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Visual Schedule 

•  8:30 = Start 
•  10:30 – 11:00 = AM Break 
•  12:00 – 1:30 = Lunch 
•  2:45 – 3:15 = PM Break 
•  5:00 = All Done! 

CHECK OUT MY WIKI! 
http://cbcommunicate.pbworks.com 

“The single most important 
skill a person with autism can 

learn is functional 
spontaneous communication” 

From Joanne Cafiero, National 
Academy of Sciences Report: 

Educating Children with Autism, 2001 

Functional Communication 

•  Functional communication skills are 
forms of behavior that express 
wants, needs, feeling and preferences 
that OTHERS can understand without 
needing to resort to challenging 
behaviors or experience 
communication breakdowns (ASHA) 

What is Communication? 
A range of purposeful, intentional behavior, 

either verbal or nonverbal, evidenced by 
anticipation of an outcome, which is used to 
exchange information within a social 
context. 

ASD:  A wide range of communication 
behaviors; from non-verbal to extremely 
verbal with varying degrees of 
communicative intent. 
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Core Functional 
Language Skill Areas 

to be assessed for intervention  

•  Core Conceptual Language Skills 
•  Core Language Form Skills 
•  Core Language Function Skills 
•  Core Social Communication Skills 
•  Core Conversation Skills 

•  Cause / Effect 
•  Object Permanence 
•  Imitation  
•  Joint attention 
•  Gestural Communication / Non-verbal 

behaviors 
•  Reciprocity / Turn-taking 
•  Communicative Intent 

Core Conceptual Language Skills 
(Developed by 12 months in NTD infants) 

•  Cause / Effect: An action or event 
will produce a certain response to 
the action in the form of another 
event. 

• Object Permanence: 
Understanding that objects 
continue to exist even when they 
cannot be seen, heard, or touched.  

•  Imitation: Present at birth! 

Imitation Deficits in ASD 
•  Decreased social attention: Increased 

attention to the physical environment 
versus social environment. 

•  Difficulties attending to what is 
salient for learning versus 
insignificant details such as a ceiling 
fan.  

•  Difficulties attending to what others 
are doing, and using that information 
to guide and drive their behaviors 
appropriately. 

Joint Attention  
•  The use of gestures, vocalizations, or 

verbalizations to garner another 
person’s attention to objects or 
events– for the pure social enjoyment 
of sharing attention / experiences 

•  Following another person’s eye gaze 
or point reference to communicate – 
“Look!” 

•  Following a point reference, and then 
looking back at – to acknowledge the 
shared attention  

Joint Attention 
•  Foundation Skill: For the development 

of language, social-conversational 
skills, and social relationships. 
RESEARCH to support! 

•  Pivotal Skill: When strengthened, will 
result in positive change in other 
areas of functioning, and improvement 
in subsequent learning. 

•  2 parts: 
– Receptive skills (developed first) 
– Expressive skills 
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Joint Attention  
Neuro-Typical Developmental Course 
•  2 – 3 months: Infant smiles in response to 

parents’ smile or voice. 
•  6 - 8 months: Baby is able to follow parents’ 

eye gaze. 
•  10 – 12 months: Baby is able to follow a point 

reference, and then look back at the parent.  
–  “Checking back” = critical component! 

•  12 – 16 months: Toddler initiates and draw’s 
parents’ attention to object of interest 
using sounds, pointing, and looking back and 
forth. 

Pointing behaviors common to ASD 
that are not joint attention 

•  Hand-drag: Not a communicative form 
of pointing, but instrumental form. 
Child uses others as his instrument or 
agent – but he is not sharing attention 
with another person. His interest is in 
the object – not the person. 

•  Pointing to label: Pointing and naming 
things. 

Joint Attention Differences 
in Children with ASD 

•  Limited response to name called by 
others to garner attention. 

•  Difficulty drawing child’s attention to 
salient information necessary for 
learning. 

•  Limited use of eye gaze to regulate 
social interactions. 

Joint Attention Differences 
in Verbal, Cognitively Intact 

Students with ASD 
•  Difficulty “thinking with their 

eyes” (Michelle Garcia Winner) 
–  Assess by seeing if the student can 

“guess” what you (or someone else) is 
looking at. 

–  Can the student tell you what you are 
thinking based on where you are looking? 

•  Difficulty “checking back” with others to 
share attention (e.g., pass gas story ☺)  

Gestural Communication / 
Nonverbal Behaviors 

•  Before an infant can verbalize, gestures are 
used to get their wants and needs met, such 
as pointing, giving, showing, reaching, opening 
and closing hands to show they want 
something, and waving. 

•  Research indicates that the development of 
gestures from 9 – 16 months predicts 
language ability 2 years later. 

•  See “16 Gestures by 16 Months” for NTD of 
gestures at the First Words Project 
www.firstwordsproject.com 

16 Gestures by 16 Months (NTD) 
www.firstwordsproject.com 

•  9 months: Give; Shake head no 
•  10 months: Reach; Arms raised 
•  11 months: Hold up and show; Wave  
•  12 months: Open hand point; Tap 
•  13 months: Clap; Blow kiss 
•  14 months: Point with index finger; Shh 
•  15 months: Head nod or thumbs up to 

indicate yes; finger wave to indicate 
stinky; Hand up to indicate wait 

•  16 months: High 5; I dunno; Peace sign 
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Gestural Communication / 
Nonverbal Behaviors in ASD 
•  Smaller gestural repertoires than 

NTD peers. Generally do not use 
conventional gestures to compensate 
for a lack of speech, but instead 
resort to inappropriate actions or 
behaviors for communication 
breakdowns. 

•  Back-and-forth social interactions: starts 
at birth! 

•  Basic turn-taking = Foundation for 
developing reciprocal interaction skills. 

Children who struggle with this 
developmental skill will have difficulties: 

•  Engaging in conversational turn-taking 
•  Understanding how to play games 
•  Sharing 
•  Understanding how to make compromises 
•  Raising hand / waiting for teacher to call 

Reciprocal Interactions 

Communicative Intent 

•  The desire to purposefully 
communicate with others, either 
verbally, vocally, or non-verbally (e.g., 
eye-gaze, gestures, body language), 
and expect an outcome to the 
purposeful communicative attempt 

AWESOME Resource! 
Autism Navigator 

www.autismnavigator.com 
•  Select “Family Resources” link and 

scroll down to “Autism Navigator® - 
ASD Video Glossary”. The ASD  Video 
Glossary contains more than 100 video 
clips illustrating the diagnostic 
features of ASD, and side-by-side 
video clips showing behaviors that are 
typical in contract with those that 
are red flags for ASD 

Core Language Form Skills: 
How are they Communicating? 
•  Behaviorally 
•  Physically (e.g., “hand-drag”) 
•  Gesturally (e.g., pointing) 
•  Sign 
•  Visually (e.g., showing objects, 

pictures) 
•  Vocalizations 
•  Echolalia 
•  Verbalizations 

Echolalia 
•  Normal part of language development 

(generally appears in 2nd year and 
fades by 3rd year). 

•  Problem – when child does not move 
beyond this stage of language 
development. When it persists. 

•  Positive indicator for child becoming a 
spontaneous verbal communicator 
(~85%). 

•  Parents often refer to as “Movie Talk” 
or “TV Talk” 



Susan K. Lewis Stokes, 2017 5 

Echolalia 
•  Functions of echolalia: 

– Communicative! Request, protest, 
turn-taking, initiate, label, calling 
attention, direct, etc. 

– Personal use: Self-directive, 
rehearsal,  self-regulatory / calming, 
etc. 

– Non-interactive: Self-stimulatory / 
personally satisfying; triggered by an 
object, person, situation, or event 

Language Form   
Important to Consider: 

•  Is it an appropriate form for 
communication? 
– Universally understood by all 

(including peers!) 
– Limited communication breakdowns 

Core Language Function Skills: 
What are they Communicating?  

(NTD – by 12 months) 

Behavioral Regulation: Regulating the 
actions of others to get needs met 

•  Request  
– Objects 
–  Actions 

•  Cessation - “All Done” 
•  Seek Assistance / Help 
•  Protest / Reject 

Core Social Interaction Skills 
•  Seeks attention of others prior to 

communicating 
•  Understanding / expresses feelings / 

emotional regulation 
•  Initiates / responds to greetings 
•  Attends to non-verbal cues given by 

others 
•  Understands / responds to non-verbal 

cues given by others 
•  Exhibits appropriate non-verbal cues 

Core Social Conversation Skills 

•  Initiates own topics OR maintains topics 
initiated by others 

•  Balanced conversational turns / questions / 
comments 

•  Recognizes / repairs conversation 
breakdowns 

•  Relates past events sequential / coherent 
•  Good verbal reasoning skills 
•  Understands / uses figurative language 
•  Engages in appropriate narrative skills 
•  Exhibits social cognition skills 

Greatest Social Area of 
Difficulty for Students with ASD 

Social Cognition Skills! 

a.k.a “Social Thinking Skills” 
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Social Cognition 
taking another person’s perspective 

•  The ability to understand that other 
people have thoughts, ideas, interests, 
feelings and beliefs different from our 
own. 

•  The ability to think about what other 
people are thinking. 

•  The ability to know how other people 
are feeling and their feelings about you. 

•  The ability to deduce what other people 
know – and what they don’t know. 

•  The ability to make sense of others’ 
actions and behaviors. 

Social Cognition Differences 
•  Can appear very controlling: “Their 

way or the highway!” 
•  May think that everyone thinks the 

same as them. 
•  Can present as extreme ego-centrical 

thinking. 
•  May verbalize thoughts aloud without 

considering the impact on others 
(“Honesty out of the mouths of babes 
syndrome”) 

Social Cognition Difficulties  

•  Can present with seeming rude, 
disrespectful behavior, may appear to 
lack empathy. 

•  Difficulty with cooperative learning 
groups or shared social /partner 
activities. 

•  Prone to be “perfect victims”. 
•  Difficulty asking for help. 

•  Difficulty taking the listener’s perspective 
to provide them with enough background 
information, use of referents, etc. 

•  Difficulty reading the non-verbal social 
communication cues given by others. 
–  Difficulty recognizing / repairing 

communication breakdowns 
•  Difficulty exhibiting appropriate non-

verbal social communication behaviors. 

Social Cognition Difficulties  

•  Difficulty effectively lying or fully 
understanding deception. 

•  Reading comprehension difficulties. 
•  Generative writing difficulties. 
•  “Blurter outers” / “interrupters”. 
•  Lack an intuitive desire to learn about 

others’ interests and personal 
histories – as well as formulate 
language to inquire about another 
person’s interests. 

Social Cognition Difficulties  
Communication Characteristics 

in Children with ASD 
•  Approximately 25 – 30% who initially 

acquire speech on a typical developmental 
schedule subsequently lose speech, and 
gestural communication (either 
permanently or temporarily), between the 
first and third year – this is unique to ASD 
(Lord, et. al., 2004) 

•  30 – 50% of people with ASD fail to 
acquire useful spoken language (National 
Research Council, 2001). 
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Communication Characteristics 
in Children with ASD 

•  By 2 – 3 years old, show relative 
strengths in using communication for 
needs and wants, as compared to 
communication to attract or maintain 
the attention of others. 

•  More frequently request objects or 
actions, and are less likely to 
comment on an object or activity. 

Communication Characteristics 
in Children with ASD 

•  Unusual tone of voice / inflection 
•  Overly formal / pedantic speech patterns 
•  Uneven speech and language development 

–  Accelerated vocabulary in areas of 
interests 

–  Pronoun errors 
– Hyperlexia 

•  Although some are able to speak, their 
verbalizations can have limited content or 
information – thus difficulty using language! 

Expressive Communication 
Assessment Tools for 
Students with ASD 

Standardized Tests to Assess 
Technical Knowledge and 

Processing of Language at the 
Word and Sentence Level 

•  To assess vocabulary, syntax, 
grammar, etc.), use of receptive and 
expressive standardized instruments 
such as the TOLD; CELF; ROWPVT; 
EOWPVT (and many others) can be 
administered, if warranted.  

Pre / non-verbal Student with ASD 
•  “Communication Assessment Record” in 

Assessing and Developing Communication 
and Thinking Skills in People with Autism 
and Communication Difficulties, by Kate 
Silver, 2005. 

•  “Assessment of Social and Communication 
Skills for Children with Autism” in DO-
WATCH-LISTEN-SAY: Social 
Communication Intervention for Children 
with Autismby Kathleen Quill, 2000. 

•  The  Social Play Record: A Toolkit for 
Assessing and Developing Social Play from 
Infancy to Adolescence, by Chris White, 
2006. 

Informal assessment: 
 Pre Verbal Student 

•  Understands concept of cause and effect   
(6–12 mos). 

•  Reciprocal interactions / turn-taking (6–12 
mos.) 

•  Joint attention (9–12 mos.) 
•  Imitation (birth) 
•  Communicative intent (9-12 mos.) - desire to 

communicate with another person by 
anticipating an outcome to their 
communicative behavior. See Prizant’s 
“Communication Temptations” 

•  Language Sample: 
–  Language form - a means of communication 
–  Language function – use of language 
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ATTENTION SLPs 
If you suspect that the student has 

difficulty with the technical knowledge 
and processing of language at the word 

and sentence level… 

•  Administer your standard battery of 
receptive and expressive 
standardized instruments such as the 
TOLD; CELF; ROWPVT; EOWPVT 
(and many others).  

•  However if the student seems to have 
good skills in this area – consider 
administering some of the following: 

•  Social Language Development Test: by 
LinguiSystems, 2008. 

•  Children’s Communication Checklist - 2    
PsychCorp: Harcourt Assessment 

•  Comprehensive Assessment of Spoken 
Language (CASL): Pearson Publishing 
–  Pragmatic language subtest 
–  Supralinguistic subtest (abstract lang.) 

•  Test of Problem Solving: by LinguiSystems 
•  Test of Language Competence - E: Harcourt 

Assessment 

Verbal Student with ASD: 
Standardized Assessment Tools 

CELF® 
(Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals)  

•  CELF – 5® 
– Pragmatic Profile: Scaled scores 
– Pragmatic Activities Checklist:  
– Ages 5-21 

•  CELF Preschool 2®  
– Descriptive Pragmatics Profile 

(criterion score) 
– Ages 3- -6.11 

Theory of Mind Inventory 
(2016) 

www.theoryofmindinventory.com 

•  Normed and criterion referenced. 
•  Toddler Screen: ages 2 – 3 
•  Theory of Mind Inventory – 2: Full 

measure ages 3 and above 
•  FREE TRIAL AVAILABLE 

Verbal Student with ASD: 
Informal Assessment Tools 

•  “Social Thinking Dynamic Assessment 
Protocol”: Thinking About You Thinking 
About Me - 2nd Edition, by Michelle 
Garcia Winner, 2008. 

•  Informal conversational analysis 
assessment – contrived data collection 
between student and peer: 
– Number of conversational turns  
– Number of questions vs comments 

Assessment: Important to 
Consider… 

•  Informal assessment in combination with 
standardized assessments should be used 
to assess pragmatic language skills. 

•  No single standardized test score should 
determine whether or not a child has a 
pragmatic language disorder. 

•  Information from selective subtests can 
also provide information for a 
comprehensive pragmatic evaluation. 
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Critical to Prioritize Expressive 
Communication Needs to Target 

for Intervention: 

“ASD Expressive Communication 
Target Skills Checklist” 

by Susan L. Stokes 

See WIKI  

Understanding the Communicative 
Function of Behaviors for 

Students with ASD 

To change your student’s behavior, 
you need to be able to make 
sense of that behavior, and 
making sense of your student’s 
behavior means making sense of 
his / her autism. 

Author unknown 

Features/Characteristics of ASD
Learning/Thinking/Processing differences

Social Relation differences

Communication differences

Restricted/repetitive patterns

ASD Iceberg

Water line
Behaviors of ASD

Adapted from Susan Boswell 
Division TEACCH, 2000 

Sensory Processing differences 

Susan L. Stokes, 2001

Rigid / Inflexible Thinking

See wiki 

See WIKI 

Challenging Behaviors 
Communicate! 

Even if they are verbal!!! 
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Common Error in Conducting 
FBAs for Students with ASD 

•  Determining a function of the 
behavior such as “avoidance / escape”, 
“attention”, “sensory”, or “tangible” 
but NOT taking into consideration 
how the neurological features and 
characteristics of ASD are 
contributing to the appearance and 
function of the behavior!! 

PBIS: Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports  

Prevent Behaviors from 
Occurring! 

•  Positive (proactive) behavior support 
systems:  
–   Best practice for truly changing a 

behavior. 
•  Reactive behavior management systems:  

–  Used for managing a behavior / situation 
at the moment. 

Preventive Plan = PBIS 

Positive Behavior Interventions and 
Supports for students with ASD: 

•  Visual support strategies 
•  Environmental structure and support 
•  Expressive communication strategies 
•  Sensory-based interventions 
•  Self-regulation strategies 
•  Direct social skills instruction 

Intervention:  
Strategies to Teach 

Expressive Communication 
Skills to Students with ASD 

Intervention 

• NOT the sole responsibility of 
the SLP! 

•  Continual / on-going focus by 
everyone who comes in contact 
with the child. 

Free Web-based Resources:  
Evidence-based Practices  
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National Professional Development 
Center on Autism Spectrum 

Disorders 
http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/ 

•  A multi-university center funded by OSEP 
devoted to promote use of evidence-based 
practice for children and adolescents with 
autism spectrum disorders. 

•  Aligned with National Professional 
Standards criteria. 

•  Currently, 27 evidence-based practices 
identified. 

Autism Focused Intervention 
Resources and Modules  

(AFIRM - www. http://afirm.fpg.unc.edu) 

•  Developed by the NPDC-ASD to 
create online modules for each of the 
identified 27 evidence-based 
practices. 

•  See / download “EBP Brief Packet” 
for additional information for each 
identified EBP module (See Resources 
– demo Visual Supports). 

Autism Internet Modules 
www.autisminternetmodules.org 

•  NPDC-ASD collaborated with Ohio 
Center for Autism and Low Incidence 
(OCALI) to house the EBP internet 
modules, in addition to OCALI’s 
internet modules on topics such as 
identification and assessment, 
characteristics strategies, transition, 
and employment. 

Reasons to Use NPDC-ASD; 
AFIRM; and AIM Websites 

•  Investigate an intervention 
•  Review the basics of interventions 
•  Consistency across adults/programs 

– Teachers within a school 
– Family/home therapists 
– Between home/school 
– Across schools in a district 

•  Pre/post assessment CEUs – 
Professional Development 

See handout 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 
See book: “Do-Watch-Listen-Say” by Kathleen 

Quill, 2000  
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Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

•  Cause / effect:  
–  Sound / movement toys 
–  iPad apps (fireworks; bubble-pop; etc.) 

•  Object Permanence:  
–  “Peek-a-boo” 
–  Hide highly desired items in view of child. 

•  Imitation:  
–  Imitate actions of child first 
–   Motor actions (clapping, rubbing tummy, patting 

head, etc.)  
–  Acting on objects (building; drawing, etc.) 
–  Apps (“Talking Tom”, “SmackTalk”, etc.) 

•  Using desired items: 
–  Call child’s name and when they look - reward 

with desired item 
–  Exaggerated pointing and verbalizing “Look!” 

•  Develop anticipatory behaviors through social 
routines. Pause – look at child – look at hands / 
object – repeat 
–  Wind-up toys 
–  Tickle games 
–  Peek-a-boo 
–  Ready – set – go! For desired actions like being 

pushed on a swing 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

Joint Attention  

•  During gross motor play – intermittently 
stop the action. When the child orients to 
you – re-engage in the play activity 
–  Use wind-up toys 
–  Blow up balloon and don’t tie it, say 

“Look”! When the child looks, release the 
balloon. 

–  Bubbles: Say “Look”! to draw child’s 
attention to the bubbles. When the child 
looks, blow the bubbles. 

•  “Eye gaze” games  

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

Joint Attention 

See WIKI 

Joint Activity Routines: Activities that 
are organized around a joint focus of 
attention and interaction. They are 
highly familiar, repetitive, predictable 
(clear beginning, middle and end), 
sequential, meaningful, and functional. 
Controlled variability / flexibility can 
be gradually introduced. 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

Joint Attention 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

Joint Attention 
JAR Examples: 
•  Food making 
•  Bubbles 
•  Play-doh 
•  Balloon activities 
•  Motor activities 

–  Ring Around the 
Rosey 

–  Tickle games 
–  Tag / Chase 

•  Blocks 

•  ADLs 
–  Washing hands 
–  Getting dressed 
–  Snack time 
–  Bathroom 

•  Books 
•  Sensory Activities: 

–  Marble Run 
–  Connect Four 
–  Swing 

•  Pretend Play 

•  Gestural Communication: Exaggerated facial 
expressions to denote various emotions; 
motioning to “come”; motioning to “gimme”; 
pointing at items of interest (e.g., pictures in 
books); arms up for “up”; gestures to 
indicate tickle games. 

•  Reciprocity: rolling/pushing ball or car; 
putting items into a container; ANY turn-
taking activities – dropping blocks in box; 
shape sorters; puzzle pieces, and games! 
Incorporate gestures/picture to indicate 
turn. 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 
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Communicative Intent: 
•  Develop cause / effect skills 
•  Establish anticipatory behaviors (e.g., 

“tickle games”; See “Communicative 
Temptations” – Prizant) 

•  Delay responses to develop 
anticipated wants / needs (e.g., 
“Ready…set…go!” 

•  Expect the child to communicate! 

See WIKI 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

Evidence-based Practice: Video Modeling / 
Video Self-modeling: 

•  Videos of children engaged in imitation skills 
–  Basic motor imitation (e.g., pat head, rub tummy, 

etc.) 
–  Imitating acting on objects (e.g., roll play-doh 

into a snake; build block pattern; etc.) 
–  Videos showing student with ASD looking at their 

peers for guidance in what to do 
•  Videos for joint attention 

–  Child responding to name 
–  Child looking in response to gestural and verbal 

cues to “Look” 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

Intervention: 
 Core Conceptual Language Skills 

Evidence-based Practice: Video Modeling / 
Video Self-modeling: 

•  Videos of exaggerated gestures (e.g., 
“come”, “give me”, etc.) 

•  Videos of reciprocal interactions 
–  Rolling / throwing ball 
–  Putting puzzle pieces into puzzle 
–  Partner Read 
–  Raising hand/waiting for teacher to call on 
–  Conversations 

Intervention Framework: 
Core Language Form / Function Skills 

Establish an efficient and appropriate way / 
form to communicate 
Expand range of communicative functions / 
purposes 
Establish motivation to communicate – 
Reinforcement Assessments (see WIKI) 
Develop the ability to both respond to and 
initiate communication 

See handout 

Intervention: 
 Core Language Form Skills: 

How are they Communicating? 

Important to consider: 
•  Is it an appropriate form for 

communication? 
– Universally understood by all 

(including peers!) 
– Limited communication breakdowns 
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Intervention for Echolalia 
•  Don’t become fixated on extinguishing 

- but consider how it can be used 
functionally. 

•  Determine communicative intent / 
function of echolalic utterances.  

•  Provide student with appropriate 
language input through Joint Activity 
Routines 

•  Teach reciprocity by using before / 
after echolalic phrases 

• “To infinity and beyond!” 

Intervention for Echolalia 
•  Sometimes adding a melody can assist 

the student with associating 
verbalizations with a specific context / 
activity. 

•  Reduce stress / anxiety-producing 
situations that might result in the 
occurrence of echolalia. 

•  IF not a functional, spontaneous verbal 
communicator… 
– Use visual strategies / AAC Systems! 

• Will enhance development of 
generative language! 

“As I get more and more phrases 
on the hard drive, I can 
recombine them in different 
ways, and then it’s  less tape-
recorder like…it’s gradual 
learning…you gradually just keep 
getting better and better”. 

 Temple Grandin, 2005 

Language Form Intervention: AAC  
Primary Goal - To improve 
functional communication 

What is AAC??? 
Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication 

•  Individually designed system(s) to give 
students an “alternative” way to 
spontaneously and functionally communicate 
(if not a functional verbal communicator) 
through “augmentative” means (pictures, 
speech generating devices, sign language, 
written word, etc.). 

AAC Myths! 
•  “My child won’t learn to talk if they 

are given alternative means to 
communicate”. 

•  “AAC should only be implemented 
after giving all hope of the child ever 
talking”. 

•  “If my child can talk – even a little bit 
– they do not need AAC”. 

•  “My child doesn’t have the language or 
cognitive prerequisite skills for AAC”. 
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We Must Be AAC  
Myth Busters! Pre-requisite Skills for Use 

of AAC? 

NONE! 
ASHA position on AAC: No evidence-based  
practice for determining if an individual could 
benefit from AAC, therefore no one should be  
denied based on arbitrary criteria. Eligibility  
based on need alone! 

Who Can Benefit from AAC? 
•  Anyone who is not a spontaneous, functional 

communicator, whose speech is not 
effectively meeting their communication 
needs. 
– Non / pre-verbal students 
–  Students who use echolalia (repeat what 

they’ve heard others say) 
–  Students who are talking but only have a 

few words 
–  Students who are very difficult to 

understand 

Does the student need an 
AAC system(s)? 

Questions to Consider… 

Do they use a conventional or 
idiosyncratic way to communicate? 

Can they pass the “stranger test” 

If the answer is “No” to 
either of these questions, 

then development of an 
appropriate AAC System is a 

must!!!!! 
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Common AAC Systems  
(Pros / Cons to each – specific to 

students with ASD) 

•  Sign Language 
•  Picture Exchange Communication 

System (PECS)  
•  Picture Point Systems 
•  Speech Generating Devices / Voice 

Output Systems Evidence-based Practice 

Evidence-based Practice 

Sign Language 
CONS 

•  Transient 
•  Not a universal 

language system 
•  Requires motor 

praxis 
•  Requires imitation 

skills / willingness 
to be touched 

•  Abstract 
•  Doesn’t teach to 

spontaneously 
initiate 

PROS 
•  Visual 
•  Easy access 
•  Portable 

Picture Exchange 
Communication System (PECS) 

PROS 
•  Visual / non-transient 
•  Teaches the communicative 

act in a visual / physical 
format 

•  Teaches to spontaneously 
initiate 

•  Teaches communicative 
intent 

•  Rapidly acquired 
•  Can use various VRS - 

universal language 
•  Portable 
•  Requires minimal motor 

praxis 

CONS 
•  Not an “end all” 
•  Prescribed / rigid 

methodology 
•  Vocabulary needs? 

Static / Picture Point System 
Pros & Cons 

PROS 
•  Visual / non-

transient 
•  Can use various 

VRS - universal 
language 

•  Portable 

CONS 
•  Requires 

understanding of 
social aspect of 
communication 

•  Vocabulary needs 

Speech Generating Devices 
Voice Output Systems 

PROS 
•  Visual / non-transient 
•  Can use various VRS 

(dependent upon 
system)- universal 
language 

•  Pairs auditory with 
visual output 

•  Sophisticated systems 
can meet vocabulary 
needs 

•  For activity 
participation 

CONS 
•  Difficulty 

understanding device 
is a communication 
system versus cause/
effect “toy” 

•  Expensive - can be 
easily damaged 

•  Some systems - too 
sophisticated 

•  Portability 

iPhone / iPod Touch / iPad 
Hundreds of Apps for AAC! 
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Important to Consider… 
•  A range of AAC options vs one system!  
•  AAC systems for class / activity 

participation 
–  Can use almost any system for this as 

child is often prompted to interact with 
the system to participate in the activity 

•  AAC systems for individual student’s use 
for expressive communication 
–  Individual student AAC assessment 

needed with system trials and data 
taken . 
These might be different systems! 

Which AAC System(s) 
INCLUDING Apps to Choose for 

a Student with ASD? 
•  AAC / AT Assessment Process 

–  See your district’s protocol 
•  Trials with various available systems / apps!! 

–  Lending library? 
•  Data!! 
•  Which system can the child access, and 

spontaneously use the most efficient? 
•  Could be multi-systems both low and high 

tech! 
See UW Augcomm website on WIKI 

AAC Evaluation Genie App 
by Hump Software 

•  An informal diagnostic tool to assist in 
identifying skill areas that relate 
specifically to the language representation 
methods commonly found on AAC systems. 

•  14 subtests that can be administered with 
screening options available for each subtest. 

•  The evaluation gets progressively more 
difficult within and across subtests – from 
simple discrimination to word prediction. 

•  Written report with data from each section 
is generated to assist with determining an 
appropriate AAC system to trial. See WIKI  

Things to Consider for Your 
Student’s Individual  

AAC Needs 
•  Organization / Lay-out (see slide) 

– Visual Scenes: More concrete and 
easier to understand / associate 
visual information with 
communication 

– Traditional Grid: More abstract 
– PODD: Pragmatic Organization of 

Dynamic Display 

Organization of AAC Systems 
PODD Visual Scene Displays 

Traditional Grid Display 

AAC Vocabulary 
A Motivation to Communicate!  

•  Vocabulary to at least meet the basic 
core communicative functions (request, 
cessation, assistance / help, protest / 
reject) 

•  What is motivating / interesting to the 
child? What would they like to talk 
about? 

•  Will need to conduct frequent 
reinforcement / motivation checklists 
with parents (See WIKI). 
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Core Vocabulary 

•  A small set of high frequency words 
that are used communicatively across 
contexts throughout the day. 

•  Fringe vocabulary: more specific to a 
topic, theme or environment (e.g., St. 
Patrick’s Day vocabulary words – 
consider how often used?) 

Core Vocabulary 
NTD Language Development (Gail Van 

Tatenhove) 
•  First 20 words spoken by a child are 

nouns. 
•  24 months - child has ~ 150-300 

words and nouns no longer dominant 
•  By ~ 26 month 80% of the vocabulary 

of a NTD child is core vocabulary. 
•  Consistent across age, race, 

socioeconomic status 

Core Vocabulary 
Considerations 

•  Important to consider for our 
student’s AAC systems – to give 
communicative flexibility! 

•  However…CV lists should NOT be 
considered as a “regulatory list” of 
words that must be taught first or 
only! 

•  Interests of student CRITICAL to 
also consider – vocabulary for what’s 
personally motivating to communicate! 

AAC Vocabulary 
Intervention 

•  Teach vocabulary within functional 
and meaningful activities:  
–  Joint Activity Routines 
–  Literacy 
–  School themes (e.g., “Thank you” CV as 

part of “Thanksgiving” theme) 
–  Self-help / ADLs 

A Few Favorite AAC 
Websites 

•  PrAACtical AAC: www.praacticalaac.org 
•  UW Augcomm: www.depts.washington.edu/

augcomm 
•  http://aacgirls.blogspot.com/ 
•  AAC Institute: www.aacinstitute.org 
•  Gail Van Tatenhove: www.vantatenhove.com 

Instruction in the use of 
AAC Systems 
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AAC Competency Takes Time! 
•  NTD 18-month old children have been 

exposed to 4,380 hours of oral language 
at a rate of 8 hours / day from birth. A 
child who has a communication system 
and receives speech/language therapy 
two times per week for 20 – 30 minutes 
will reach this same amount of language 
exposure in 84 years! (J. Korsten) 

•  And yet we do not “expect” NTD babies 
to utter a single word prior to 12 
months! 

So What Does this Mean??? 

WE need to provide our AAC 
users with many, many 
models of how to use their 
systems – without 
pressures / expectations 
for immediate success and 
use! 

Aided Language Intervention 

•  An AAC instructional strategy where 
the AAC user is provided with on-going 
modeling of their communication 
system(s) in functional contexts by 
communicative partners. 

•  Student with ASD receives intense 
receptive language stimulation with the 
expectation, without pressure, that 
expressive language (with or without 
AAC support) will eventually occur. 

•  AAC part of input as well as output! 

Research to support! 

Aided Language Intervention 
•  Makes language visible – regardless of 

what AAC system is being used 
•  Everyone can do it! ALL educational 

staff, peers, parents, siblings, etc. 
•  Start off modeling “main” words – 

versus trying to model every single word 
•  Use in any activity or context. 
•  Highly motivating to our AAC users! 

Seeing others use their AAC systems! 
Increases their desire to use their 
systems! 

Video Modeling / Video Self-modeling 
Intervention Ideas for AAC 

•  Videos that show the student, and 
others, using the AAC system(s) in 
various contexts to communicate 
various language functions. 

A Few Random Thoughts… 
•  Students need to learn why they need to 

communicate versus “press this” – which 
creates a prompt dependent communicator. 

•  Design functional activities for 
communication. Reduce “show me” tricks.  
–  Joint Activity Routines 

•  Expect our students to communicate! Give 
exaggerated pause / wait time to respond. 
Use overt body language / non-verbal cues. 

•  We need to create situations for our 
students to communicate with peers! Not just 
adults! 

•  Provide opportunities for lots of practice! 
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Introducing… 
Core Vocabulary Exchange System™ 

www.cvessolution.com 

•  Developed by Megan Brazas & Renee Bourke 
as a low tech communication system – due to 
frustrations with limitations of many low 
tech AAC systems that are primarily noun / 
activity focused; lack core words; and often 
do not have consistent motor plan access. 

•  Initial use with students with ASD – so 
components of PECS to teach communicative 
intent and the reciprocity of communication 
were maintained – versus use of a static  / 
picture point system.  

What is CVES(™)?  4 Essential Components 
The Core Vocabulary Exchange System(™) is a low-tech, 

exchange based communication system consisting of a 
Communication binder, Core Vocabulary Foldout, Binder 
Inserts, and Communication Card.   

Communication 
Binder 

Communication 
Card 

Core Vocabulary 
Foldout 

Binder Inserts 

Copyright 2016 Brazas and Bourke 

What is CVES(™)?  The 9 Foldouts 

Copyright 2016 Brazas and Bourke 

What is CVES(™)?  The 9 Foldouts 
The Core Vocabulary Foldout contains core vocabulary 

words (ranging between 20-189 icons) which are removed 
and sequenced either individually or on the communication 
card to create a message at the user’s individual language 
level.  

Copyright 2016 Brazas and Bourke 

See handout 

Ideas to Expand Range / Use of  
Communicative Functions:  

Requesting Objects and Actions 
•  Objects 

–  Tempt the student by having items of 
high interest within their sight but out 
of reach. 

–  Leave out necessary items that are 
needed to complete a task 
• Give the student a worksheet but no 

pencil 
• Give the student a project to cut 

without scissors 
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•  Actions 
–  Avoid jumping in  
–  Give the child an opportunity to request 

actions: 
• push on swings 
• warm food 
• open doors, containers. Etc. 
• social choice board 

– chase 
– tickle 
– dance 

Ideas to Expand Range / Use of  
Communicative Functions:  

Requesting Objects and Actions 
•  Make communicating “all done” a part of the 

routine at the end of activities such as snack 
and lunch. 

•  When students look bored, are exhibiting 
challenging behaviors, or are trying to get 
away from an activity, physically / gesturally 
prompt them to request “all done”. 

•  When initially teaching the concept of “all 
done”, if possible, always honor the request. 
After this skill is established, use “First – 
Then” to communicate task expectations. 

Ideas to Expand Range / Use of  
Communicative Functions:  

Cessation – “All done” 

•  Getting a coat on/off 
•  Zipping coat 
•  Zipping/unzipping a 

backpack 
•  Putting shoes on/off 
•  Opening doors or 

entrance to designated 
areas 

•  Flushing the toilet 
•  Turning the water on/

off 

•  Opening a lunchbox 
•  Opening milk container 
•  Buttoning shirts/pants 
•  Opening containers 
•  Opening straws 
•  Putting straws in juice 

boxes 
•  Opening refrigerator 
•  Fixing broken items 
•  Academic tasks 

Ideas to Expand Range / Use of  
Communicative Functions:  
Seeking Assistance / Help 

Joint Activity Routines = 
PERFECT for Teaching / 

Expanding Functions / Use 
of Language! 

Video Modeling / Video Self-modeling 
Intervention Ideas for Core 

Language Form and Function Skills 
•  Videos that show the student engaged in 

using an appropriate language form  (verbal 
or AAC) to communicate a target language 
function skill in various contexts (e.g., lunch/ 
snack; free play / recess; academics; phy ed) 
–  Requesting objects / actions  
–  Communicating “All done” 
–  Seeking help / assistance 
–  Protest / reject 

•  All prompting should be edited out so the 
student only sees the target skill performed. See handout 
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Intervention:  
Core Social Communication Skills 
•  Draws / seeks attention: Teach names 

of peers / teachers 
•  Initiation 

– Greetings / High 5 
•  Self-regulation: Break cards; 

Communication Problem Solving Visual 
•  Communication breakdowns / Non-

verbal social communication behaviors 
– See Jill Kuzma for intervention @ 

www.jillkuzma.wordpress.com 

A Few Apps for  
Teaching Emotions   

•  Touch and Learn – Emotions: by Innovative 
Mobile Apps 

•  ABA Flash Cards and Games Emotions: by 
Innovative Mobile Apps 

•  Emotions: by kindergarten.com  
•  Autism Emotion™: by Model Me Kids  
•  Emotions from I Can Do Apps: by I Can Do 

Apps, LLC 
•  Emotionx: by Dunedin Multimedia Limited 
•  Expressions for Autism: by Club LIA 

A Few Apps for Teaching  
Non-verbal  

Social Communication Skills 
•  What’s the Expression: by ColorSkit 
•  Body Language: Discover Body 

Language and How it Can Benefit You! 
By WebLantis 

See handout 
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Intervention: 
Core Social Conversation Skills 

•  Social Language Training Elementary, 2010. 
By LinguiSystems (Based on the Social 
Language Development Test) 

•  Conversation Skills: 
–  See Jill Kuzma for intervention @ 

www.jillkuzma.wordpress.com 
•  Past events (see visual strategies) 
•  Social cognition / social thinking (see 

www.socialthinking.com resources and 
strategies) 

Visual Strategies for 
Teaching Conversation Skills 

•  START with teaching reciprocity / basic turn-
taking: Any games! 

•  Conversation Starters: 
–  Photos: Use wallet photo holders, small photo 

albums, or SmartPhones to show pictures that 
are significant to the student. Notes can be used 
as additional prompts for what to talk about. 

–  Train a popular topic and relate to high interest 
if possible: For a “numbers” kiddo - stats on the 
Green Bay Packers. 

–  Train “interview” questions with practice written 
questions or “topic cards”. 

–  Train general conversation starters written on a 
card. 

Strategies for Teaching 
Conversation Skills 

•  Computer conversations: 2 people 
sitting in front of a word processing 
document having a reciprocal visual 
conversation. 

•  Email. 
•  Instant messaging. 
•  Facebook 

Relating Past Events 

From Linda Hodgdon

A Few Apps for Teaching  
Social Conversation Skills 

•  ConversationBuilder: by Mobile Education 
Store LLC 

•  ConversationBuilder Teen: by Mobile 
Education Store LLC 

•  Language Builder: by Stages Publishing 
•  My Day with WH Words: by Touch Autism 
•  Question Builder: by Mobile Education 

Store LLC 
•  Sentence Builder: by Abitalk Inc. 
•  WH Questions: by Smarty Ears 
•  QuestionIt: by Language Learning Apps LLC 

•  Talking Together: by Virtual Speech Center, 
Inc. 

•  Conversation Therapy: by Tactus Therapy 
Solutions Ltd. 

•  Take Turns: by Kringelbach IT 
•  Social Skill Builder: by Social Skill Builder, 

Inc. 
•  The Social Navigator: by Seven Minds 

•  The Social Express: by The Language 
Express, Inc 

•  Let’s Be Social: by Everyday Speech 

A Few Apps for Teaching  
Social Conversation Skills 
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www.socialthinking.com 

Social Cognition Intervention 
for Verbal / Cognitively 

Intact Students 

Social Cognition Curriculums 
www.socialthinking.com 

•  The Incredible Flexible You: ages 4 – 7 
•  SuperFlex…A Superhero Social Thinking® 

Curriculum: ages 5 -11 
•  Think Social! A Social Thinking® Curriculum: 

ages 8 through adult 
•  We Can Make It Better!: ages 4 – 9 
•  Social Thinking® Thinksheets for Tweens 

and Teens: ages 10 – 14 
•  Thinksheets for Teaching Social Thinking® 

and Related Skills: ages 8 to adult 
•  The Zones of Regulation: Ages 5 to adult 

Social Cognition: 
Explore this Social Thinking™ 

Website for TONS of 
Excellent Resources! 

www.socialthinking.com 

•  What are They Thinking? by Super 
Duper Publications 

•  Social Detective: by Social Skill 
Builder, Inc 

•  Hidden Curriculum for Adolescents 
and Adults: by AAPC 

•  Hidden Curriculum for Kids: by AAPC 
•  Sosh: by Dr. Mark Bowers 

A Few Apps for Teaching  
Social Cognition Skills 

“But I don’t have time!” 
Really?!?!?! 

Need to plan communicative 
opportunities throughout the day! 

See WIKI 
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The Puzzle 
The puzzle is incomplete, but I do not 

fit. My edges are rough, my curves 
don’t match the indentations, my 
colors are muted (compared to the 
other pieces), and my “picture” is not 
quite right. The puzzle is incomplete. 
But how do I fit? I have searched for 
other pieces only to find them ill-
fitting. 

Until… 

One day, the puzzle-solver found me 
and smoothed my edges, enhanced my 
colors, rounded my curves, and put my 
“picture” into focus. I still don’t fit 
every piece, but each day more and 
more come together for me. I may 
never fit every puzzle, but thanks to 
you, I have found my place in many. 

May we all be “puzzle-solvers” 

Author: unknown ASA 2003 


