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Special education lead for AssistiveWare. 

Emergent literacy consultant, focusing on 
students with severe disabilities 
and complex communication needs.

Mom to Maggie, age 16.

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1V66SrQXb4sj50-Xk5PaowhvEsmQrQpLY
https://www.atia.org/home/at-resources/atob/
https://ici.umn.edu/products/impact/312/Maggie-Story/#Maggie-Story
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This session is packed with tools 
and strategies to help our students:
First half
discover more about our students as unique individuals

Second half
validate what we learn, 
support them to participate more deeply in their planning, 
expand their choice and control.
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Some terms you’ll hear in this session
Conventional: can communicate with symbols with anyone who speaks their 
language

Early conventional: can communicate with symbols with familiar partners

Emergent: is learning and exploring how to express ideas with symbols, 
inconsistently and often without accuracy

Early emergent: is learning and observing that symbols and AAC carry 
meaning and can express ideas

Robust AAC: a system that contains a large number of symbols that can be 
flexibly combined to express a wide range of communication functions

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1V66SrQXb4sj50-Xk5PaowhvEsmQrQpLY
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What is the ultimate outcome we want for 
our students and their communication? 
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Meet all of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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Maslow’s Hierarchy 
& communication functions

Request, get attention

Advocacy: 
refuse, protest, narrate

Have conversation, interaction

Give & receive information

Make decisions, have agency

Unique contribution
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What are the outcomes we don’t want 
for our students?
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The reverse of Maslow’s Hierarchy
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How can we plan for these best 
communication outcomes, 
& safeguard against the negative ones?
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Plan for 
communication 
over the LifeCourse

http://www.lifecoursetools.com/download/life-trajectory-worksheet/
https://www.lifecoursetools.com/


www.assistiveware.com

Plan for communication over the LifeCourse

http://www.lifecoursetools.com/download/life-trajectory-worksheet/
https://www.lifecoursetools.com/


www.assistiveware.com

Plan for 
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The role of services 
(e.g. public education, 
special education, speech 
therapy)

Support 
good outco

mes

Prevent bad outcomes

http://www.lifecoursetools.com/download/life-trajectory-worksheet/
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Planning for communication over the 
lifecourse requires us to make a shift:

From “functional communication” 
to the functions of communication
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What does the student and family imagine?

Request, get attention

Advocacy: 
refuse, protest, narrate

Have conversation, interaction

Give & receive information

Make decisions, have agency

Unique contribution
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Record how the student communicates: 
Communication chart (e.g., gesture dictionary)

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/communication-chart/
http://www.helensandersonassociates.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Commchartmetoyou.pdf
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When this is 
happening:

And Maggie 
does this:

We think 
it means:

And you should:

Any classroom activity
Makes a happy sucking sound 

through her teeth

She is thoroughly engaged in 

what is happening. 

Video record whatever is 

happening. Model AAC 

afterwards if she seems irritated 

by it in the moment. 

At the start of class
Hovers on the threshold, refuses 

to enter

She is stressed by the physical 

environment

Dim the lights, wait for the room 

to quiet. Use PAS of her 

Something’s Wrong folder to 

identify the issue.

Anytime
Flicks her fingers repeatedly 

across her lips

She has questions that are 

causing anxiety

Use PAS of her Questions folder 

in her AAC.

Anytime
Whacks the back of her hand 

repeatedly under her chin 

She is deeply anxious and is on 

the verge of a meltdown

Reassure her in a very calm 

voice that she is safe, everything 

is OK, and where her people are.
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More formal: 
The Pragmatics Profile for People who use AAC

https://acecentre.org.uk/resources/pragmatics-profile-people-use-aac/?fbclid=IwAR2AnO3KV8fJeOESkKyMUZZ44zFXWIJWOGic71zj-iIYLla40MJrSg8cwHI
https://acecentre.org.uk/?attachment_id=1497
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Brainstorm and plan with family and friends

https://download.assistiveware.com/aac/communication-goals-plan-aac.pdf
https://download.assistiveware.com/aac/communication-goals-plan-aac.pdf
https://download.assistiveware.com/aac/communication-goals-plan-aac.pdf
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Record what is important to this student

Familiarity

Processing 
time

Movement

Next to, not 
face-to-face

Warning to 
prepare for a 
change

Short, concise

Patience

Response

Receptive 
comprehension

Comfort with 
unfamiliar 
partners

Tolerate chat

Repair 
strategies

Persistence

Opinions

Asking 
questions

Preferences, 
wants/needs

Protest

Negotiation

Directing

Complaints

Comprehension

Answering 
questions

Repair strategies

Narrative

Negotiation

Maintaining the 
conversation

Polite

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/sorting-important-tofor/
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Brainstorm what is happening and working

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/whats-workingnot-working/
http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/perfect-week/
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How do we know what to prioritize?

The most important communication needs 
that are currently unmet.
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Important, working Not important now, working 

Asking questions

Sharing my opinion

Share likes

Chat/small talk

Polite talk/etiquette

Commenting

Sharing information

Refusing

Getting your attention

Social interaction

Directing your attention

Requesting Rejecting

Protesting

Negotiating

Maintaining an interaction

Giving partner feedback

Setting the topic

Changing the topic

Repairing misunderstanding

Share dislikes

Not important now, not working Important, not working 
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What about other AAC competencies?

What other competency needs are being met, 
and which ones are unmet?
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Chat/small talk
Polite talk/etiquette
Giving partner feedback
Sharing information

Operational demands of her AAC:

partner-assisted 

Operational demands of her AAC:

Independent

Linguistic: grammar

Share dislikes
Getting your attention
Sharing my opinion
Rejecting
Refusing 
Protesting
Negotiating
Requesting
Asking questions 
Sharing likes 
Repairing misunderstanding
Social interaction
Directing another’s attention
Commenting 
Maintaining an interaction
Setting the topic
Changing the  topic 

Social-emotional: 
expressing feelings
self-regulation
self-efficacy

Linguistic: 
receptive vocabulary
expressive vocabulary

Important TO Important FOR 
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Chat/small talk
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Operational demands of her AAC:
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Independent

Linguistic: grammar
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Social-emotional: 
expressing feelings
self-regulation
self-efficacy

Linguistic: 
receptive vocabulary
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Important TO Important FOR 

Transition planning is about shifting the balance 
from Important FOR to Important TO
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How do we work on ALL of this?

We can’t do it alone.

Communication across the day, 
for all possible reasons,
with all possible communication partners. 
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Tools to discover who is important, and for what

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/relationship-circle/
http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/matching-support/
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Who are all 
the potential 
communication 
partners?

http://www.helensandersonassociates.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/relationshipcircle.pdf
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What would it would take for contribution?

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/presence-contribution/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ntle5l5az6f9s06/presence%20to%20contribution.PDF?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/wi0xhmdmhj1k9gm/Presence%20to%20Contribution%20AT%20AAC.pdf?dl=0
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How can we validate what we learn from 
communication partners? 

How can we improve their participation in 
planning, and increase their choice and 
control?
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Talking Mats

● Framework to support decision-making and discussion
● Hands-on strategies to improve communication
● Visual supports for comprehension and expression
● Physical/tactual resources to express opinions
● Shifts who is in control of the conversation
● Facilitator asks open-ended questions
● Facilitator summarizes what has been shared
● Student expresses opinions, priorities, and preferences
● NOT a choice-making tool

https://www.talkingmats.com
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Talking Mats Strategies

● Sit side-by-side, not face-to-face, both facing the “mat”
● Ask the student open-ended question: “How do you feel about…”
● Use a visual rating scale: like/not like, important/not, working/not, managing/not
● Use the student’s familiar AAC symbols
● Have just one topic per session
● Always provide a range of options (10-20 per mat/session)
● Use the information you collected to know what options to offer, 

plus have some blank options to fill out as you go
● Summarize at the end: recap and record what the student communicated
● Model if the student does not yet participate
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Visual rating scale
Positive    Negative

Topic card10-20 Options
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Visual rating scale
Positive    Negative

Topic card
Explore further in subsequent sessions

10-20 Options
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Add more nuance to the rating scale

Positive                         Neutral                           Negative

Topic card10-20 Options
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Adapt the rating scale, 
but always keep the structure

Positive                         Neutral                           Negative

Working vs not working
Managing vs not managing

Happy vs unsure vs unhappy
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Add more nuance to the rating scale

Positive                         Neutral                           Negative

Topic card



www.assistiveware.com

Talking Mats

● Supports discussion and participation, but is not AAC by itself
● NEVER use the process as a test
● ONLY ask open-ended questions: no right or wrong answers
● Use a neutral, curious tone of voice: no pressure for any particular answer
● Have frequent, informal sessions, over long periods of time
● Teach the process with low-stakes discussions about preferences
● Build up to asking what is working/not working in essential areas
● Always summarize and confirm what the student has expressed
● Follow up with action
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Discuss personal interests/preferences
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Use follow up sessions to go deeper 
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Most emergent students: 
Model for yourself, then invite the student
Attribute meaning to what the student has expressed
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What does the student want more of in their life?
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Use Talking Mats 
to verify what is 
important to the 
student

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/sorting-important-tofor/
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Use Talking Mats 
to verify who the 
student feels closest to 

http://www.helensandersonassociates.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/relationshipcircle.pdf
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Who is important to this student?

Topic card
10-20 Options



www.assistiveware.com

Use Talking Mats 
to verify how 
the student wants 
to be supported 

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/matching-support/
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What topics and interests do they need to explore?
Invite friends/peers/siblings to model the process
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What does this student need to explore and share?

Topic card
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What ideas, experiences, topics, and issues does this 
student need to explore?

Topic card
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What does this student want to change in their life?

Topic card
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What roles or relationships does the student want to 
expand, explore, or experience?

Topic card10-20 Options
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What milestones or events does the student want to 
explore or experience?

Topic card10-20 Options
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What paid support/staff is working for the student? 
What paid support/staff is not working?

Topic card

10-20 Options
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What jobs does the student want to explore or pursue?

Topic card

10-20 Options
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Decision-making 
Agreement

Take action:
What the 
student 
expresses 
becomes a 
decision

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/decision-making-agreement/
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Important decisions 

in my life
How I must be involved

Who makes 

the final decision

Entering or leaving a room

Vote with my feet

Student may be invited and encouraged 

to stay in a room

Offer choices of where else she can go

Student

Placement at school

Present in all IEP meetings

Select the friends who will also be present

Use What’s Working/Not Working framework 

with photos and videos

Respond with PAS to options over multiple 

conversations

Parent, with input from student

Courses at school

Use photos and videos to explore course 

options and instructors

Take several weeks to explore

Respond with PAS

Principal 

Student makes day-to-day decision about 

attendance
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Decision-making 
Profile
identify the support 
the student needs to 
make a decision

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/person-centred-thinking-tools/decision-making-profile/


www.assistiveware.com

Discover what is unique about this student.
Verify what you learn.
Support them to participate in planning and 
have more choice and control

Pick any of these tools or strategies that might be helpful at 
any given time. 
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e.sheldon@assistiveware.com

AssistiveWare communities on Facebook

Questions for Erin

Thank you for Joining Us

AAC for Transition Planning: 
Supporting all students to make decisions for the future 

mailto:e.sheldon@assistiveware.com

