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1. Spontaneous Functional Communication 
2. Benefits and types of Augmentative 

Communication 
3. Strategies for Success 
4. Therapy Goals 
5. Implementation in all Environments:  

�  Individual Therapy 
�  Group Therapy   
�  Home 
�  School 
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� Functional :  useful, recognized by others as 
acceptable, and aimed at achieving a specific 
objective.   

� Spontaneous :  not cued; a response to a 
personal need or natural environmental need.  

� Communication :  behavior directed at 
another person resulting in exchange of 
information between two or more people 
(communication partners���
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� Behavior Regulation  
� Requesting Objects  
� Requesting Actions 
� Protesting  

� Social Interaction 
� Requesting Social 

Routines 
� Showing off 
� Greeting 
� Calling  
� Acknowledgement 

�

� Joint Attention  
�  Commenting 
�  Asking Questions 
�  Answering 

Questions 
�  Clarification  

 
(Wetherby, Kian, Yonklas, 

and Walker, 1988) 
�
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� Any tool, device, picture, word, symbol, or 
gesture that compensates for expressive 
and receptive communication deficits  

� Supplements existing speech OR acts as 
primary method of expressive 
communication  

� Never used to replace existing functional 
language, but to enhance 

                                                 (Cafiero, 2005) 
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� �Unaided Communication 
� Does not require any equipment external to 

the body: manual signs and gestures 
�  Aided Communication 

� Devices or pictures external to the individual:  
communication books, speech generating 
devices, pictures, and writing 

� Ranges from no tech/low tech to high tech   
        
                                               (Mirenda, 2003)  
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�   Signing and Gestures 
�   Picture supports 

• Choice boards, visual schedules   
�   Picture Exchange Communication System 

(PECS) 
�   Speech Generating Devices 

• Low Tech devices  
• High Tech devices 

�
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� Provides child with a way to communicate what 
they want (Behavior Regulation) 

� Measure of control over environment ~ less of a 
need for difficult behaviors (Behavior 
Regulation) 

� Facilitates connection to family and peers 
(Social Interaction / Joint Attention) 

� Improved understanding of environment and the 
expectation within it; thus, lower anxiety level 
and more appropriate behavior 

� Often reveals higher level cognitive abilities     
                                                 (Cafiero��
���� ���
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Autism AC 

Visual Learners Visual means (pictures, objects) 

Interest in inanimate objects Inanimate and predictable 

Difficulty with change Static and predictable 

Difficulty with complex cues Level of difficulty can be controlled 

Difficulty with motor planning Simple motor movements 

Difficulty with social interactions Provides a bridge between 
communication partners 

Anxiety Reduce pressure and stress 

Difficulty with memory 
 

Relies on recognition rather than 
memory 

 (Cafiero, 2005) 
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� Our goal: Functional Spontaneous Communication 
� Understood by a variety of people 
� Accessible in different environments 
� Child initiated 
� Directed at another person 
� Gets the child what he or she wants!     

� Even if a child is using speech, it may not be 
initiated, directed at another person, or understood 
by a variety of people, thus AC may be 
appropriate and benefitial  

� Child may need augmented INPUT AND OUTPUT   
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Unaided System: 
� Free 
� Visual  
� Always available (portable)  
� ‘Unlimited’ vocabulary 
� HOWEVER, may be limited by taught 

vocabulary, temporary, may change – executed 
differently by different people, motoric 
competence required, and may not be 
understood by others  
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� Pictures, PECS, Speech Generating Devices 
� No prerequisites are necessary for aided AC 

systems.                                     (ASHA, 2004) 

� Pictures may be more concrete, less changing 
� Can use real image pictures 
� Simpler motor expectations  
� Time to make pictures / put together binder 
� Expense of SGD 
� Pictures get lost� � �

�
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� Make Language Visual   
� Visual Schedules 
� Choice boards  
� Adapting books 
� Adapting home/other environments with pictures 
� First/Then boards 
� Tools:  Boardmaker, Writing with Symbols, 

google images, newspaper advertisements 
 
� If you are using picture supports along with 

PECS, make the visual different (color, size, 
shape) 
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� Training protocol based on research and practice 
in the principles of applied behavior analysis   

 
� Parallels typical language development:  first 

teaches HOW to communicate and basic rules of 
communication 

 
� Broken down into six distinct stages – a child is 

expected to master one phase before moving on 
to the next 

    
� The ONLY thing necessary to begin PECS is a 

reinforcer assessment (identify WHAT a child 
wants) 
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� Phase I 
 Teaches students to initiate communication by 

exchanging a single picture for a highly desired item 
� Mastery Criteria: Child will independently exchange 

picture for 3-5 reinforcers with 2+ communication 
partners.  

�  Phase II 
Teaches students to be persistent communicators- to 

actively seek out their pictures and to travel to 
someone to make a request 

�  Mastery Criteria:  Child will independently cross room 
to retrieve picture and cross room to communication 
partner in 80% of trials.  
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� �Phase III 
Teaches students to discriminate pictures and to select 

the picture that represents the item they want 
 
� Mastery Criteria A:  Child will exchange correct picture 

in 80% of trials using target pictures (preferred items) 
versus distracter pictures (non-preferred items). 

  
� Mastery Criteria B:  Child will go to the book, select a 

picture from inside the book, and chose the 
corresponding item in 80% of trials.  
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� �Phase IV 
A.  Teaches students to use sentence structure to make 

a request in the form of “I want _____” 
�  Mastery Criteria:  Child will independently construct 

and exchange sentence strip in 80% of opportunities. 
 
B.  Attributes- Teaches students to request specific 

reinforcers using descriptive vocabulary 
�  Mastery Criteria:  Child will look inside book to 

construct sentence with corresponding attribute in 80% 
of trials.  
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� �Phase V 
Teaches students to respond to the question “What do 

you want?”  
�  Mastery Criteria:  Child will independently answer 

“What do you want?” while continuing to make 
spontaneous requests.��

� Phase VI 
Teaches students to comment 
�  Mastery Criteria:  Child will spontaneously comment 

and request, as well as responsively comment and 
request using correct sentence structure and 
vocabulary.��

�
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� From our experience, we have seen increased 
success beginning with PECS and moving to an 
SGD when a child shows: 
�  Mastery of at least phases 1-4: 

� Initiating communication with a variety of partners and 
demonstrating persistence  

� Discriminating between and using at least ten to twenty 
icons 

� Beginning to use “I want” sentence strip 

� However, other research suggests beginning 
with use of SGDs.  (Mirenda, 2008) 
 
�
�
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� Some evidence of increased speech development  
        (Millar, et al, 2006; Schlosser and Wendt, 2008) 
� Speech output feature of a device may provide a more 

natural form of communication 
� Enables the child to combine attention gaining with the 

communicative act (increasing the likelihood of the 
listener attending and responding)  

                                                                      (Schlosser et al., 2007) 
� Families report: 

� No more losing pictures 
� Easier to program than make pictures 
� More options for adding vocabulary and working on scripts  

       
 
�
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� Tech Talk by 
Advanced Multimedia 
Device, Inc. (AMDi) 

 
� Tech Speak by AMDi 
 
� Communication Skill 

Builder by Ablenet 
��
�
�
�
�
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� DynaVox Technologies  
� www.dynavoxtech.com 
 
� DynaVox V 
� Xpress 
� M3 
� Tango 
� DynaWrite 
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� Prentke Romich 
Company  

� www.prentrom.com 
 
� Vantage Lite 
� ECO-14 
� Springboard Lite 
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� Begin to implement AC strategies as soon as 
communication deficit is identified 

� May want to choose a primary system with 
multiple support and/or back up systems 

� Families should be informed of unaided and 
aided AC options  

� Systematically transition from one primary 
system to another  

� No prerequisites skills necessary for aided AC� 
� The communication system should be used 

and enforced consistently in all environments  
�
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� Assume that the child can communicate 
� Conduct parent, caregiver, teacher interviews to 

determine what is motivating for the child 
� Begin with motivating activities 
� Make sure child has access to necessary vocabulary  
� Engineer the environment for communication 
� Create opportunities for communication 
� Give the AC user time to explore 
� Continue to provide input 
� Make certain the device is convenient and available  
� Give it time  
� Use the AC device or method  
     � �����������������	
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� Whatever the method, be systematic in constructing 
the environment 

� Identify motivators!!! 
� Children will begin communicating when we present 

them with something they want and a method to ask 
for it. 

� Requesting 
� Among the earliest communicative functions to 

emerge in typically developing children 
� Provides the child with a means to gain and maintain 

access to preferred objects and activities  
� Enables the child to exert some degree of control 

over the environment  
      (Schlosser et al., 2007) 
�
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� Set up environment for communication : 
� You control the environment  
� Highly motivating items available, out of reach 
� Make a child communicate what they want 

� Communication Temptations :  entice a child to 
communicate 
� Eat a child’s favorite food, don’t give them any 
� While a child is on the swing, don’t push until 

he/she asks 
� Sabotage 

� Ice cream without a spoon 
� Juice box without a straw 
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� Modeling :  
� A child hears a word thousands of times before 

producing it. 
� Narrate what the child is doing “I go up slide;” 

“jump on trampoline,” “I see sun.”  (verbally and 
using AC) 

� Aided Language Stimulation :  
� Speaking communication partner provides 

receptive language input by pairing speech with 
pointing to visual symbols.  (Pointing to pictures 
while you are talking.) 

� One step above child’s independent level:  
 “We go home;” “Go home;” “home”  
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� Motor Planning: 
 Keep pictures in the same place 
   Don’t change motor pattern  
 
� Joint Attention :  attending to the same 

object/action 
� Follow child’s lead 
� Use preferred items, unexpected items, items 

related to preferred items, and personal 
photographs 

�
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� Use appropriate prompting:  Fading  
� Verbal: use infrequent, try to make natural  
� Visual: fade pointing, using light pointer 
� Physical: hand over hand, hand on side of hand, 

hand on elbow 
� BE AWARE of YOUR PROMPTING 

� Teaching Scripts 
� Scripts to carry out a conversation  
� Think through or watch interaction to determine 

what is said 
� Make picture or preprogram in device 
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� Parent / therapist will establish communication 
system and implement in # environments 

� Parent / therapist will identify 5 motivators 
� To initiate request # times 
� To spontaneously request # preferred items 
� To discriminate # preferred / non-preferred 

pictures   
� To combine 2+ words/symbols to make request 
� To combine 2 icons to greet 
� To combine 2+ icons to terminate activity 
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� To use communication system with # partners, 
including peers in # environments  

� To take # turns with peer / therapist  
� To expand vocabulary to include  
   # verbs, # prepositions, # attributes   
� To use system to appropriately accept / reject 

offered item (respond to yes/no question) 
� To label basic objects / actions with system 
� To use system to answer basic what / where 

questions 
� To request help using # icons�
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� Interview caregiver and/ or have caregiver 
complete questionnaire to identify: 

� Motivators (objects, actions, activities),  
� People in family and communication partners,  
� Favorite places (Jungle Jim’s, grandma’s house),  
� Other important activities for family / child (music 

therapy, church) 
 

� Determine necessary vocabulary     
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� Program vocabulary:  Train caregiver, or work 
with caregiver to program system / create 
pictures 

� Recommend one primary programmer – 
should be caregiver 

� Determine how child will have access to 
motivators in treatment (access to motor room, 
parent bring)  

� Discuss carry-over at home 
� 20 requests per day when introducing new system    
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� Requesting: motor room, candy/food, bubbles, 
youtube, big ball, office chair, play dough, 
puzzles, ball popper, music 
� Consider silent prompter for PECS (and other 

methods) 
� If trained “I want” on PECS use on SGD 

� Greeting: Hi / Good-bye + name: 
   Hand over hand (HOH) – fading 
� Implement visual schedule  
  (work/play work/play) 
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� Terminating activity: “all done” – Can be very 
powerful!  MODEL – HOH – FADE - WAIT  

� Terminating activity:  “Not right now” or “I need a 
break”  - Everyone must be on board  

� Requesting “help:” 
� Hard to open container 
� Toy, music, computer that he or she cannot turn on 
� Give swing – don’t put up 
� Silent prompter: HOH, fade    

�
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� “Work” time:   
� Initially, receptive language / arbitrary tasks OR 
� PECS training  
� Work towards: reading books together, 

identifying/ labeling objects in pictures, verbs in 
pictures, attributes in pictures, answering wh 
questions 

� Create Powerpoint books with real pictures 
� “I see” “I go” “I have”  

� Have family bring in photo album for “who,” 
“what,” and “where” questions   
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� Expanding Vocabulary:  
� Age appropriate:  okay to use slang 
� Vocabulary selection:  determine specific 

motivators (color candy, big/small, hot/cold) 
� Use Verbs:  

� Stop / go:  “I want chair go,” “Stop!”   
� Push / pull:  swing, chair 
� Spin / turn / jump / run / throw / read / sleep / wake 

up / watch / see / have / want / come / work / play / 
sit / stand / open / help 
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� Expanding Vocabulary:  
� Using Prepositions  

� up / down:  Swing  
� on / off:  lights, music, computer, toy  
� on / off:  swing, trampoline, floor 
� in / out:  food, tunnel 
� under / on:  table, slide  

� Interjections:  yes, no, okay, please, thank 
you  
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� Programming Vocabulary for Games  
� My turn!  Your turn! Spin! Roll the dice!  I got a match! 
� I win! You win!  

� Social Games 
� Don’t Break the Ice, Barnyard Bingo, Go Fish, 
� Make sure specific game related vocabulary is pre-

programmed in the device. 
� Game page versus finding vocabulary within device. 

� Peer play date or co-therapy (when able) 
� Use the same game and script from individual therapy  
� Structure, be organized  
� Visuals (turn taking card, schedule) 
� Model! Model! Model! 
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� Jokes Page 
� Surveys: customize based on child’s interests 

� What is your favorite…? (example) 
� One question “Do you like to swim?” 
� Holiday or Seasonal questions 

� Scavenger Hunts 
� Ask other adults or children for needed 

items. 
� Get out of the therapy room to find items. 
� Look for items for a craft or project. 
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� Set a routine, make it the same each group so the 
children know what to expect  

� Use a schedule 
� Use visuals to help organize 
� Watch the children  during “free” play to see what 

motivates them- turn these activities into social 
turn taking activities or organized requests 

� Give “breaks” throughout the group 
� Set high expectations then modify as needed 
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� Greeting :  Each child should greet the therapist and 
one other child, have the names pre-programmed 
prior to group using for “Hi + name”  

 
� Play:  First observe to determine interest, then 

facilitate turn taking and requesting       
 
� Literacy:   Simple repetitive books or interactive 

books that engage the children: expanding 
vocabulary, turn taking, commenting 
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� Craft :  Children must request (from clinician or peers) 
items to complete craft:  glue, tape, pictures, scissors  

 
� Snack:  Gaining attention prior to asking for the 

snack,  turn taking, requesting, commenting, yes/no 
questions   

 
� Game:  Turn taking, expanding vocabulary, 

commenting:  Ned’s Head / Barnyard Bingo “I have…” 
Use visuals, be organized, incorporate vocabulary 
from the literacy activity  

 
� Goodbye 
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� The student will carry his/her device to various 
locations throughout the classroom for 80% of 
transitions.  

� The student will put 3-4 cells/words together on 
his device to form phrases or sentences in the 
correct word order to make requests, comments, 
or to greet others given minimum cues in 80% of 
trials. 

� The student will locate 5-10 new vocabulary 
words in his device given minimal prompts from 
the clinician.  
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� Have device/book out, accessible to child! 
� Train child to carry with him or her 
� Keep in same place for quick access 
� Plan for charging of SGD 

� Plug in with phone and in room 
� Program home related vocabulary  

� “Matthew is crying.” 
� “When will dad be home?”  
� “Where is mom?”   
� Questions a child really wants to know 
� Favorite videos, movies, TV shows 
� Favorite places   
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� Develop a Home Participation Plan 
� Outlines activities, communication partners, prompts 
� Identifies when / how a child will communicate  

� Analyze Daily Activities: 
� Setting table - requesting dishes 
� Getting dressed – requesting clothes (or clothes off) 

� Look out window together: 
� Commenting, labeling  

� Take Advantage of Opportunities 
� Birthdays / Seasonal Vocabulary and Phrases 
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� Restaurants 
� Have pictures made for favorite restaurants  
� Program pages for specific restaurants:  

Subway, Applebee’s  
� Adapt menus with PCS or other symbols 
� Program whole phrases to increase speed 

� “To eat, I’d like” – then pop up to food page 
(or specific eating out page) 
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� Stores 
� Start out small and be consistent 
� Plan a specific outing (Don’t try on regular 

shopping trip!)  
� Bring communication book/device to store 
� Allow simple requests while at store “I want…” 
� Work on “I see..”   
� Give the child one thing to say “How much is 

it?”��
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� Refer to “Group Therapy” for ideas 
� Device/book needs to be at school, out of back 

pack, and on – may need to plan who responsible 
� Start out small and be consistent 
� Train aides!!!  Show them where to find vocabulary, 

tell them to make the child communicate, and 
encourage them to model!! 

� Identify motivating activities  
� Think “out of the box”  

� Go to lunch with child – requesting food, social lang. 
� Go to specials with child – motivating activities 
� Train teachers/aides to have child requesting necessary 

items:  glue, pencil, crayons (specific color), scissors 
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� Develop Participation Plan: 
� Identify where / what / with whom a child can 

communicate:  Interview people with whom child 
interacts, observe child as possible in class 

� Plan with teacher how to incorporate into day: 
� Weather/Calendar time, ‘store time,’ snack time 
� Program / Create appropriate vocabulary  

� Conduct therapy in room as a model!!   
� Model student requesting necessary tools  
� Engaging in task:  Reading books 
� BINGO:  Calling out Bingo object  
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� Use device to choose activity during “choice time”  
� Using names to gain attention 
� Prepare other communication partners (other 

students, secretaries, etc.) 
� Give child responsibility to requires them to use social 

language (e.g., taking or collecting attendance, collecting 
homework, passing out snack, etc.) 

� News Page (School News, Home News) 
� Keep a communication journal/book to assist school team 

with programming needs 
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While working with the child, consider the following: 
� The environment and how stimulating it is to the child 
� The level of information you’re giving and expecting ~ 

Is it developmentally appropriate? 
� The child’s level of arousal, attention and sensory 

needs 
� The child’s verbal abilities 
� How much you are talking 

� Promoting verbal and non-verbal communication can be 
challenging.  While some strategies are helpful for some 
children, they may not be appropriate for others.  Your 
child may require more structure or more 
play/movement, or a combination of both. 
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