3. Rejection Short vocalization. No – partner does not 
acknowledge. 

1. Refusal Pulls head away from the 
teacher. 

No – partner did not 
respond. 

2. Refusal Pulls arm away from the 
teacher. 

No – partner did not 
respond. 

basic Communication Targets- 

what the students must have 

• Protesting / Rejecting 
• Gaining Attention / Calling 
• Requesting Action 
• Requesting Objects  
 
• Greeting / Social 
• Commenting 
• Sharing Information 
 
(NJC Bill of Rights on www.asha.com) 

additional 
Communication Intents for  

Academics 

• Respond to questions 

• Make choices 

• Initiate to peers and adults 

• Ask questions 

• Refuse/ Reject politely  

 

 

How Do We Do This? 

• Develop a classroom matrix  
– Align communication targets with the academic 

curriculum 

– EMBED communication throughout the academic 
day 

• Implement the matrix using evidence-based 
practices 

 
(Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; Hemmeter & Grisham-Brown, 1997;Macy, & 
Bricker, 2007; Salazar, 2013; Johnson & McDonnell, 2004) 

 
 

 

Evidence-Based Practices 

 

STRATEGIES 
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Authentic 
Commu- 
nication 

Respond  
as if 

Meaningful  

Aided 
Language 

Stimulation 

Prompts 

Expect 
Commu-
nication 

Acknowledge 
vs Honor 

Wait Time  

Preference 
Inventory 

Sabotage 

Communication Toolbox 
Acknowledge vs Honor 

communication 

1. Student engages in 
communicative behavior 

2. Vocalize student’s 
assumed intent 

IS THE REQUEST REASONABLE AND POSSIBLE? 

3a. Honor the 
communication 

3b. Acknowledge and 
provide explanation 
or an alternate plan 

YES NO 

(Beukelman & 
Mirenda, 2013; 
Siegel & Cress, 
2002; Carter & 
Iacono, 2002)  

Respond as if Meaningful 

• All behavior communicates something, AND 
all students communicate 

 

• Builds the association between behavior and 
response 

• Cause and effect 

• Stimulus-response 

(Beukelman & Mirenda, 
2013; Green, O’Reilly, 
Itchon, & Sigafoos, 
2005; Carter, & Iacono, 
2002) 

Preference Inventory: 

stimulating communication 

• Learn about the student: 

– Likes 

– Dislikes 

 

• Sources: 

– Family 

– Siblings 

– Peers 

 

 

What’s to die for? 
 

http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/INS
TRC/Webinars/Personal_Preference_Indicator.pdf   

How do we Learn a sTudenT’s 

Preferences? 
 • Ask family members to describe what the student likes and dislikes 

the most– What does this student LOVE! 

  

• Record observations of student preferences: likes/dislikes 

  

• Ask  peers  and siblings what are the most popular topics/activities 
they enjoy (i.e. chronologically age appropriate) 

  

• Continue to introduce a range of “new” activities 

 

• Utilize “Preference Inventories” available in literature and texts: 
(EXAMPLE  ON NEXT SLIDE)                 

REMEMBER 

“Just like learning to eat vegetables...” 

Preferences result from repeated experience 

 

http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/ii
dc/defiles/INSTRC/Webinars/Personal
_Preference_Indicator.pdf  

http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/INSTRC/Webinars/Personal_Preference_Indicator.pdf
http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/INSTRC/Webinars/Personal_Preference_Indicator.pdf
http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/INSTRC/Webinars/Personal_Preference_Indicator.pdf
http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/INSTRC/Webinars/Personal_Preference_Indicator.pdf
http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/INSTRC/Webinars/Personal_Preference_Indicator.pdf
http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/INSTRC/Webinars/Personal_Preference_Indicator.pdf
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Expect Communication 

• Assume the student is competent 

• Students can communicate 

• Do not preempt the need to communicate 

• Give responsibility to the student 

 
(Halle, Baer, & 
Spradlin, 1981; 
Sigafoos & 
Mirenda, 2002) 

Sabotage 

• In sight but out of reach 

• Playing dumb 

• Disrupting expectations 

• Incomplete materials 

• Blocking access 

(Rogers-Warren & 
Warren, 1980; wright & 
Kaiser, 2012; Wright, 
Kaiser, Reikowsky & 
Roberts, 2012) 

Prompt Levels 

Appropriate Prompts 

 
 

• Prompt levels 
– Full Physical 
– Partial Physical 
– Model 
– Gesture 
– Direct Verbal 
– Indirect Verbal 
– Independent 
 
 
 Know the sequence so you can move up and down in the moment 
 Use your data 
 
(Duker, & Jutten, 1997; Reichle, & Johnston, 1999; Keogh, & Reichle, 1985) 

Tell me what you 
want.  Touch the 

marker. 

What do you 
want? 

Wait time 

Why wait? 

• To provide time for motoric responses 

• To provide processing time 

• To provide a signal to respond 

• To provide opportunity for initiation  

 

(Halle, Baer, & Spradlin, 1981; Hancock, & Kaiser, 2002) 

Authentic Communication 

Hit your 
switch! 

Touch the 
picture! 

What do 
you want? 

Which one 
should we 

use? 

(Beukelman, & 
Mirenda, 2012; 
Calculator, & Black, 
2009; Chung, & 
Carter, 2013) 
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Content is Essential and Increases the 

Sophistication of the Mode of Output  

(Beukelman, & 
Mirenda, 2012; 
Calculator, & 
Black, 2009; 
Chung, & 
Carter, 2013) 

Aided Language Stimulation 

A strategy in which the teacher models symbol use while 
speaking to the student 

• Facilitates receptive language development 

• Models expressive language use 

 

Directions for use: 

• Point to symbols for key words 

• Emphasize key words vocally 

• Speak more slowly than usual 

• Insert numerous pauses 

• Use single words followed by short phrases  
(Harris & Reichle, 2004; Goosens’, 1989; Romski, Sevcik, Cheslock, & Barton, 2006; Romski, & Sevcik, 1988) 

 

 

Effective Teaching 

Principles 
 

• Highly engaging activities 

• High levels of success 

• Frequent opportunities to respond 

• Systematic presentation 

• Immediate feedback 

• Ongoing analysis of data 
 

 
(McDonnell, J.,1998)  

The 7 “Deadly Sins” 

1. Failing to Identify, Respond to and Shape 
Idiosyncratic Forms of Communication 

2. Waiting for Readiness – “Pre” Means Never 

3. Teaching Compliance vs. Communication  

4. Testing not Teaching 

5. Ignoring the Dangers of Yes/No 

6. Complicating Communication with Motor 
Requirements 

7. Dismissing from Related Services Due to 
Perceived “Lack of Progress”  

 

QUESTIONS? 

Judith.page@uky.edu 
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