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Learning Outcomes
As a result of this presentation participants will

• Analyze various symbol representations and 
core vocabulary sets.

• Design an appropriate communication system 
to fit each individuals communication needs.

• Obtain strategies to teach the implementation 
and use of low-high tech communication 
systems.

• Identify strategies which can be used to 
support functional communication.



What’s on your device?



Is this functional communication?

Can you……
• Ask for help?
• Talk about what you like?
• Ask a question?



Communicative functions of language:
(pragmatic, syntactic, semantic )

• Initiate
• Terminate
• Comment
• Request
• Reject
• Ask questions
• Provide information
• Interject
• Direct the actions of others
• Express Feelings

Quill, K. (2011). 



Which would you rather use to communicate?



Foundation

• Core vocabulary – words/messages with 
universal utility across individuals and 
environments.  Small in size and do not 
change across environments or individuals.

• Fringe vocabulary– words/messages specific 
to an individual AAC user’s situation, interests, 
and needs.

Lloyd, Fuller & Arvidson 1997 



CORE LANGUAGE EXPLANATION:

• As natural speakers, we communicate over 80% of 
what we say using CORE LANGUAGE, a set of 300 
words we combine in new ways each time we 
speak.  Without access to these words, (words like 
stop, go, more, like, etc.,) we could not express 
what is on our minds.

• http://praacticalaac.org/praactical/how-i-do-it-
encouraging-aac-implementation/

• http://www.vantatenhove.com/papers.shtml

http://praacticalaac.org/praactical/how-i-do-it-encouraging-aac-implementation/
http://www.vantatenhove.com/papers.shtml


• Let’s use the example of Summer as an 
example of selecting core vs. fringe words. 

• We are providing curricular content while also 
empowering the user with words that can be 
combined in novel ways to express various 
messages. 

Fringe Core 
Vacation Go far, break, new, different 

place
Lemonade Thirsty, drink, different color
Sunburn Hot, red, on me, hurt  
Beach Water, hot, play, fun



Research:    Gail Van Tatenhove
• Studied and focused on the implementation of a long-range 

plan and the development of a set of high frequency, re-useable 
core vocabulary for use in the classroom.

• Words were selected based on frequency of use, normal 
language development, and environmental language sources.

The PixonTM Project Kit is an 
early language development 
program built around the use 
of low-tech manual 
communication boards. The 
program provides materials 
and strategies needed to 
support effective early AAC 
intervention.



Gail Van Tatenhove 150 Word Starter-Set Core Vocabulary
Van Tatenhove (2009)

afraid
after
afternoon
again
all
all done
all gone/gone
am/is/are
away
bad
before
big-little
break
busy
clean
cold
color

get
give
go
good
happy
hard
hard
have
he
hear
help
her
here
hers
him
his
hot
how

new
nice
night
not
now
off
old
on
one
out
over
people
place
play
pretty
problem
put
question
quiet
read

ready
ride
sad
say
see
share
she
sick
silly
sing
sit
sleep
slow
smart
soft
some
stand
stop
stuff

take
tell
that
there
they
thing
thirsty
this
tired
today
tomorrow
trouble
turn
under
up
wait
walk
want
wash

watch
way
we
wet
what
what
when
where
who
why
win
work
write
wrong
yesterd
ay
you
your

hungry
hurt
I
in
it
later
listen
look
lose
loud
mad
make
me
mean
mine
more
morning
mother
my
myself

come
confused
count
different
dirty
do
don't
down
dress
drink
dry
dumb
easy
eat
empty
fast
father
feel
friend
full



Top words used by Toddlers

• 1. all done/finished
• 2. go
• 3. help
• 4. here
• 5. I
• 6. in
• 7. is
• 8. it
• 9. mine
• 10. more
• 11. my

Banajee, M., DiCarlo, C., & Buras-Stricklin, S. (2003). Core Vocabulary
Determination for Toddlers, Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 
2, 67 – 73

• 12. no
• 13. off
• 14. on
• 15. out
• 16. some
• 17. that
• 18. the
• 19. want
• 20. what
• 21. yes/yeah
• 22. you



Phrases
• Preprogrammed phrases reduces the amount of time/energy needed for 

a device user to produce a given message.  
• Beukelman compiled a list of phrases used by Preschoolers in the home 

and at school, many phrases included core vocabulary words and were 
repeated frequently.

• Its beneficial to include frequently repeated phrases when programming 
a communication device. 
– What are we going to do?
– Where are you going?
– Come here.
– Don’t do that.
– I can do it.
– I don’t know.
– I want to do it.

• Beukelman also found a series of commonly repeated phrases when 
taking an inventory of “small talk” with adults Age 20-30, 65-74, and 75-
85.



Consider fringe and specific needs 
when choosing your vocabulary:

Specific area of need can include fringe vocabulary:
– working hard on potty training
– initiate or terminate communication   
– social interaction 
– reward system/working for 

Vocabulary Research and Janice Light’s 
Competencies.



Social Light, J. (1989) communicative competence 

• Broad communication skills 
addressed by 
sociolinguistics.
– discourse strategies
– interactions 
– adjustments to context.

• Maintaining a topic 
• transition to change topic
• gaining someone’s attention 

before giving information
• indicate interest and/or 

understanding.

Visual scenes or pre-
programmed phrases
– Come here
– I need help
– Excuse me
– Look at this
– Hey what’s up (George hip 

talker)
– I want to hear more
– What do you think?
– *I like that 
– *I don’t like that 

• Socially/age appropriate
• Creates similar cause effect 

and more/all done.



Operational Light, J. (1989) communicative competence 

• The technical skills required to operate the 
communication system
– skills to use the access method(s) 
– skills to operate specific device features 

• on/off switch
• volume control
• output mode selection



Strategic Light, J. (1989) communicative competence 

Adapted strategies that are called into play when 
there is some breakdown in the communication 
process –
Asking for additional information, recognizing when 
the listener has not understood , and 
repeating/changing a message to clarity the error.
• Not on this board.
• I need a new word.
• I want to make a change.



Linguistic Light, J. (1989) communicative competence 

Knowledge of language or linguistic code.
• Receptive

– Iconicity – the visual relationship between a 
symbol and its referent (how students perceive 
communication symbols)

• Expressive
– Symbol set/system chosen

• Ability to make new words (text/predictive spelling)



Symbols – Transparent and 
TranslucentNo littering Bump ahead

Transparent -
Transparent -

Translucent        1        2        3
Translucent        1        2        3



Research on Symbol Sets

• Mizuko (1987) investigated iconicity of three 
different symbol groups (PCS, Picsyms and 
Blissymbols) where PCS and Picsyms were found to 
be more iconic and easier to learn.   

• Many studies of transparency note that pictures 
that appear to be iconic to adults are not 
necessarily iconic to children.   
– Drager and Light (2006) and Namy et al. (2004) research 

supports that iconicity is age bound.   
– The implications of these findings support the need for 

most communication symbols to be taught.



Application of research

• Iconicity research supports the 
need for communication symbols 
to be directly taught and 
practiced, both in isolation and 
sequence.   



Core words, some powerful fringe vocabulary, a few pre 
programmed messages, necessary social comments and 
consider Janice Light….

Vocabulary selection is the Foundation to 
increasing Communication  



Single Message SGD
• I’m here
• Good morning
• That’s the one I want
• Go – Stop
• Terminate  ALL 

DONE, BREAK
• Repetitive line in a 

book
• Hey what's up?
• I need help
• More
• My Turn
• By the door, saying “I 

need to use the 
bathroom”

• Order at a restaurant
• Tell parent “I love you”
• Directing peers that its 

time for____
• Giving a compliment to a 

friend
• Play Red Light – Green 

Light
• Participate in a political 

campaign “Vote for ____”
• Cheer for favorite  team
• Ask for help
• Individual letter sounds

Portion of ideas from Solomson, 
B.  www.ablenetinc.com
101+ ideas for using the BIGmack

http://www.ablenetinc.com/


Series of messages on one device.
• Teaches the skill of 

RECIPROCITY
• Knock Knock Joke
• Tell a story/event
• Link from home to school 

(Bridge)
• Read a book
• Read a recipe
• Report to the class
• Duck – Duck- Goose
• Sing a song
• Play notes in  a song.
• Deliver morning 

announcements
• Pledge of Allegiance

• Poetry
• Counting – 1 :1 

correspondence
• Link to switch toys- activate 

toy and talk
• Ask questions
• Request a series of favored 

activities (tickle, bounce)
• Say Hello to multiple  

people
• Announce players on  a 

team as they come out
• Announce a  fashion show
• Show and tell
• Yes

• That’s the one I want
• Yeah
• Write that down



2 Message device
• Like vs Don’t Like
• I want vs Don’t want
• Yes vs No
• More vs All Done
• Two choices, with pictures
• Poetry

– Christmas is….
– Thanksgiving is……

• Two part directions
• First……Then 
• Ask question “What are you 

doing this weekend” then 
answer “I am going to a movie”



4-8 cell device
• Use words that they cannot 

communicate in another way
• Daily communication (CORE 

VOCABULARY)
– Social comments
– Directives
– More vs all done

• Activity specific/Fringe Vocabulary
(IN ADDITIONAL LEVELS)

– Morning opening
– Books
– Letters/Numbers
– Games
– Science projects



Other options for last two cells:
I like – I don’t like
Same –different
Good – bad 

If student can indicate 
YES and NO, then don’t 
waste the cell space.

Examples using Boardmaker –
if using Ablenet quicktakers use Symbol Overlay maker 
(Resources) and your own pictures or clipart



32+
• Expand their Daily communication 

(CORE VOCABULARY)
– Social comments
– Directives
– More vs all done

• Utilize Additional levels on 
communication device
– learning tool for academics 

• Numbers, letters, sound blending, 
topical units, literacy.



Dynamic Display
• Dynamic Display devices consist of Core vocabulary, 

Fringe vocabulary, and Activity specific pages.
• Be sure to add/teach Strategic competencies (volume, 

ask to change a cell)
• Visual scenes 
• Quick hits/Talk button/Social

– Be sure student has quick access to a variety of 
communicative functions

– Common phrases
• My Turn
• Excuse me
• I need help



Final Considerations of Set Up

• Don’t forget to color code ☺
– Fitzgerald Key
– Goossens, C., Crain, S., & Elder, P. (1992).  
– Dynavox
– Pixons
– Touch Chat

• Be sure to be consistent
– Student
– Classroom
– School



Prep is done, Time to teach



Strategies to teach the use of 
Device

1. Model model model
2. React and respond
3.  Create opportunities for 

communication
4. Make it Functional
5.  Know the device - use

their language



Model - Aided Language Stimulation

●Communicate in the same “language” that the 
student uses – we talk to them in pictures, 
then they can talk to us in pictures

● Use the device and expand upon utterances. 
● Model Model Model – no such thing as too 

much.
● Repetition from us, and from them –

○ LAMP – Language Acquisition Through 
Motor Planning



Aided Language Stimulation

Communication strategy, where a 
communication partner teaches symbol 
meaning and models language by combining his 
or her own verbal input with selection of 
vocabulary on the Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC) system. 

Simultaneously select vocabulary on the AAC 
system and speak

AACtion points - aided language stimulation

http://www.icantalkclinic.com/aaction-points/aided-language-stimulation1


How many words does a typically developing child 
from an average working-class family hear per hour?

1,251
(Har t & Risley, 1995)

How many words does a typically developing child 
from an average working-class family hear per YEAR?

6,000,000
(Hart & Risley, 1995)



How many symbols does a student with a disability 
see other people use to communicate in one year?

often… ZERO
(Mirenda, 2013)



Aided Language Stimulation



React and Respond

●Must acknowledge the communication -
○ student tells you to stop, then stop 
○ or acknowledge the request, but explain why you 

can’t
● Respond to every communication attempt 

○ Teaches that the talker is communication
○ Student learns the meaning of the vocabulary by 

the adult’s reaction
○ Learn the appropriate language for that situation.

● Respond and keep responding



• Adults need to immediately grant the request even if 
it is not a desired item, object, or action.
– Initially, when learners make a request, the request should 

always be granted (communication cause and effect)
– It may be necessary to remove or hide pictures 

• inappropriate at certain times. 
• Cognitively overwhelming

– If a child initiates a different kind of communicative
function, teachers/practitioners and caregivers should 
respond to the learner's communication as if it were 
intentional and purposeful, even if it is suspected that the 
communication was not intentional.

Franzone, E., & Collet-Klingenberg, L. (2010). 

React and Respond



Create opportunities to use their language

Barriers
● Gentle obstruction – blocking the way
● Sabotage – create opportunity for communication, but don’t push to 

frustration.
Question
● Ask questions you know they can answer using the words on their 

device. 
Choice 
● Give learners choices during routines/activities and follow their lead 

when appropriate communication is used 
● It may be more important to have students independently make 

choices and control their environments rather than participating in 
their regular routines

Surprising Novel
● Be dynamic – increases engagement, do something surprising or out 

of character.



Make it Functional 

Motivating and Functional
● Motivating – must have a reason to communication and 

receive a positive response.
○ Sometimes morning opening “Tuesday” isn’t the place to 

start.
○ Make it communication - not necessarily academic 

words.
● Functional – focus on language that is powerful and will 

provide a quick “cause effect” response
● If learners become frustrated it may be best to 

use cues or modeling to correct the error to help them secure 
the desired item



After Functional…..
Sometimes it’s not a choice!

• After the learner fluently uses the speech generating 
device (SGD), teachers/practitioners and caregivers 
can introduce the concept that sometimes a choice is 
no longer an option.

• As learners become more familiar with the SGD, it may 
be appropriate, even necessary, to say, "We're all 
done with ____. Make another choice." Or to 
encourage interactions with a variety of activities, a 
statement, such as, "It is time to select another 
choice" may be used. At the same time, remember 
that the overall goal is communication.

Franzone, E., & Collet-Klingenberg, L. (2010). 



Know the device

● LAMP app = Accent from PRC
● TouchChat app = Nova Chat from Saltillo
● Compass app = Tobii Dynavox
● Snap & Core First = Indi or I110 - Tobii Dynavox
● PODD - Book or Tobii Dynavox device
● Proloquo2go – App
● QuickTalker Freestyle - Ablenet

APPs Galore!
Jane Farrall’s comprehensive list of available AAC apps… 
with more being created regularly!

http://www.janefarrall.com/aac - apps- lists/

http://www.janefarrall.com/aac-apps-lists/


Apps to Dedicated Devices

Practice and learn with the app as long as needed then move to a dedicated 
device funded through insurance.

Touch Chat app = NovaChat from Saltillo

LAMP App= Accent from PRC

QuickTalker Freestyle



LAMP
Words for Life

● Semantic Compaction
● Researched Unity Language

System – minspeak 
● Fitzgerald Key color codin
● 3500 words - Accent 7,000

Language Acquisition through 
Motor Planning

(Prentke Romich Company)



TouchChat
Includes VocabPC, MultiChat 15, My 
Quickchat, My Core, Spelling and 4 

Basic Page Sets

* WordPower 20, 24, 30, 42, 48, 48 
Español, 60 Espanol, 80 & 108 

Vocabularies(with or without keyboard)

● Dynamic Display
● Word/Prase predict ion
● Symbolst ix
● Core and Fringe setup
● Salt illo NovaChat



Snap & Core First
Can grow with the student
Core vocabulary and context dependent 
social language. 

● Tobii Dynavox - INDI or I110
● Core and Fringe Setup - Context 

dependent
● popular search feature



Teach the use of the device and the 
function of language

Important communication development milestones to consider:

Age Sample Milestones

12 
months

Uses a variety of nonverbal means to 
communicate

Uses requests, comments, and other 
basic communicative functions

24 
months

Combines gestures and words to 
communicate

Asks questions, expresses feelings, 
uses prosocial functions

2-3 
years

Maintains a simple conversation 
exchange with adults

Comments and describes ongoing 
events

4-5 
years

Maintains a simple conversation with 
peers

Knows how to respond to other's 
feelings during interactions

6+ 
years

Adjusts conversation according to 
the listener's needs

Takes into account the listeners' 
perspective to maintain 
a reciprocal conversation

(Quill, 2000, p. 46)



Added bonus…..

• Learners' verbalizations may 
increase as they use speech 
generating device (SGD) (Ganz 
et al., 2012)



Research and clinical experience show that the use 
of AAC with children does not block the 
development of speech. Quite the contrary, the use 
of alternative or augmentative communication often 
facilitates the development of speech for children 
who will be able to develop speech. AAC is now 
used successfully with very young children who are 
at risk.
• -ISAAC, 2015





References
• Banajee, M., DiCarlo, C., & Buras-Stricklin, S. (2003). Core Vocabulary Determination for 

Toddlers, Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 2, 67 – 73
• Beukelman, D., McGinnis, J., & Morrow, D. (1991). Vocabulary selection in augmentative 

and alternative communication. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 7, 1-15.
• Beukelman, D. R., Yorkston, K. M., Naranjo, C., & Poblete, M. (1984). Analysis of 

communication samples produced by adult communication aid users. Journal of Speech 
and Hearing Disorders, 49, 360-367.

• Misuko, M. (1987). Transparency and ease of learning symbols represented by 
Blissymbolics, PCS, and Picsyms. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 3, 129-
136.

• Drager, K., Light, J., Curran, Speltx, J., Fallon, K., & Jeffries, L. (2003). The performance of 
typically developing 2 1/2 – year olds on dynamic display AAC technologies with different 
system layouts and language organizations. Joural of Speech Language and Hearing 
Research, 46, 298-312.

• Drager, K., Light, J., Speltz, J., Carlson, R., D’Silva, K., Larsson, B., et al. (2004). Learning of 
Dynamic display AAC technologies by typically developing 3-year olds: Effect of different 
layouts and menu approaches. Journal of Speech Language and Hearing Research, 47, 
1133-1148.

• Drager, K., & Light, J., (2006) Designing Dynamic Display AAC Systems for Young Children 
With Complex Communication Needs. Perspectives on Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication, 15(1) 3-7.



• Franzone, E., & Collet-Klingenberg, L. (2010). Speech generating devices for children and youth with 
autism spectrum disorders. Madison: The University of Wisconsin, The National Professional Development 
Center on Autism Spectrum Disorders, Waisman Center.In Ohio Center for Autism and Low Incidence 
(OCALI), Autism Internet Modules, www.autisminternetmodules.org. Columbus, OH: OCALI.

• Ganz, J. B., Earles-Vollrath, T. L., Mason, R. A., Rispoli, M. J., Heath, A. K., & Parker, R. I. (2011). Research in 
Autism Spectrum Disorder, 5, 1500-1509.

• Goossens, C., Crain, S., & Elder, P. (1992).  Engineering the Classroom Environment for Interactive 
Symbolic Communication. Southeast Aug Comm Conference Publications, 2430 11th Avenue, N, 
Birmingham, AL 35234.

• Light, J. (1989). Toward a definition of communicative competence for individuals using augmentative and 
alternative communication systems. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 5, 137- 144. 

• Lloyd, L.L., Fuller, D.R., & Arvidson, H.H. (Eds.). (1997). Augmentative and alternative communication: 
Handbook of principles and practices. Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

• Namy, L.L., Campbell, A. L., & Tomasello M. (2004). The changing role of iconicity in non-verbal symbol 
learning: A U-shaped trajectory in the acquisition of arbitrary gestures. Journal of Cognition and 
Development, 5(1), 35-37. 

• Quill, K. (2000). DO-WATCH-LISTEN-SAY: Social and communication intervention for children with autism. 
Baltimore: Brookes.

• Quill, K. (2011). Language and Communication (Columbus, OH: OCALI). In Ohio Center for Autism and Low 
Incidence (OCALI),Autism Internet Modules, www.autisminternetmodules.org. Columbus, OH: OCALI.

• Van Tatenhove, G. (2009). Building Language Competence With Students Using AAC Devices: Six 
Challenges. Perspectives on Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 18(2) 38-47.

• Wagner, B. T., Shaffer, L. A., Swim, O.A., (2012). Identifying, Locating, and Sequencing Visual-Graphic 
Symbols: A perspective on the role of visuospatial and temporal memory. Perspectives on Augmentative 
and Alternative Communication, 21(1) 23-29.



Contact info

• Megan Mussano
– mmussano@sd129.org
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