
>> Welcome to the module entitled Introduction to POWER:AAC.  POWER:AAC is a project sponsored by 

the Pennsylvania Training and Technology Assistance Network.  This training is one of a series of 

modules designed to build the capacity of local educational agencies to serve students with complex 

communication needs who require the use of augmentative and alternative communication systems. 

My name is Gail Van Tatenhove and I am very glad to have had the opportunity to collaborate with AAC 

practitioners in the Pennsylvania schools in developing this project.  I am a speech/language pathologist 

with over 30 years of experience in the field of augmentative and alternative communication. 

Training in the POWER:AAC project is primarily self-directed.  Each module is presented in a variety of 

formats, including a video format, PowerPoint presentation format, and a print version of the 

PowerPoint with transcription notes.  Some of the modules include supplemental presentation 

materials.  Each module includes a pre-and-post test assessment.  Please complete the pre-test before 

starting this module. 

The term POWER:AAC was specifically chosen to represent the mission of this project.  Each of the five 

letters in the word POWER represents one of the key principles of this project.  In building capacity of 

local educational teams, POWER:AAC classrooms have educational teams who have learned to practice 

powerful communication partner skills and create powerful communication opportunities.  In their 

classrooms, they implement power words in social and instructional context.  As part of their practices, 

they continually utilize evidence in decision-making about AAC systems and supports.  And they create, 

implement, and share powerful resources.  They do all of this in support of students who need and use 

augmentative and alternative communication systems, referred to as AAC systems. 

Students who need and use AAC systems are complex and present a wide variation in their needs and 

abilities.  For the purposes of this project, students who would benefit most from being part of a 

POWER:AAC classroom are defined as students who have low or no intelligible speech and require use 

of an AAC system to augment their natural speech or as an alternative to natural speech.  Students who 

will benefit the most from a POWER:AAC classroom are students who are intentional communicators.  

These students are purposefully trying in some way to communicate with others.  They show interest in 

communicating, even if they are only beginning communicators.  The students in POWER:AAC 

classrooms should also be symbolic.  That means that they can use pictures as their primary way to 

represent words.  Finally students in a POWER:AAC classroom should demonstrate the potential to learn 

how to access an AAC system.  That means they should have the motor and cognitive skills to select 

vocabulary on an AAC system.  It is recognized that there will be students who may not be consistently 

showing some or all of these skills.  When uncertain of a student's skills, it is recommended that you 

assume competence.  Students who are not consistently showing these skills are likely to benefit the 

most from being part of a POWER:AAC classroom.  Plus, you are likely to learn much more about your 

students skills as you implement the principles and practices of a POWER:AAC classroom. 

Students who use AAC systems are educationally placed within a variety of educational settings.  For the 

purpose of this training, a POWER:AAC classroom has students who need intensive language 

intervention.  While the focus of this project is the support of students who use AAC systems, there are 



benefits to all the students within the classroom, including students who have intelligible speech.  As a 

language-intensive environment, a POWER:AAC classroom uses a variety of visual materials to support 

language development.  You will learn about these visual materials throughout this training.  Finally, a 

POWER:AAC classroom addresses educational standards through the use of Core Vocabulary.  

Throughout this training, you will see examples of how educational standards are being met through the 

use of Core Vocabulary and generative language. 

To build communication power, a POWER:AAC classroom needs to have a consistent set of Core 

Vocabulary words available to all students.  This training will provide a list of Core Vocabulary words, 

which need to be available to all students.  While this Core Vocabulary is emphasized in a POWER:AAC 

classroom, it is not the only vocabulary that needs to be available to the students.  The set of Core 

Vocabulary is balanced with a set of non-Core Vocabulary words called "extended" or "fringed" 

vocabulary words.  These words might be personal words unique to the student--such as family 

members and favorite things--or vocabulary needed for classroom lessons and academic subjects.  A list 

of extended vocabulary words will not be provided in this training because they are unique to the 

student, activity, or setting and therefore cannot easily be predicted.  The key to remember about a 

POWER:AAC classroom is that the target vocabulary is mostly Core Vocabulary words.  

 A goal for students in a POWER:AAC classroom is to communicate using a personal AAC system.  A 

personal AAC system is a system which is owned by or provided to the student for his or her personal 

use.  It is not a shared system which is used by other students in the classroom.  A POWER:AAC 

classroom does not limit communication to only the classroom because of the use of a shared AAC 

system which remains at school.  While there might be some aspects to communication in the 

POWER:AAC classroom that involve shared communication symbols or displays, the goal is to provide 

each student with his or her own personal AAC system.  This personal system is available to the student 

at school, at home, and in the community. 

In keeping with best practices, each student's personal AAC system in a POWER:AAC classroom should 

be a multi-model AAC system.  A multi-model AAC system involves both unaided and aided means of 

communication.  Students in a POWER:AAC classroom may use a combination of manual signs, gestures, 

vocalizations, speech, manual communication boards, speech-generating devices, and mobile 

technology apps.  One of the later training modules will address in greater detail the development of a 

student's personal AAC system.  For now, what you need to know is that a POWER:AAC classroom is not 

based on the use of any specific type of unaided or aided AAC system.  The only requirement of the AAC 

system is that it provides the student with sufficient Core Vocabulary words balanced with extended 

vocabulary words. 

Throughout this training, you will learn how to practice powerful communication partner skills, such as 

modeling and prompting Core Vocabulary.  You will learn how to provide opportunities for your 

students to use Core Vocabulary and language.  You will learn how to apply Core Vocabulary words in 

both instructional and social context.  You will use evidence to adjust your instructional practices and 

monitor student progress.  And finally, you will share resources that you have developed to implement 

Core Vocabulary in your classroom. 



The next five modules in this training cover some of the basics.  Even if you are experienced in the 

practice of AAC, it is recommended that you review these five training modules.  In Module 2, common 

classroom practices will be reviewed.  You are encouraged to take this module as a way for you to assess 

your current classroom practices.  Module 3 provides beginners with an overview of the different types 

of AAC systems which might be used by students in a POWER:AAC classroom.  This module is useful as 

you consider different AAC systems which might be appropriate for your students.  As part of the 

process of developing an AAC system for your students, you will want to review Module 4 and Module 5.  

In these two modules, you will learn a bit more about selecting vocabulary and representing the 

vocabulary with pictures.  Finally, Module 6 covers visual supports that reinforce vocabulary 

development in a POWER:AAC classroom, as well as other types of tools you might use to scaffold for 

success.  These six modules provide a solid information basis for understanding AAC basics. 

The remaining modules address a variety of AAC practices.  Module 7 is all about critical communication 

partner skills, such as creating communication opportunities, visual modeling, and using a Prompt 

Hierarchy.  In Module 8 you will learn about specific vocabulary instructional strategies.  Module 9 will 

help you find ways to purposefully use the AAC and Core Vocabulary in your classroom.  Module 10 will 

give you guidance to develop a plan for helping parents and families use the AAC system and Core 

Vocabulary at home.  Module 11 provides you with a structure for collecting evidence on student 

progress in order to adjust your intervention.  And finally, Module 12 will connect you with a community 

of other teachers so you can share resources for implementing Core Vocabulary and language in your 

classroom. 

Please complete the post-test for this module. 


