
1

Table of contents

Topics Slide #

What is Communication? 2

What is Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)? 3

Types of AAC 4

Supporting Students Who Use AAC: Programming and Personalization 5

Supporting Students Who Use AAC: Important Things to Remember 6

Supporting Students Who Use AAC: Core Vocabulary 7

Teaching Strategy: Prompting Techniques 8

Teaching Strategy: Hand-Over-Hand vs. “Hop on!” 9

Teaching Strategy: Modeling 10

Teaching Strategy: Creating Communication Opportunities 11



2

WHAT IS COMMUNICATION? 
• Communication is so much more than just being able to say “yes”, or “no”, or to ask to go to the bathroom 

or get a drink. People with Complex Communication Needs  want to say so much more, such as “I love you!”, 
“How was your day?”, or to give their choice or opinion! 

Click to go back to index

• Communication includes: 
• Requesting (“I want…”)
• Protesting/ objecting (No, thank you!”)
• Initiating a conversation or interaction (“Guess what happened 

to me today?”)
• Continuing a conversation or interaction (“Uh-huh– then 

what?”)
• Ending  a conversation or interaction (“I need to get going.”)
• Commenting  (“I love that dress! The colour suits you!”)
• Exchanging information (“I went out with my family this 

weekend.”)
• Social etiquette (“Hello!” “Please,” “Thank you.”)
• Social closeness (“I like you.”)

Click the image below to 
read the NJC 
Communication Bill of 
Rights:

Try it!
Can you tell someone what you did on the 
weekend using only “yes” and “no”? If you 
can, it might take awhile! 

https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/1-Communication-Bill-of-Rights.pdf
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What is AAC? 
• Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) includes a variety of methods to support written 

and/or spoken communication NOT including speech that helps a person express their thoughts, needs, 
ideas, wants, etc.

Complex Communication Needs
• Some people with Complex Communication Needs cannot speak at all. They may use gestures or sign to 

have their basic needs met.
• Others may be able to speak  words, but they cannot be understood by unfamiliar to them. 
• In short,  a person with Complex Communication Needs  cannot communicate through speech alone.  This 

is where alternative modes of communication such as augmentative and alternative communication
comes in. 

• Some examples of AAC:
• Gestures (pointing, reaching)
• Sign language
• Facial expressions
• Low-tech communication boards
• Alphabet boards
• Mid-tech and high-tech speech generating 

communication devices



4

Low-tech AAC
A low-tech communication device is anything that does not require 
power to use. Some examples include printed boards, such as paper 
communication boards, alphabet boards, or Picture Exchange books 
(usually called PECS). These are recommended for ALL users to have in 
case of electronic device failure, or in environments where electronics 
are not appropriate. 

Some Types of AAC
Recorded Message Devices
These devices may have a 
“speaking” voice- the display does 
not move, giving a limited number 
of options. These are a good choice 
for students who are just learning to 
use technology for communication. 
Also sometimes referred to as “mid-
tech” devices.

Dynamic Display Devices
These digital devices will 
switch screens as the user 
presses buttons, anticipating 
the most likely next word or 
phrase that they will use. They 
are highly programmed and 
very useful for the student who 
has begun to intentionally 
communicate, and who needs 
more vocabulary to be able to 
say what they want. Also 
referred to “high-tech” devices.

Click to go back to index
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Programming and Personalization
Programming a device to fit the skills, interests, and needs of the student is a priority. Keep in mind there may be 
a number of things a person may want talk about not found in the device: 

• Personal information and contact information, such as name, age, birthday, address, and phone number. 
• The names of important people in the student’s life 
• Favourite activities, such as going for walks, video games, YouTube, etc.
• Places that the student visits regularly, or enjoys visiting
• The student's interests– what do they like to talk about? 
• Food and drink that the student likes and dislikes, favourite meals or types of food
• Daily care needs such as repositioning a wheelchair, getting a blanket if cold, brushing teeth, bathing, 

etc.
• Medical needs such as medications, illness, or feeding tubes

Supporting Students Who Use AAC

For more information on programming your 
device, click on the icon below:

Click to go back to index

https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2-Nova-Chat-Programming-Cheat-Sheet.pdf
https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/3-Accent-Cheat-Sheet.pdf
https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/4-Touch-Chat.pdf
https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/5-Grid-3-Cheat-Sheet.pdf
https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/6-T-Device-Cheat-Sheet.pdf
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Supporting Students Who Use AAC

Important Things to Remember: 
• Have the device available and ready for use at all times– can 

you imagine going outside to play with your friends and leaving 
your voice inside? 

• If the device is not available (i.e. in the pool or at recess in the 
rain), make sure that a low-tech communication option is within 
reach (i.e. a paper printout of a communication page). 

• Have the student be responsible for carrying, charging, and 
putting their device in a consistent location for easy access 
where appropriate. 

• Give the student time to process and respond using their 
device– even up to a few minutes!

• Give a lot of time for the student to explore the device (babble) 
on their own. 

• Respond to all attempts to communicate with the device, even 
if you believe the message to be incorrect. This teaches the 
student that they have POWER in their world by communicating 
with their AAC system.

• Allow for all means of communication (i.e. if your student 
waves “hello”, you know what they said and do not need them 
to find “hello” on the AAC system). 

• Don’t move vocabulary around on the device if you can help it–
the student is learning a language through motor planning, and 
if you move words, they could have a very difficult time 
relearning it! 

Click to go back to index
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Core Vocabulary
• Research has shown that up to 85% of what 

we say every day is made up of only 250-350 
words, even though we have hundreds of 
thousands of words in the English Language! 

• Core vocabulary is a small set of these words 
that are used in most situations.

• Most devices have core vocabulary on the 
very first page. They may be slightly different 
from device to device.

• Most devices or software have low tech 
downloadable core pages that you can print 
and use with your student in a pinch.

• Making Core Vocabulary a priority for teaching opens 
the doors to so much more communication than any 
other set of vocabulary.  For example, “turn” is a word in 
core vocabulary: 

• Turn the corner
• My turn/ your turn
• Turn off
• Turn on
• Turn up
• Turn down
• Turn over
• Turn around

• If the student begins by learning nouns to request things 
that they want, they may learn the word, “strawberry”. 
BUT, if they learn the word “like” first, they can tell you 
that they LIKE strawberries, and cherries, and baking 
pies with Grandma, and their new toy, and the list goes 
on! 

For printable Core Board examples, click on icon:

Supporting Students Who Use AAC

Click to go back to index
Above: Word Power 96 Cell Core Board

https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/7-Crescendo.pdf
https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/8-Saltillo.pdf
https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/9-Project-Coredf.pdf
https://carcsd.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/10-Core-36-High-Contrast.pdf
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Prompting Techniques
A child will not just “learn” to speak using their device. Prompts will support a child with learning new routines, 
and remembering what they need to do. As the child progresses through each step, less and less support is 
needed. The end goal is for the child to no longer need a prompt to do what is expected of them. The following 
hierarchy was developed to help with this goal:

Teaching Strategies

Click to go back to index

Physical 
Assistance
•“Hop on” 

strategy 
(child’s hand 
on yours) to 
show the 
student how 
to form their 
message on 
the device

Direct 
Model
•Show the 

child what 
they could 
say by 
creating the 
message for 
them on the 
device

Partial 
Verbal 
Prompt
•Verbally give 

them part of 
the message 
(i.e. “I went 
to…” and 
wait for 
them to 
finish the 
message)

Gesture
•Point to the 

first symbol 
of the 
message to 
help the 
student get 
started

Request a 
Response
•Directly ask 

the child for 
a message 
(i.e. “You 
need to tell 
me what you 
want.”)

Indirect 
Verbal 
Prompt
•Use an open-

ended “WH”-
question that 
is not 
specific, like, 
“What 
next?”

Indirect 
Nonverbal 
Prompt
•Use body 

language and 
facial expression, 
such as looking 
at the child 
expectantly or a 
shrug

Pause
•Wait 

expectantly 
for a 
response
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Hand-Over-Hand Physical Prompting
Hand-over-hand is no longer a recommended 
method for teaching a student to use a device:
• The student is not actively engaged in 

device use. They don’t even have to look 
at you or their device – their arm can go 
limp while you do all the work. 

• A student does not necessarily want to be 
touched and forced to participate. Some 
children will actually disengage from an 
activity when hand-over-hand is used. 

Teaching Strategies

Click to go back to index

Hop On!
“Hop on” allows a student to put their hand 
over yours while you model the action that is 
expected of them. 
• Inviting a child to hop on empowers them 

to do the learning. When you invite a 
student to hop on to your hand, they 
become an active participant in an 
activity as they watch and learn what you 
are doing. 

vs.
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Modeling (A.K.A. Aided Language Input)
• Using the device yourself is one of the BEST ways to teach a student! A child learns to speak by listening to the 

speakers around them- this is no different. 
• Take the time to learn the vocabulary on the student’s device- especially the Core Vocabulary. 
• Anyone can use the device to try and communicate- This makes the device an acceptable form of 

communication for a student who may not want to use it because it makes them “different”. 
• Don’t be afraid to make mistakes– your student will benefit from knowing that it’s okay to make mistakes 

when communicating, AND you can teach them where to look at the same time. 
• Talk through the process when looking for a word  with the student (i.e. “I want to talk about ___, so I am 

going to try and find ____ on this page.”)

Teaching Strategies

A great way to model is to meet the student where they are at, and add to it. Some examples: 

Student is using one word for messages: 
Student (on device): “Strawberry”
Adult (verbally): “You want the 
strawberries?” 
Adult (on device while verbally 
responding): “Want… strawberries.”

Student is using 3 or more words per message: 
Adult (verbally and on device): “What did you do this 
weekend?”
Student (on device): “Go Grandma House”
Adult (verbally): You went to Grandma’s house! I bet that 
was fun.”
Adult (on device while verbally responding): “Went to 
Grandma’s house.”

Click to go back to index
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Creating Communication Opportunities
• Involve peers in communication with the 

student all the time. Allow them to use the 
device themselves to learn and model. 

• Practice within all activities rather than just for 
a block of time within the day to make device 
use meaningful.

• Follow their lead- what is the student doing? 
What are they interested in right now that you 
can comment on using their device? 

• Sabotage a situation to create an opportunity 
or a need to communicate. For example:

• Give the student their drink/ snack, but 
leave it tightly closed- student requests 
help to open it.

• Go to put the student’s boots on your 
feet (as much as possible)- student 
comments those are their boots, and not 
yours.

• Leave a preferred toy just out of reach-
student requests the toy.

• Put your boot on your hand when getting 
ready to go out for recess- student 
comments that you’re being silly!

Teaching Strategies

WAIT!
• Using a device for communication takes a lot longer 

than speaking. Be prepared to wait longer for a 
student to get their message out. Don’t interrupt!

• Many students using devices take longer in general 
to process spoken messages, and more time again 
to come up with a response. It may take them 
minutes to even begin to respond – this doesn’t 
mean they did not hear or understand you!

• Give a student at least a minute before repeating 
your message or moving on. 

Instead of testing… 
• Students catch on quickly when you ask questions 

they KNOW you know the answer to - and will 
often disengage. Try these instead: 

• Give choices
• Comment and wait
• Ask for feelings, opinions
• Ask about actions and descriptions (i.e. ask 

about what happened in a story)

Click to go back to index
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Additional Resources to Support Implementation of AAC and Complex 
Communication Needs

• 101 Ideas for working with a Big Mack or Step-By-Step communicator 
https://talksense.weebly.com/feature-101-ideas-for-a-bigmack.html

• TouchChat
• Tutorial videos for editing, vocabulary file differences, etc

• https://touchchatapp.com/support/videos
• Chat Corner - Videos  and resources to support implementation of 

TouchChat/NovaChat
• https://saltillo.com/chatcorner

• Proloquo2Go
• Support and tutorials 

• https://www.assistiveware.com/support/proloquo2go/help-
overview

• For more information and support on how to implement a variety AAC 
systems into daily activities, please contact your local SLP working with 
your team.

https://talksense.weebly.com/feature-101-ideas-for-a-bigmack.html
https://touchchatapp.com/support/videos
https://saltillo.com/chatcorner
https://www.assistiveware.com/support/proloquo2go/help-overview
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