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Overview for Today

Å(7 Levels of Communication)

ÅHow do I create opportunities for using 

AAC?

ÅCase Studies

ïPreschooler w/ autism

ïOthersé 

ÅPartner Instruction
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7 Levels of Communication 
Rowland & Schweigert

I. Pre-intentional Behavior

II. Intentional Behavior

III. Unconventional Communication

IV. Conventional Communication

V. Concrete Symbols

VI. Abstract Symbols

VII. Language
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I. Pre-intentional Behavior

ÅBehavior not under own control

ÅReactionary

ÅState is inferred from general behaviors

ïBody movements, facial expressions, sounds

ÅExample: ñI want a drink.ò

ïCries 
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II. Intentional Behavior

ÅBehavior is under the personôs control

ÅBUT, does not understand ñIf I do this, 

then someone will do that.ò

ÅAdults continue to interpret behaviors

ÅExample: ñI want a drink.ò

ïLooks at cup and cries
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III. Unconventional Communication

ÅUses pre-symbolic behaviors intentionally

ÅNot socially conventional behaviors

ÅMay see joint attention

ÅExample: ñI want a drink.ò

ïDrags Dad to refrigerator

ïMay look from Dad to fridge and back to Dad
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IV. Conventional Communication 

ÅUses pre-symbolic behaviors intentionally

ÅSocially acceptable behaviors that will continue 

to be used even after the person becomes 

symbolic

ïPointing, head nod/shake

ïMay not see w/ children w/ severe visual impairments

ÅExample: ñI want a drink.ò

ïPoints to drink

ï(May look from Dad to drink and back to Dad)
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V. Concrete Symbols

ÅSymbols are iconic

ïLook/ feel/ move/ sound like what they 

represent

ïPhotos, line drawings, objects (key to 

represent óhomeô), iconic gestures (waving to 

say ócome hereô)

ÅExample: ñI want a drink.ò

ïPoints to photo or line drawing of JUICE
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VI. Abstract Symbols

ÅSingle-word stage of language 

development

ÅSymbols are opaque (not translucent)

ïWords, manual signs

ÅExample: ñI want a drink.ò

ïSays, ñDrink.ò
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VII. Language

ÅUse of symbol combinations

ÅUses grammatical rules

ïAdjectives before nouns, actions before 

objects

ÅExample: ñI want a drink.ò

ïSays, ñMore drink.ò

ïPoints to DRINK JUICE on AAC board
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Communication Matrix Profile
ÅSee handout

ÅAnyone can fill one out for free!!!

Åwww.designtolearn.com

Åwww.communicationmatrix.org
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Setting Goals for Early 

Communicators
ÅHandout on generic intervention goals

ÅGoals listed for each of the 7 levels

ÅThere is NO POINT in introducing abstract or 
even concrete symbols if the person is at Level 
I or II
ïMust have communicative intents to map symbols 

on to first!!!

ïExample: Child will only point to ñjuiceò if he already 
knows how to request

ïThen begin to map what is on next slide to AAC 
symbols

ïSee handout on Communication Matrix Profile for 
wide range of communication acts
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Providing Opportunities for 

Communication

ÅMany classrooms are very teacher-

directed

ÅMany adult setting are very directive

ïEasier to deal with passive people

ÅMany activities provide few opportunities 

for communication

ÅExample videos on next slides
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ÅWhat are the differences between the two 

videos?

ïChanges can all be attributed to 

Ånew techniques that the EA is using

ïNote: EVERYTHING else is the same for the 2 videos

ïPutting appropriate vocabulary on device is a 

prerequisite Ą necessary but not sufficient

ÅChild had appropriate AAC device and vocabulary on first 

video

ïNote how dramatically outcomes can change within 

the same activity
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Active Communicator w/ Limited 

Expressive Language

ÅMight think that we should start with pretty 

basic, low-level AAC 

ÅBUT, he has good receptive language 

(average to above average)

ïUnderstands what is going on around him

ïUnderstands lots of different linguistic 

structures

ïDonôt want to aim too low



(c) Binger 2009

Active Communicator with 

Additional Expressive Language

ÅWhat are the differences between the two 

videos?

ïChanges can be attributed to use of ñaided 

AAC modelingò

ïWe must model and model and model and 

model and model with the 

deviceéééotherwise, why would we expect 

them to use it?
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Active Communicator with More 

Sophisticated Expressive 

Language

ÅCan go far, fast with some clients

ïAccess to appropriate communication modes

ïProvide appropriate opportunities for 

communication

ïModel model modelé
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Child with Autism

ÅWhat are the differences between the two 
videos?

ÅYour clients who could benefit from visual 
schedules? 
ïNeed help w/ how to create them?

ÅCan post/keep them ALL OVER 
classroom/home/etc.
ïBetween task schedules

ïWithin task schedules
ÅWhat are the steps involved in activities within your settings?

ÅCreate a few examples
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Rayôs Choice Book 

& Schedule Board
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Selecting Vocabulary/Messages

ÅHow do you determine what to put on a device? Two 
great methods:
ïEnvironmental inventory

ÅObserve and document what peers are saying in that activity

ïModeling
ÅWhen you model using the device, you will quickly figure out what 

vocabulary is missing

ÅNeed to determine 
ïWhen to use whole messages

ïWhen to use single concepts

ÅPreschool Examples on devices
ïCircle time

ïScience centers (ant farm board next slide)

ïFree play w/ vehicles

ïBarbie board (2nd slide)
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Case Study: Child with Autism

Corbin

ÅAge = ~ 3;6

ÅCould not test receptive language

ÅIn a story reading intervention study

ÅWhat communicative behaviors do you 

see? What level of communication, of the 

7 levels? 
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Changing Ix
ÅChange #1
ïMake activities more motivating

ïLiked Dr. Seuss better than Little Critter

ÅChanges Later
ïChose more motivating activities ïor better yet, we let 

him choose

ïSimplified AAC
ÅDid not give up on AAC, as he is clearly
ïSymbolic

ïIn need of communication modes in addition speech

ïModeled multiple communication modes
ÅAided AAC

ÅUnaided AAC (manual signs)

ïUsed SAME ix techniques weôd use with anyone else
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Ix Techniques

ÅWhat ix techniques did you see that youôd use with any 
child?
ïLook for communication events

ïSee how he is currently communicating
ÅVocalizing

ÅShowing by óusingô others; taking Momôs hand (Level III 
communication behavior)

ïModeling

ïPausing/ expectant delay

ïPointing toward device

ïHand-over-hand only when other cues failed

ïContingent responses

ÅOnly difference: provided AAC options to óup the anteô 
of communication
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Lessons Learned

ÅAny motivating activity can be a context for 
communication
ïClient motivation is key

ïNot much point in communicating otherwise

ÅMap AAC on to current communication attempts
ïSame as you would for clients who speak

ïTools just change a bit (sign/voice output instead of 
speech)

ÅTry multiple modes
ïNever know what will or will not work
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OVERVIEW of Partner Instruction

ÅTeaching AAC Strategies/Techniques to 

Others

ïWhy use such a formal approach?

ÅStrategy Demonstration

ÅPracticing the Strategy

ÅYour cases

ÅQuestions
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Teaching AAC Strategy/Techniques 

to Communication Partners 
(Teachers, EAs, parents, peers, etc.)

Å Based on Cognitive Strategy research (Ellis et 

al., 1991)

Å Comes from educational research

Å Has been used to teach many different 

skills to students

Å Weôre applying the same approach for 

teaching skills to communication partners



(c) Binger 2009

Partner Instruction Steps (Kent-

Walsh & McNaughton, 2005)

(1) Pre-test and commitment to completing 
instructional program

(2) Strategy description

(3) Strategy demonstration

(4) Verbal practice of strategy steps

(5) Controlled practice and feedback

(6) Advanced practice and feedback

(7) Post-test and commitment to long-term 
strategy use

(8) Generalization of targeted strategy use
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Why Use such a Formal Approach?

ÅFirst, a little background

ïHow many of you have told parents/educators how to 

use an AAC device (or told them anything else for 

that matter) and come back later to find that nothing 

has been done/changed?

ïHow many of you have been frustrated by this?

ÅGoal of this part of the session:

ïTeach you ways to help ensure that both you and the 

parents/educators are no longer caught in this trap
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ÅDeveloping knowledge

ïWhen you tell or show someone how to do 

something

ÅDeveloping skills

ïWhen the person you are teaching has 

hands-on practice
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ÅWe usually teach others by ótellingô or óshowingô

ÅBut if you really want someone to learn how to do 
something, they have to practice

ÅIt is really no surprise, then, that many AAC devices 
sit around not getting used

ÅThis 8-step program is all about teaching new 
skills, not just new knowledge 

ÅYou can use/adapt these 8 steps to teach parents, 
educators, and children a huge range of new skills
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TEACHING INTERACTION 

STRATEGY

Case Study: Oscar
ï Age: 6;4

ï Dx: DD

ï TACL-3 Age Equivalent score (overall): 
Å 3;6

ï Comprehensibility (Index of Augmented Speech 
Comprehensibility in Children; Dowden, 1997) 

Å Without context: 30%

Å With context: 53%

Å Ą better intelligibility than many kids who use AAC

ï Seldom initiates speech
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(1) Pre-test and commitment to 

completing instructional program

ÅShow pre- and post- videos; discuss 
differences (next 2 slides)

ÅAlternatively: Can simply demonstrate 
with the child
ÅSpend ~ 5 minutes showing what it looks like to 
NOT use the strategy/techniques youôre going to 
teach
ïInteract with the child in ways that are typical for the 

communication partners you are about to teach

ÅThen spend ~ 5 minutes showing what it looks like 
to USE the strategy/techniques youôre going to 
teach
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Commit to Completing Program

ÅEnsures understanding of and 

commitment to learning the new strategy
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(2) Strategy Description 

ÅProvide people you are teaching with some type 

of visual aid/handout if you are teaching a multi-

step strategy (like RAAP)

ÅMay not need handout if you are teaching just 

one technique

ïE.g., aided AAC modeling Ąthis is all weôll do today

ÅDescribe each component of strategy or 

technique
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(3) Strategy Demonstration

ÅROLE PLAYS

ïCore part of a cognitive strategy instructional 

approach

ïThis is the ópracticeô part that builds skill, 

instead of just knowledge

ïFAR more powerful than simply telling or 

showing someone how to do something
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(3) Strategy Demonstration

ÅTrainer plays communication partner; 

partner plays child

ÅTrainer demonstrates how to use the 

instructional strategy/ technique

ÅUse ñthink-aloudò statements

ÅDemo at least 10 pages
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(3) Strategy Demonstration

ÅStart simple

ïFor aided AAC modeling

ÅTrainer models at least 1 symbol (preferably 

much more) on each page

ÅóChildô does nothing

ïFor RAAP!

ÅFirst 3 pages: ñChildò says nothing; Trainer 

demonstrates whole strategy (or the specific 

technique youôre teaching)

Å(Next slide is demo of whole RAAP strategy)
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ÅNow you try for 3 pages (Trainer and 
óchildô)

ïPair up and practice

ïRules
ÅUse aided AAC modeling at least one time on 

every page

ÅRespond to what óchildô says by using aided AAC 
modeling

ïUse 
Åcommunication boards

Åbooks
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Trainer plays communication 

partner; partner plays child 
(Oscar Video #1)



(c) Binger 2009

(3) Strategy Demonstration

ïSystematically increase difficulty

ÅHave óchildô jump in at various points

ïUse one symbol

» Appropriately

» Inappropriately 

ïUse two symbols

ïUse speech, pointing, signs, other gestures
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(4) Verbal practice of strategy steps

ÅHelps partner to 

ïmemorize the strategy 

ïDepend less on the handout

ïIntegrate the new information
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(4) Verbal practice of strategy 

(RAAP RAAP RAAP)

ñLetôs practice saying the steps involved in the strategy: 

Å For aided AAC modeling
ï ñModel on device on every pageò

Å For RAAP strategy
ï Read

ï Ask

ï Answer

ï Prompt

ï And always respond with 2 symbols

(a) ñLetôs say it together (at least 5 times)

(b) ñNow you say the steps 5 timesò

(c) ñNow Iôll say them again 5 timesò

(d) ñNow you say them again 5 timesò
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(5) Controlled Practice & Feedback

Trainer plays óchildô; Partner plays self

ÅStart simple

ïTrainer provides feedback and guidance as needed

ïñErrorless learningò approach; donôt let the partner 

make mistakes

ïFirst 3 pages: óChildô says nothing; 

ÅFor aided AAC modeling

ïPartner provides aided AAC model at least once on every page

ÅFor RAAP strategy

ïPartner goes through whole RAAP strategy

ÅPair up and practice
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ÅSystematically increase difficulty
ÅNext 7 pages or so: ñChildò takes single symbol 

turns at various points in the hierarchy

ïFor aided AAC modeling

» Continue to model at least once per page

ïFor RAAP

» Partner will therefore still have to go through each 

RAAP step

ÅPair up and practice
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Trainer plays child; Partner plays 

self
ÅContinue to increase difficulty

ÅñChildò begins to use messages of various lengths, hit 

random symbols, point, use gestures, etc. 

ÅTake variety of different turns at various points

Å***Mimic the child with whom youôd be using this***

ïMight try to get out of your seat, etc.

ÅContinue until partner feels ready to work with 

child

ÅThen switch places and start Step 5 over again
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(6) Advanced Practice & Feedback

ÅPartner works with child directly

ÅTrainer sits in background and provides 

feedback as needed

ÅContinue with óerrorless learningô approach

ïTrainer help as much as needed

ïFade feedback as partner masters using the 

strategy with the child
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(7) Post-test and commitment to 

long-term strategy use

ÅPartner works with child until specified criterion 
is met
ïOscar: 
ÅUses at least 10 multi-symbol messages within a 10 minute 

story reading activity at Read, Ask, or Answer level of 
hierarchy across 3 consecutive sessions

ïOther skills/children
ÅTakes a symbolic turn on 80% of the pages in a story 

reading activity

ÅUses at least 10 [descriptor + object] combinations during 
15 minute art activity

ÅEtc. 
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(7) Post-test and commitment to 

long-term strategy use

ÅObtain feedback from the partner to see 

what they liked and suggestions theyôd 

make for improvement

ÅGenerate an óaction planô for ensuring

ïPartner will continue to use new skills

ïChildôs performance will be maintained 

over time
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(8) Generalization of strategy

ÅPractice using strategy/skill across wide 

range of settings

ïE.g., other classroom activities for Oscar

ïWill very likely need new vocabulary/ 

communication boards

ïNeed a plan to ensure these are developed

ïCollaborative effort!

ïLots of boards available at 

www.adaptedlearning.com
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ADAPTING STRATEGY FOR 

OTHER CONTEXTS AND SKILLS

ÅOther contexts
ïSchool
ÅCircle time

ÅCenters

ÅMath/Science/Language arts/etc.

ÅSnack/lunch

ÅAnytime where child is interacting w/ others

ïHome 
ÅADLs
ïShopping, play routines, bath time (laminate!), etc.

ÅPlay routines (tea party, vehicles, Barbies (see next 
slide)

ÅAsk parents!
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