
>> Welcome to the module entitled Provides Support and Scaffolds, the sixth module in the Power ACC 

training.  Power ACC 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.  This self-directed module covers the visual supports and 

educational scaffolds that are essential in a Power AAC classroom.  After completing this module, you 

will start making your own visual supports and collect practical tools to help your students communicate 

with their AAC systems. 

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 transcript notes.  Some of the modules include supplemental presentation materials.  

Each module includes a pre-and-post test assessment.  Please complete the pretest before starting this 

module.   

You should have completed modules 2 to 5, which have covered some of the basics of setting up a 

Power AAC classroom.  In Module 5 we covered the topic of representing vocabulary words, which 

touched on the subject of visual supports.  As promised, Module 6 goes into a bit more detail on the 

topic of providing visual supports and scaffolds.   

In keeping with ethical practices of full disclosure, I, Gail Van Tatenhove, will be mentioning the Pixon 

Project Kit.  I am the author of the Pixon Project Kit, but it is owned by Semantic Compaction Systems 

and distributed by Prentke Romich Company.  I receive no compensation or royalties from the sale of 

the Pixon Project Kit.  I will also be referring to Natural-Aided Language Boards and the Core Vocabulary 

Classroom Kit, which are available from Gail M. Van Tatenhove, PA.  They are solely owned by myself. 

There are many resources available on the subject of visual supports.  If using and creating visual 

supports is new to you, we've listed three resources for you to explore.  The first resource is the Visual 

Supports Checklist developed in 2011 at the University of Maine.  It is based on a review of current 

literature, practical knowledge, and reported experiences from educators on the topic of visual 

supports.  The website also includes links to other sites that discuss the use and development of visual 

supports.  The second resource is the book, "Visual Supports for Communication."  This popular book 

focuses on visual supports for students with Autism spectrum disorders and other students with 

moderate to severe communication impairments.  Finally, the blog Praactical AAC, has many postings 

related to the development and use of visual supports.  The blog founders, Carol Zangari and Robin 

Parker, have shared not only their practical experiences with visual supports, but also resources from 

colleagues practicing in the area of AAC.  Search by the word "visuals" and you'll find many ideas and 

links to further resources.  One of the many strengths of the Praactical AAC blog is its focus on the use of 

core vocabulary, making it a highly useful resource for a teacher in a Power AAC classroom.   

You are encouraged to review the resources listed on the previous slide.  It is not the intention of this 

training to replicate information on visual supports that is easily available online.  Rather, the intent of 

Module 6 is to provide many examples and applications of visual supports used in Power AAC 



classrooms.  These examples are taken directly from the work of many teachers and therapists who are 

helping their students communicate with core vocabulary words.  

There is no set of required visual supports for students in a Power AAC classroom.  However, visual 

supports are necessary to build successful use of core vocabulary in a Power AAC classroom.  Whatever 

visuals you decide to implement in your classroom, the intent of those visuals should be to maximize 

every opportunity for your students to successfully communicate with core vocabulary. 

In this module we will look at seven visual support options for you to consider using in your classroom.  

Many teaching teams use some variation of most of these types of visual supports in their classrooms.  

Let’s start by considering core word walls and wall charts.   

What is a core word wall or wall chart?  Core word walls or wall charts are visual supports that generally 

show the target core vocabulary in a Power AAC classroom.  Word walls or wall charts might show the 

target words for the year or for the month.  Word walls or wall charts might grow gradually throughout 

the year, or present all at once all the planned target words for the year.  Word walls or wall charts 

might be used by the teacher for modeling and conducting lessons.  The teacher might have a chart that 

is a copy of the child's communication display and use it to model in a lesson.  Or a teacher might have a 

larger wall chart of core words, circle core words that are part of the lesson, and model simple 

sentences and phrases to talk about concepts in the lesson. 

Word walls or wall charts might be used by students in communication exchanges or in sentence 

building activities.  By providing core words on individual cards, students can hand you a word or two or 

move them around to build a sentence.  Word walls or wall charts can be made out of paper or 

projected through an interactive whiteboard.  If you are making a core word wall or wall chart, your wall 

or chart needs to be large enough to reasonably accommodate your students' visual needs.  That is the 

first consideration.  Second, the size needs to be manageable in a classroom.  Hopefully you can find the 

balance between these two variables if you have students with significant visual challenges.  In the 

example shown here, the wall chart has printed words and pictures which are large enough for the 

student to see when she is working independently on writing activities at her computer station.  When 

the teacher is doing other activities, especially group activities, a second portable wall chart is used.  The 

student, in order to see individual words on this wall chart, needs to be positioned close to the teacher.  

If that's not possible, then a larger wall chart needs to be used. 

Some teachers choose to make wall charts with removable vocabulary cards.  The Velcro on the back of 

each card is the hard-loop Velcro, so it can be attached to a variety of surfaces.  There are many 

advantages to having removable vocabulary cards when you want to focus attention on specific words 

or work on language building.  For example, pull vocabulary cards off of the wall chart to target during a 

lesson, or remove cards and put them into phrases to model during a cooking activity.  Or use them to 

help the student construct simple sentences during a book reading activity.  In all of these examples, 

being able to remove cards from the wall chart helps the student focus on a small set of target words, 

gives the student the opportunity to manipulate the cards to construct word combinations, and creates 



a semi-permanent model of the target language of the activity.  For students who are using low-tech 

AAC systems, this is important feedback to help them process the language they are producing. 

Experienced teachers recommend producing wall charts with a base which has color pictures, but no 

color background.  Not only does this save ink and money in the production of your charts, but it draws 

your attention to the spot on the chart where the card was located.  While the student is manipulating 

the cards to build a sentence, you can model on the chart.  With the card removed from the chart, it 

makes it visually easier to locate the word to model it.  And when the activity is done, it makes it easier 

for you or the student to put the card back on the chart. 

Speaking of having students remove or replace cards on a wall chart, the physical setup of your 

classroom, your classroom routine, as well as your own personal teaching style all factor into how you 

will integrate the word wall or chart into your classroom.  Some teachers place a single chart in a 

classroom creating a type of bulletin board display that is attractive, with additional space for other 

visual supports such as the Letter of the Week and the Words of the Week.  Other teachers place a word 

wall or chart at each major teaching location in the classroom.  In this example, the teacher has two 

areas in her classroom where she and her assistants do small group activities.  She keeps a core wall 

chart at each of those areas.  This allows for her to be flexible and spontaneous in the target words she 

chooses for the activity without requiring her to leave her students to go retrieve additional target 

words.  Word walls and charts can be placed in stationary locations all around the school.  It is up to you 

to decide where core word walls and charts will be useful in your school. 

Placing your wall chart on a portable frame allows you to take it with you around the classroom.  

However, a portable frame has some challenges; the main one being that it can be knocked over or 

moved around by students both intentionally and unintentionally.  For any type of community-based 

instruction, teachers have used a flip-book version of their wall chart.  This portable version can be 

made with removable or non-removable cards.  If you have core word walls or charts with removable 

cards, you will want to have some external displays on which to place the cards.  Some teachers like to 

wear something on their body such as a communication vest or apron.  This frees up their hands to do 

other things.  Other types of external displays on which to place the symbols might be pieces of outdoor 

carpeting or fabric-based attachments to add to books.  Even clear boxes can be used as an external 

display.  In this example, the teacher placed the objects of her activity in clear plastic boxes and used a 

card from the wall chart to describe the item in the box.  During snack time, her students asked for the 

"wet thing," which meant they wanted the mango juice.  When they asked for the "dry thing," it meant 

they wanted the crackers.  The next day, she replaced the mango juice with chocolate milk and the 

crackers with Vanilla Wafers.  This strategy of using a core word to describe an object is referred to as 

Descriptive Labeling, and you'll hear more about this in another module.  But for now you've learned 

that the removable cards from a core word wall or wall chart can be used in all sorts of interesting and 

useful ways. 

To create a core word wall or wall chart for your classroom, please consider the following three 

resources, all which were available as of September 1st, 2015.  Each of these resources is listed in detail 

on Supplemental Handout 1.  You can use these premade wall charts as-is, or as templates for your own 



wall chart, customizing them as needed.  They can each be customized by changing vocabulary or the 

pictures used to represent the vocabulary.  The Pixon Project Kit has a wall chart of around 198 target 

core words, with additional extended vocabulary words.  The vocabulary on the wall chart is 

represented with Pixon pictures on 2 x 2 inch cards.  This wall chart comes on a CD, was authored using 

Boardmaker software, and can be customized for your classroom needs.  The Pixon Project Kit is 

available from the Prentke Romich Company.  A 2012 updated version of this wall chart is at the 

Minspeak.com website as a free download.  However, it is currently only in a PDF format.  You cannot 

customize this chart, but you can print it out and begin to use it in your classroom immediately. 

A second commercially-available resource for a wall chart is the Core Vocabulary Classroom Kit.  The 

Core Vocabulary Classroom Kit has a wall chart of around 240 target core words.  The vocabulary on this 

wall chart is represented with Pixon pictures on 2 x 2 inch removable cards, as well as versions with icon 

sequences from the Unity 45, 60, 84, and 144 programs, as well as LAMP: Words for Life 84 Full.  A 

words-only version is also available and can be customized with other pictures.  This wall chart comes on 

a CD, was authored using Boardmaker software, and can be customized for your classroom needs.  The 

Core Vocabulary Classroom Kit is available from Gail M. Van Tatenhove, PA. 

A third commercially-available resource for a wall chart is the Natural Aided Language Board.  The 

Natural Aided Language Board is a wall chart of around 350 target core words and generic extended 

vocabulary.  The chart does not have removable cards.  Vocabulary is represented with Unity icon 

sequences for the Unity 45, 60, 84, and 144 programs, as well as LAMP:  Words for Life 84 Full.  A words-

only version is also available and can be customized with other pictures.  This wall chart comes on a CD, 

was authored using Microsoft Word software, and can be customized for your classroom needs.  The 

chart was formatted to be easily made into a portable flipbook.  The Natural Aided Language Board is 

also available from Gail Van Tatenhove, PA. 

The second option to visually support the use of core vocabulary is environmental engineering.  The 

term environmental engineering was first introduced to the field of AAC by Carol Goossens, Pam Elder, 

and Sharon Crain in 1992 with their publication entitled, "Engineering the Preschool Environment for 

Interactive, Symbolic Communication."  If the concept of environmental engineering is new to you, 

Supplemental Handout 2 includes addresses of online resources and video links, which will help you 

learn more about environmental engineering.  Goossens, Elder, and Crain emphasized making displays 

and supplemental symbols readily accessible within the classroom environment.  That philosophy has 

been incorporated into the practices of a Power AAC classroom by engineering a classroom or home 

with core vocabulary displays, regulatory word walls and cards, descriptive labels, and phrase cards. 

Having core displays in the environment might seem a little contradictory to the idea of personal AAC 

systems.  In the ideal world, we would hope that each student using an AAC system would have his 

system with him at all times.  However, that doesn't always happen because of all sorts of reasons, 

including the fact that some environments and activities don't lend themselves well to transporting an 

AAC system with you.  Sometimes the simplest solution is to engineer specific environments with 

generic core vocabulary displays.   



In the example shown, a Pixon 50 Location Core Board is present at multiple places in the school gym.  

The top two rows of the standard 50 Location Pixon Core Board have been customized with the names 

of PE equipment and additional green verbs and blue adjectives.  These accessible core displays placed 

around the gym allow the student to talk while doing the various PE activities.  The student doesn't need 

to be using his hands to hold his own personal AAC system.  He can use his hands to use the PE 

equipment.  Accessible core displays placed strategically in the environment works well in this active, all-

hands-on-deck type of activity.  Similar types of accessible core boards are also used in other 

environments, such as in the pool, on the playground, in the sensory room, and along the cafeteria line.   

Here's an engineer display that has been placed outside of the motor room in a school.  This type of 

visual support encourages conversations that are specific to this environment.  The students can use this 

board to talk about where they are and who they are going to see.  It supports conversation about the 

upcoming activity.   

Your classroom environment could also be engineered with a regulatory word wall and regulatory cards.  

This classroom created a regulatory wall to help mediate the behavior of their secondary level students 

with behavioral challenges.  Teachers remove the cards and use them with students to communicate 

when it is time to stop, to do something different, to look and pay attention, or to go someplace.  Most 

of the ambulatory students-even those who can speak-often go to the wall, remove a card, and give it to 

the teacher or assistants to ask for help, to get permission to go someplace, or to request to stop an 

activity. 

The environment of this classroom was engineered with core vocabulary words by placing a picture for 

"all done" or "finished" at the time or clock.  When time is finished for an activity, the teacher points at 

it and says, "We are finished with this activity.  You are all done working on that."   

In another classroom, they use the same picture and cut it into four pieces.  As each step in a four-step 

activity is completed, the student puts a piece into the puzzle.  When all four pieces are together, he is 

"done" with his work.   

Finally, at the computer station, they are using a timed program.  When the student wants to do more 

of the activity, she manipulates pieces of the Pixon More Picture, adding a musical note onto the 

picture.  When all notes are added to the More picture, she has used up all of her opportunities for 

"more" computer time.  These are examples of how core vocabulary is used to help a student regulate 

his behavior and routine. 

Your classroom or school environment could also be engineered with descriptive labels.  In this activity 

room, the picture for "up" is placed by the roller, where the students pull themselves up with a rope.  By 

the ball pit, the picture for "in" is used.  On a different roller, the word "down" is used.  These 

prepositions describe the action that is physically done with these pieces of equipment, building the 

association between the action, concept, and picture.  In addition, the room has a core board with these 

words.  Students request use of a specific piece of equipment by selecting the preposition word.  The 

preposition word is acting as a shared symbol.  In the example, the teacher knows that when the 

student selects the word "in" he is asking to go play "in" the ball pit.   



Here is another example of environmental engineering using descriptive labels.  This time it was done by 

parents as a strategy for asking for toys.  They didn't want to put the pictures for all possible toys on 

their son's communication display, so they used descriptive concepts as shared reference for the toys.  

Their son will say "toy" on his communication board, and then describe the toy.  These descriptive labels 

are placed in the toy cabinet at their home.  They help their son learn about these concepts and 

associate the descriptive word with a specific group of toys.  Once a group of toys was identified, a quick 

series of "yes" "no" questions was used by the parents to determine which toy their son wanted.  You'll 

notice that the groups of toys are labeled with both a single-meaning Pixon picture, as well as a card 

with the Unity icon sequence for the concept.  This was done because the boy was making a transition 

from the use of Pixons on a manual communication board, to a device with the Unity program.  But you 

can adapt the idea of labelling things with more than one card if you have students in your classroom 

who use different pictures on their personal AAC systems. 

Another way that many teachers have engineered their classroom is with phrase cards.  In these three 

examples, a teacher posted two-part phrases around her classroom-a set of two phrases by the light 

switch, another phrase by the bookcase, and a collection of phrases in order to provide some variation 

of what could be said when standing by the classroom door.  She uses these cards to model to her 

students in a practical language-learning context.  The students also refer to them when she asks them 

questions.  Imagine that the student using the AAC system is the line leader for the day and is standing 

by the classroom door.  The teacher asks, "What are we going to do now?"  An appropriate answer 

could be "go out."  The student could either point to the phrase on the door, or use the card as a visual 

cue for saying the words on his personal AAC system.   

Here are a couple more examples where the teacher placed not only phrase cards, but also sentence 

strips around her classroom.  As a communication partner, you speak and point at the words on the 

phrase cards and sentence strips as a form of language modeling.  This provides auditory and visual 

language input to the student.  Modeling helps the student process the language and understand what 

is expected of him.  The student can also use the posted phrase cards and sentence strips as a direct, 

quick means of communication or as a visual support for saying the words on his personal AAC system. 

This teacher wanted to show how she created a system where she can quickly pull off cards with both 

her regulatory words as well as the target phrases she wants her students to learn.  Several times a 

week, the speech therapist comes into her classroom and together they do a large group cooking 

activity.  To promote and prompt use of phrases during the activity, the teacher and speech therapist 

retrieve the cards that show the target phrases such as "put in," "take out," "turn on," and "turn off."  

They use the cards to help direct the flow of the activity and to encourage their students to actively 

direct the steps in a cooking routine. 

This classroom is for high school-level students with severe disabilities.  They work on fine motor and 

job-related skills, such as screwing together nuts and bolts.  All of the tasks are organized in clear plastic 

boxes that are labeled and numbered.  On the lid of each box is a card that lists target sentences that 

can be said while doing this task.  The classroom assistant selects one of the target phrases to model to 

the student.  The classroom assistant retrieves pictures for the key words from the word wall or wall 



chart in the classroom.  Using these visual supports, the assistant asks the student to tell her what he is 

doing or what he did in the task.  This is a simple but highly-effective visual strategy to support use of 

core vocabulary. 

To create environmental engineering materials, please consider the following two resources, both which 

were available as of September 1st, 2015.  Each of these resources is listed in detail on Supplemental 

Handout 1.  You can use these premade materials as-is, or as templates for your own environmental 

engineering materials, customizing them as needed.  They can each be customized by changing 

vocabulary or the pictures used to represent that vocabulary.   

In the Pixon Project Kit, you will find core vocabulary-based activity displays that can be placed in 

classroom locations in large symbols which can be manipulated in regulatory activities, and phrase cards 

which can be duplicated in order to place them in multiple locations around your classroom.  Of course, 

you can also run off extra cards from the wall charts to use as descriptive labels.  The Core Vocabulary 

Classroom Kit has premade phrase cards that you can place around your classroom or home.  Cards are 

available for students using Pixon's, the Unity Program, or LAMP: Words for Life. 

The third way to visually support the use of core vocabulary is through the use of visuals that show 

schedules and other types of classroom charts, such as Classroom Rules.  Most visual schedules focus on 

specific activities and events.  It is appropriate to continue to use these types of specific visual schedules 

in your classroom.  However, many teachers have adapted their specific visual schedules by increasing 

the use of core vocabulary in the schedule.  The first example shows a variety of ways that a teacher 

integrated core vocabulary into a student's personal visual schedule.  She "cored out" the schedule.  In 

each example, the student is given the opportunity to take an active part in communicating about her 

routine.  The second example shows how the teacher used information from the daily schedule to help 

her student compose a cored-out summary of her day.  The teacher can take a photograph of this and e-

mail it to the parents as a report of their child's day, which the parent can then use to chat with their 

daughter when she gets home from school. 

Here's an example of how a teacher used class rules as an opportunity to work on core vocabulary.  

Previously she posted a visually-supported chart of their class rules and explained these rules to her 

students.  Now she includes the sentence, "What did you do?" along with possible responses.  This visual 

support encourages conversation about the rules.  When the student is following the rules or not 

following the rules, she can ask the student-using both verbal and visual modeling-"What did you do?"  

The student has the visual supports to answer that question with a simple phrase of core words.  The 

teacher also has a way to send a report home to the parents about their child's good behavior that the 

child can use to help support the use of core vocabulary at home. 

The fourth and most robust way to visually support the use of core vocabulary is by adapting classroom 

lessons to emphasize the use of core vocabulary.  Adaptive reading materials are a very familiar type of 

visual support in lessons.  Teachers typically symbolize the text of the reading material for students with 

emerging reading skills so that the student can experience reading the book using her AAC system.  In a 

Power AAC classroom, the core words of the text are as important to symbolize as the nouns of the text. 



In the example above, the words "the" and "in" are just as important to symbolize and say as "pumpkin" 

and "wagon."  As the student develops literacy skills, the size of the font can increase while the size of 

the pictures can decrease until the picture fades away.  When a student can read the text without added 

visual supports, it demonstrates both the student's literacy skills as well as her ability to find and say the 

words on her AAC system. 

Teachers adapt a variety of types of books to support emerging reading skills, including word list books.  

In a Power AAC classroom, the symbolized text you create for a word list book needs to emphasize 

simple language with core vocabulary words.  Many times students using AAC systems who are included 

in general education classrooms need lessons adapted and often simplified to accommodate their 

language skills and the vocabulary available in the AAC system. 

Here is an example from a language arts lesson about the types of literature.  The speech/language 

pathologist supporting the middle school students developed a visual material that cored out the 

definitions of the different types of literature.  The book was created as a series of riddles to help the 

student with his social interaction.  A crib sheet of the vocabulary codes is included for each page for the 

teacher or assistant.  The teacher or assistant uses this crib sheet to model the language for the student 

or to take turns in the riddle activity.   

In this example, the student is shown the visual supports only if he needs them.  His teacher does not 

want him to simply copy what he sees on the visual supports.  His teacher really wants him to show that 

he knows this information, and that means he cannot have continual access to the visual supports. 

Math lessons can also be adapted to promote the use of core vocabulary.  The visuals for this worksheet 

help the student understand what he is expected to do in the activity.  The teacher can model-both 

verbally and visually-the instructions to the student, and he can carry out the instructions. 

This math activity is all about patterns.  This material is an example of visual support materials and 

lessons that are part of the AAC Language Lab.  In this example, a lesson is created and a crib sheet-

which is called a smart chart-is provided as a visual support for the target core vocabulary.  This is a 

simple way to make visual supports when you have children using a variety of AAC systems in your 

classroom. 

This is one page in a math book that focuses on the number concepts of "some" and "all."  On each page 

is the repeated phrase, "How many students?"  This math lesson also introduces plurality by adding a 

"+s" to the end of the word "students."  This is a very cored-out math book. 

This science book is about butterflies and is a simple example of symbolized text in a book.   

In this science lesson, the teacher set up her experiment and then created visuals to support the science 

experiment.  This teacher made her visual supports in the form of a fill-in-the-blank worksheet.  Target 

words are listed at the bottom of the worksheet, and symbolized words are presented as part of a word 

bank.  Each student in her class who uses an AAC system gets his or her own word bank of symbolized 

words, which match the pictures in the AAC system. 



Some science lessons can get quite sophisticated as students progress through the grades.  In this 

example, the lesson is on organs and organ systems.  The lesson concepts have been cored-out.  The 

teacher will ask the question, and the student is expected to give his answer.  Once again, the teacher 

does not want the student to only copy a symbolized answer, therefore symbolized core words are 

provided only as needed during instructional times, but are withdrawn when the student is quizzed or 

tested on the material. 

Books on social studies lessons, like any other subject, can easily be adapted with visual supports for 

core words.  And just like any other lessons, as the subject gets more sophisticated, you may have to 

adapt the types of visual supports that are necessary for your students. 

As you develop visual supports, don't forget that your students need to continue to use their core 

vocabulary when they are in all classes, including art class, as well as music class, and even physical 

education.  This adaptive PE teacher has created and uses a variety of visuals.  She has found ways to 

core out her activities.  Each class the student attends in his or her school day needs to be adapted with 

visual supports that promote the use of core vocabulary. 

The fifth way to visually support the use of core vocabulary involves creating visual supports that help 

with writing.  For low-tech writing with symbols, teachers developed binders or books of core 

vocabulary words.  The pictures in the books, binders, and folders are removed and used by the student 

to write simple phrases and sentences.  The pictures can be permanently added to the materials or 

photocopied so they can be removed and reused. 

Low-tech writing supports allow the students to manipulate the words.  In this example, the visual 

support shows a color code with a word bank of words which can be placed in the correct location. 

High-tech writing supports can be provided to students through software programs.  This is a good way 

to practice writing for students who use manual communication boards as a primary AAC system.  The 

student's board is integrated into the software program and, by selecting pictures, the student can 

write. 

Other software programs can be used which don't exactly match the student's AAC system, but still 

provide opportunities for writing.  The program being used here is Clicker 6. 

The sixth way to visually support the use of core vocabulary involves creating visual supports that can be 

used by parents and other family members at home.  They are the types of visual supports that build a 

strong home/school connection.  Frequent communication between school and home is essential in a 

Power AAC classroom.    

This is an example of a blurb that was included in their school newsletter.  A Word of the Month is 

featured and parents are shown the picture for the word, along with suggestions of how to use that 

word in daily activities.  This type of visual support is not a specific lesson, but is still considered a visual 

support because it includes visuals which help the parent use the AAC system at home.   



More specific visual supports are developed for parents and other family members based on their 

specific communication needs.  By providing parents with these simple types of visual supports, you are 

helping them understand the importance and power of core vocabulary.  While a parent's natural 

intuition might be to focus on specific nouns, these simple visual supports help them see the value of 

core vocabulary. 

Social stories are developed for children as a means for helping them cope with social situations.  

Parents often use social stories to help prepare their child for a new situation, to address challenging 

behaviors, or to teach new social skills.   

In this example, the parents were going on a trip and the child's grandparents would be coming to his 

house to provide child care.  The teacher created a social story.  By symbolizing each word in the social 

story, the child has the visual supports he needs to practice reading the social story and talking about 

what will happen.  It gets the child actively participating in the social story, which enhances its 

effectiveness. 

The seventh way to visually support the use of core vocabulary involves creating visual supports that are 

used for instruction on specific vocabulary words.  These are the types of supports that might be used by 

a speech/language pathologist in therapy, or by a teacher to reinforce specific core vocabulary words.   

Here, large, colored blocks were used for each part of speech.  Yellow for people, blue for helper verbs, 

and green for main verbs.  On each block is a printed word and picture.  Using these blocks, the student 

can practice core vocabulary and word order.   

Working on question types is a very common area of specific vocabulary instruction, and the teacher 

made a specific word wall related to WH questions.   

You can make a game for just about any core vocabulary words, whether it is a Bingo game, a Go Fish 

game, or a Flip the Egg game.   

For additional materials and ideas, begin with these online resources.  The blogs and Pinterest boards 

are not specific to any one type of AAC system picture set.  The websites from manufacturers in the AAC 

industry have resources specific to their products.  All of these resources are listed on Supplemental 

Handout 1.   

Now that you've learned about possible visual supports for the Power AAC classroom, it is time to 

consider scaffolds that you might use in your classroom.  For the purpose of this module, scaffolds are 

defined as "temporary verbal and visual supports that are used to build knowledge and skills."  The 

scaffolding support is weaned away gradually until the student is able to communicate independently 

without it.  Using that definition, all of the visual support materials already covered in this module would 

be considered types of visual scaffolds.  The core word wall or wall chart in your classroom is used to 

build toward communication independence.  Once communication independence is reached, the wall 

chart may no longer be a necessary visual support in your classroom.  The same thing could be said for 



all the environmental engineering materials you are using.  They are placed in your classroom as 

scaffolds to help the student learn to communicate with core vocabulary on her personal AAC system. 

However, there are other types of visual scaffolds that you want to have in your Power AAC classroom.  

In this module we will cover the use of communication display masks and communication display 

highlighters in a couple of slides.  However, for now the rest of the scaffolds will just get a brief mention, 

starting with light prompts or light cues. 

Light prompts or light cues involve the use of a light, such as a flashlight or infrared pointer.  A light 

directed to the communication display is used to alert the student to use his board or search in an area 

of his board or select a specific word from the board.   

Auditory taps or signals are similar.  You tap on the board with your hand or other tool to auditorily alert 

the student to use the board or search in an area of the board or select a specific word.  Tools you might 

use to auditorily alert the student could be a wooden pointer that you use to tap on the display, a 

clicker, or a squeaker.   

One of the most commonly used types of auditory/visual/physical scaffold is a prompt hierarchy.  

Hopefully you are familiar with the concept of a prompt hierarchy and are already implementing one in 

your classroom.  Most prompt hierarchies in use in classrooms involve a series of prompts which vary in 

the level of assistance given or the intrusiveness of the prompt.  A prompt hierarchy is a type of scaffold 

because the goal is to gradually wean the student off of prompts, or at least reduce the level of 

intrusiveness of the prompt.  Implementation of a prompt hierarchy is compatible with-and necessary 

in-a Power AAC classroom.  More information about using a prompt hierarchy is included in Module 7 

on Communication Partner Skills. 

Masking is a scaffold that is used to provide access to only those words which are being targeted in a 

lesson or activity.  Masking reduces the visual information which the student has to process, and 

encourages her to focus on the target vocabulary words.  Masking may reduce a student's random 

selection of pictures on the display, which facilitates development of a motor plan for selection of the 

target vocabulary.   

A paper mask can be made for a low-tech or light-tech AAC system by attaching the mask over the 

display using temporary tools like clips, or more permanent tools like tape.  The advantage of this type 

of masking is that new words can be revealed quickly by simply cutting out a new hole in the mask.  Plus 

the mask can be removed quickly if the student indicates he no longer wants or needs the mask.  If using 

paper masks, teachers advise that you write the purpose for the mask on the back side.  For example, 

the black mask is for several repeated lines in the story of "The Three Billy Goats Gruff."  So the teacher 

wrote, "Billy Goats Gruff repeated lines" on the back of this mask.  Writing on the back of the mask also 

helps you identify the front and the back of the mask, which doesn't seem like a challenge until you get 

a file folder full of masks. 

The examples here are obviously paper masks on manual communication boards.   



Various AAC devices and apps allow for masking by using features of their software.  Explore those 

features in any devices or apps that you are using with students.   

If you are going to make a lot of masks, it is useful to put together a masking toolkit.  This masking 

toolkit includes all the tools this therapist uses to make a mask quickly.  It has a cutting board, a tracing 

wheel from my sewing kit, and various cutting tools.  The tracing wheel and cutting board are used to 

create perforations in pre-printed masking grids.  The mask grid is placed on the cutting board as a 

protective work surface.  By tracing over the lines over and over, you create enough of a perforation to 

allow you to pop out a square without the need of scissors or other cutting tool.  However, this takes 

time and a fair amount of muscle and patience. 

It is important to have good cutting tools.  There are tools on the market-mostly from craft stores-that 

are made for punching out or cutting holes.  If you look in the scrapbooking section of most craft stores, 

you'll find both square and circular cutting tools.  Look for circular cutting tools that are adjustable to 

allow you to cut any size hole.  Most square cutting tools have a fixed size and are not adjustable. 

An alternative to placing a paper mask over a low-tech manual communication board is to create a new 

board that shows only those words which are being targeted in a specific lesson or activity.  An 

electronic copy of the full manual communication board is used as a template, and vocabulary is 

removed from the template in order to create the lesson or activity-specific board.  This strategy 

ensures that the target words are in the correct location and represented consistently with the correct 

picture. 

Some teachers choose this route when the student needs vocabulary masked on a semi-permanent 

basis.  The child might use a board like this across all activities for a week, or month, or semester.  For 

students with significant learning or behavioral challenges, this type of masking allows them the 

opportunity to be successful without the supervision of a teacher or assistant monitoring that they do 

not remove or destroy a paper mask.  The downside of this type of visual masking is that you cannot 

quickly reveal a new word.  Increasing the vocabulary involves either making a new masked display, or 

taking individual pictures and taping or gluing them to the current display. 

Highlighting as an alternative to paper masking is used to highlight the target words without losing 

access to all the other words on your display.  Teachers who prefer this route do so in order to maximize 

the opportunity for them to model on the student's board, as well as allow for flexibility in what the 

student might want to say.  By using highlighting instead of masking, you are ready for any unplanned 

communication opportunities that might require use of words on the student's display.   

In this example, the teacher used a dry erase pen in order to highlight the target words.   

What you use as a highlighter is based on what resources you have available in your classroom, and how 

fancy you want to get.  Some teachers create foam frames to highlight targets, or make frames and 

pointers.  Others might cut up Post-It notes to stick on the display.  What you use is not nearly as 

important as why you are using them, which is to draw the attention of the student to target vocabulary 

in order to build communication independence with the vocabulary. 



You are encouraged, following this module, to apply what you have learned.  First, meet with your 

classroom support team to determine the visual supports you need for your classroom and how you are 

going to make them.  As part of this meeting, identify available resources for any premade materials 

that are appropriate for your students and classroom.  During the meeting, discus budgetary needs for 

the purchase of any premade materials, as well as logistical requirements for making and finishing the 

materials.  Finally, make at least three visual support materials for your classroom.  Go back and look at 

the many examples in this module if you need ideas of where to start.   

Please complete the posttest for this module. 


