
Welcome to the module entitled, Practice Partner Skills, the seventh module in the POWER:AAC 

training.   

POWER:AAC is a project sponsored by the Pennsylvania Training and Technology Assistance Network 

(PaTTAN). 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 important topic of communication partner skills.  It is long module. 

It covers the topic of modeling, creating communication opportunities, responding to the 

communication of your students, and asking good questions.  There are places in the module to take a 

break, think about what you’ve learned, and do one or more of the suggested activities.  

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.   

In this module, you will be encouraged to stop and watch videos at YouTube in order to see the 

principles being discussed in this module.  Please don’t skip watching the videos.   

Please complete the pre-test before starting this module. 

For over 30 years, the field of AAC has been investigating and describing the interaction patterns 

between people who use AAC systems and their communication partners.   

The observations of these studies resulted in a growing understanding that successful interaction by and 

with a student who uses AAC is dependent on the communication partner as much as the student who 

uses AAC.   

Generally, AAC literature reports that communication partners facilitate communication of their 

students when they learn how to 

model on an AAC system;  create communication opportunities;  respond to students after they use 

their AAC systems; and  ask questions that promote communication.  

Each of these four areas will be covered in this module.   

Let’s begin by discussing modeling on a AAC system in a POWER:AAC environment. In the field of AAC, 

modeling on the AAC system might also be called Aided Language Stimulation or Aided Language Input.  

In this training, however, we are just going to call it modeling.   

Modeling, in its most basic sense,  means that when I, as the communication partner, am speaking with 

my voice, my hands are also speaking using an AAC system.    When I say the word “help” with my 

mouth, my finger goes over and presses the word “help” on the AAC system at the same time.  I am 

giving the student a model through two different inputs.  

Before we go any further, I suggest that you watch these two videos at YouTube.  

In the first video, modeling, called Aided Language Stimulation, is explained.   This is a favorite video to 

explain the importance of modeling to team members, especially parents and other family members.   



The second video emphasizes the amount of modeling that is provided to speaking children, with the 

suggestion that extensive modeling needs to be provided to students using AAC systems to help them 

learn to communicate.  

This slide summarizes the figures stated in that second video. 

They tell us that, at 18 months of age, a child has been exposed to 4400 hours of spoken language, 

based on hearing people speaking to him for 8 hours a day.  If we do only 10 minutes a day of modeling 

on an AAC system, how long will it take to reach 4400 hours?   (click)  The math tells us that it will take 

84 years.   

As we think about the power and importance of modeling, all members of the classroom team need to 

be onboard with modeling.  (click)  At a minimum, an intervention goal for each member of the team 

should be to model on the student’s AAC system no less than 20 models per hour.   

Teachers in a POWER:AAC environment provide intensive modeling to their students in a variety of ways 

throughout the day.   In order to get to the goal of 20 models per hour, the teacher and other staff 

might provide the visual model directly on the student’s personal aided AAC system.     This approach 

provides a very direct model of the student’s vocabulary.  Modeling directly on the student’s AAC 

system demonstrates the motor pattern for the words and all vocabulary available to the student is also 

available for the partner to model. Plus, you are obviously using the pictures or symbols specific to the 

student.   

 

The teaching staff might also be providing 20 models per hour by modeling to the student or a group of 

students using an AAC system that is used throughout the day by the teacher.  If the teacher’s aided AAC 

system matches the student’s AAC system, the teacher can continue to demonstrate the motor pattern 

and all the vocabulary.    In many cases, a teacher’s AAC system might have more vocabulary than a 

student’s AAC system.  This allows the teacher to model and expand vocabulary beyond what is 

available to the student.   If a classroom has students using different aided AAC systems with different 

pictures and different vocabulary, the teacher would need multiple teacher boards. 

There are times throughout the day that teaching staff will model vocabulary, language, and 

conversational give and take using visual supports.  Module 6 covered the topic of visual supports.  

There are some definite advantages to modeling using visual supports.  Modeling by pointing to the 

pictures on your visual supports may expose students to more words with fewer visual demands, as well 

as provide supports for learning language structure and conversational routines.   However, the big 

challenges of modeling on visual supports is that it does not provide an exact model of the motor plan 

needed to say a word and, when different students are using different AAC systems, you need multiple 

visual supports.    

For students with visual issues, you need to consult with the teacher of visually impaired on your team 

to assist in consideration of the optimal size, contrast, and position of AAC communication boards and 

devices, as well as with development of any visual supports.   

If you want to utilize best practices in your modeling for students, especially those with visual or 

attention issues, then, whenever possible, use a stable surface that keeps the AAC system STEADY.  This 

helps the visual attention and focus of the student.  



Next, in group activities, give each student his own board and model on it.   You want to avoid quickly 

putting a board in front of one student, modeling something, and then pulling the board away to model 

something for another student.  The best practice is for each student to have her own board. 

Third, if possible, model from the student’s visual perspective, especially in the beginning or when the 

student has visual, auditory, or motor challenges.  I say, “if possible,” because there will be personnel 

and positioning issues which may make this impossible in every situation.  But try to model from the 

student’s perspective some of the time.  That means that you are modeling when sitting or standing 

NEXT to, not across from the student.  

As you are modeling, use a precise point and slow rate.   Watch that the student is looking at and 

focusing his gaze on the location to which you are pointing.   Also, emphasize the words you are 

modeling with a slight pause on the word and an increase in volume.  

If you identified words to target in your modeling,  use highlighting or visual masking to help focus the 

student’s visual attention on the words you are modeling.   

A BIG DON’T when modeling is that you are not (click) BOUNCING or TAP TAP TAPPING on the word as 

you model it.  That can result in the student copying exactly what he sees you doing – and he may also 

tap tap tap or bounce bounce bounce on words when he is using the AAC system.  Instead, try a light 

pointer or an auditory clicker to alert the student to watch where you are pointing. But NO BOUNCING!  

 When you are modeling, especially with students who are beginning communicators, do not expect 

them to repeat what you modeled, as in “now you say it.”   Repetition is not the goal of modeling.  The 

goal is to expose and immerse the student to language visually and verbally as a means to engage the 

student and get him on the path to learning how to use the AAC system himself.   

This process starts with the student simply starting to look at what you are doing when you are pointing 

at a picture and saying the word.  Hopefully, the student looks more and more, and listens to the word 

you say or the word spoken by the AAC system.  Over and over, the student sees you pointing, hears you 

saying the word or label of the picture, hears the device saying the word, and experiences the 

interaction that results from all of this modeling of language. 

Over time, the student learns that this pointing and talking has a purpose and he becomes more 

interested in looking and pointing himself.   With continued modeling, the student learns to locate and 

use the words on the AAC system.  He might make many mistakes along the way, but his engagement 

and interaction with words helps him learn how to communicate with the AAC system.  

So, after you model something, you wait and see what the student does.   For some students, you will be 

making progress if the student recognizes you are modeling, as measured by his attention to your model 

and his reaching for or touching the AAC system, or by his alternative gaze between you and the AAC 

system.   

Sometimes when you model, the student will repeat bits or pieces of what you modeled.  That is a good 

sign that the student is watching what you are doing and is engaged with you.   

Sometimes, when you model something, you expect a response from the student.  Your model was 

providing him with language input, supported with visual information.  Maybe you gave him a directive 



and all he has to do is follow the directive.  Or maybe you are asking him a question, and he has to 

respond by answering your question.   

Any response is an indication that the student is starting to engage with you.  

For students who use alternative access methods, such as scanning with a switch or responding to 

partner assisted scanning, it is essential that you model to the student, using “self-talk” to verbally 

describe and visually demonstrate the organization of the AAC system, the navigational steps you take 

to get to the vocabulary that you want, and, of course, the word you want.  

Here is a eye gaze board which a student accesses via partner assisted scanning.  Imagine that you are 

going to model the following sentence:  “You like that.” 

You say, “I want a yellow, people word,” as you draw a circle around the upper left, yellow square with 

your finger. 

Then you say, “Is the word in row 1? …... no,”  as you draw your finger across row one. 

Then you say, “Is the word in row 2? …... yes,” as you draw your finger across row two. 

Then you name, one by one, each word in the row, as you point at the word.  So you say, “me or 

myself….. no,” “my or mine ..... no,” “you or your...... yes.” 

If, like in this example, a picture has multiple words printed above it, you need to then clarify which 

word is needed by saying, “you..... yes.” 

You repeat this process for the word “like,” which is with the green, action words and the word “that” 

which is with orange, thing words. 

Basically, as you model, you are playing the part of the communication partner and the augmented 

communicator.   

Over time, you may be able to reduce the “self-talk” that you use to describe the organization and 

navigational steps; however, in the early stages of modeling for beginning communicators, “self-talk” of 

the organization and navigational steps is an essential part of the modeling and teaching process. 

If you haven’t stopped to watch the YouTube videos from slide 8, now is the time to do that.   

There are many other examples of people doing modeling posted at YouTube and other video sources.   

The handout entitled “Explanations and Examples of Aided Language Stimulation,” lists other suggested 

videos for you to watch that explain modeling and show you how it is done.  

Finally, consider creating your own videos of modeling with individual students which you can share 

with other staff members and with the families of your students.   It is a good idea, for any student using 

an alternative access method, to have video documentation to include in that student’s AAC portfolio. 

Now is a good place to stop, think about what you’ve learned, and do one or more of the activities.   

Learning how to create communication opportunities is the second area of communication partner 

practices selected for training in this module.   



What does it take to create a communication opportunity?  Well, it requires an activity for the 

opportunity, an environment engineered to maximize the taking of the opportunity, and a 

communication partner who creates, allows, and encourages the student to take the opportunity.  

This idea of supporting AAC intervention by looking at the activity, environment, and communication 

partner comes from the principles taught in Environmental Communication Teaching.  

From 1988 to 1991, professor George Karlan from Indiana University lead a research team to study and 

develop evidence-based practices for educational teams supporting students who needed AAC systems.  

They conducted their research and development activities in schools across Pennsylvania, Indiana, 

Illinois, Wisconsin, Ohio, Florida, Georgia, and Texas.  The goals of the research project were to develop 

and document strategies which increase communication with school-aged students using AAC systems 

and to identify and develop effective communication partner instructional strategies.  Over the years, 

Environmental Communication Teaching has been widely replicated across the country.   

In this module, we will borrow from the principles taught in Environmental Communication Teaching.  

Each of the three components identified in Environmental Communication Teaching are necessary in 

order to create communication opportunities.  Let’s start by talking about the Activity. 

Nearly any activity which you do in your classroom can be used to promote communication with core 

vocabulary.  Both functional activities and academic activities provide good opportunities for 

communication and interaction.  However, some activities are more naturally interactive than others.  

For example, cooking in a small group is more naturally interactive than a student doing an educational  

game on a computer while wearing headphones. However, an educational game on a computer, when 

done as a group activity, could provide many opportunities for interaction. 

   

For now, we are going to consider the example of cooking because a lot of conversational turn-taking 

happens when cooking.   You do lots of different things, there is an order to what you do, and something 

is produced and enjoyed when you are done.  As a communication activity, while cooking, people  

assume different roles in the communication exchange and there are multiple opportunities to talk for 

different reasons.   

Activities that foster communication are focused on the process of communication, not an end product, 

even when cooking.  Continuing our example of cooking, you may be making something like a smoothie.  

In most POWER:AAC classrooms, the purpose of cooking and making the smoothie is generally NOT to 

teach the students how to become chefs or even home cooks.  You are not running a culinary program.   

It’s fun to end up with a product, like a smoothie to drink, but the goal is NOT to make the smoothie.  It 

is the means to the end goal of communication.      

Activities that focus on a process, not a product,  generally have a defined beginning, middle, and end.  

When the teacher initiates the cooking activity, it presents opportunities for students to find out what 

they will be making and explore the ingredients.   When doing the actual cooking, the students have 

more opportunities to make requests, direct others, and offer their opinions.  Finally, when the food is 

prepared, the students have opportunities to say they are “all done” or to direct the teacher to put 

things away.  



This idea of an activity having a beginning, middle, and end is shown on Supplemental Handout 1, 

entitled Activity-Based Communication Planning Form – Sample. This slide shows what would happen in 

the beginning of the activity. Some refer to this process as “scripting” the activity.  The script represents 

the way that the teacher thinks the activity will progress.  It does NOT dictate exactly what must be said 

and done by the students during the activity.  

The teacher organizes the activity to set the stage for communication.  Based on the staging by the 

communication partner, the opportunity has been created to communicate for a specific reason with 

certain vocabulary words available to the student.  Of course, the student is encouraged to say target 

words, but he might find other words which he can creatively use to interact.   

In the example shown here, we are imagining that the class is making a fruit smoothie.   The beginning 

of this script has them discovering what they are going to do in the activity, and then exploring the 

materials of the activity.  In this case, the materials are the ingredients they will use to make the fruit 

smoothie.   

The middle of a scripted activity is where most of the action takes place.   

The middle section allows for students to take an active role in directing the activity.   Once again, the 

communication partner uses a variety of strategies, such as sabotage and temptation, to set the stage 

for the students to communicate.  This staging shifts the balance of power into the hands of the 

students.  They have the power to do much more than just make requests.  They could comment, direct 

action, ask for recurrence, or request assistance.   

At the end of this example, the students get to enjoy their smoothies without further interruption, 

communicating when they are “all done” or have “stopped” drinking.  The teacher can extend the 

opportunities for her students to communicate by having them summarize the activity and then help 

clean up.  For students who have issues with transition, the teacher models the word “different” and 

encourages the student to say “different” as a means for the student to process the information and 

prepare to move on to the next activity.   

To use AAC during activities in your classroom, start by selecting activities that happen three to five 

times a week.   This allows you, as well as your students, to become comfortable with the changes you 

are implementing.   

Select activities with a manage-able student-to-staff ratio.  Using AAC systems, modeling, and handling 

materials takes many hands, especially if you have students who are curious and energetic.  You need 

enough hands to keep everything under control so meaningful practice and learning is possible. 

Create a framework in your first activities which supports the idea of repetition with variety.  For 

example, you may do cooking 3 times a week.  You will repeat the same basic script every time you 

cook, but adjust the food which you prepare.  The core vocabulary stays relatively the same, but the 

words you use to describe the ingredients will vary.  You are repeating the activity, but adding variety 

with a new recipe and some different extended vocabulary words.   This is one flavor of “repetition with 

variety.”  Or, you might make a Smoothie a second day, but this time, target different core vocabulary 

words in the middle part of the activity.  This is another flavor of “repetition with variety.”  The 

underlying principle of “repetition with variety” is to provide students with enough repetition and 

routine for them to develop a habit and pattern for communicating, but not to do the same thing, over 



and over and over, so that the students are getting into a habit which becomes mindless repetition 

without meaning.   

Last, but definitely not least, your first activities should be meaningful and motivating to the students. 

There should be a benefit to them that motivates them to communicate.   

Some teachers work on developing activities with a beginning, middle, and end using the Module 1 

Script Cards from the Pixon Project Kit.  These cards were developed to help teaching teams learn how 

to implement 10 core words across a variety of activities.  The cards can be arranged and re-arranged in 

different ways and with different words in order to provide repetition with variety.   

Each card includes an idea or two for how to create the opportunity for the student to use the target 

word.   There are also suggestions to guide the team in how to prompt the student and how to respond 

after the student communicates something.  These script cards are a download-able resource at the 

Minspeak website at the address listed on this slide.   

Stop at this point in the module and list activities which you do at least 3 times a week in your 

classroom.  Decide which of the activities you’ve listed meet the requirements of having a manage-able 

student to staff ratio and are meaningful and motivating to your students.  Select one activity and 

complete the Activity-Based Lesson Planning Form – Blank.  The form is handout 3 in your handout 

packet.   

In keeping with the principles of Environmental Communication Teaching, the second component of 

creating communication opportunities is the environment.   

The physical environment in your classroom and the way you structure an activity can create 

opportunities for communication or, reverse, put up obstacles to communication and language 

development.   

Opportunities are created by the use of barriers, temptations, restrictions, and sabotage.  These four 

strategies requires some adjustment in how you arrange your classroom or how you handle the 

materials of an activity.   

When using barriers, you are making things less accessible to students in your classrooms.  They may be 

placed out of reach or inaccessible in some other way. The intention of barriers is not to limit 

independence in your classroom, but to create opportunities for the student to communicate.   

Temptations and restrictions are very similar.  With temptations, you are offering something to the 

student which is new or unusual to pique the student’s curiosity.  For example, you might place 

something that makes noise inside of a bag and shake it in hopes that this will stimulate the student to 

say “what” to find out what is in the bag, or the word “look” to request to look in the bag.     When using 

restriction, you give the student a limited amount of something, such as a snack,  music or time on the 

iPad. This creates the opportunity for the student to ask for “more” or say they want to do something 

“again.” 

With sabotage, the communication partner does any number of things to disrupt the routine or activity.  

By disrupting or sabotaging the normal routine or activity, you create all sorts of communication 

opportunities.   



Remember, we want to create opportunities to communicate instead of presenting obstacles to 

communication. 

Look in your classroom and evaluate whether or not the visual supports you have throughout your 

classroom are visually and or physically accessible to the students.   You have created an obstacle to 

communication if your visual supports are inaccessible to the students, both visually or physically.   

Rather, you want your visual supports to be accessible to your students whenever possible.   They need 

to be able to see them and touch them, if that is physically possible for the student.  

You have created an obstacle to communication if the students’ AAC systems are not transported with 

them throughout the school day.  Be on the alert as to whether or not your students’ AAC systems are 

being transported with the students into all school settings.  Since people communicate everywhere in 

all sorts of ways, your goal is to have your students’ multi-modal AAC systems available in all their school 

settings.      At a school in Florida, they placed rubber-backed door mats by the inside of their classroom 

doors.  Under the door mat, they placed a large, pressure-sensitive membrane switch.  This switch was 

plugged into a single message device, on which was recorded the following message: “Don’t forget to 

bring your communication system with you!” This auditory reminder was enough to alert the teaching 

team and the students to take their AAC systems with them when leaving the classroom.  After a while, 

it became a regular habit and the auditory reminder was no longer needed.  

Stop at this point in the module to survey your classroom for any obstacles or barriers to 

communication.   Are your visual supports accessible to the students, both visually and physically?  What 

kind of reminders will help you remember to take the AAC systems with you when you leave the 

classroom?  

Next, list any supplies you might need to help you create more communication opportunities.  Do you 

have bags or boxes to use as barriers? What things might be helpful to sabotage activities?  For example, 

one teacher kept a collection of dried up glue sticks.  She used them in art projects to sabotage her 

student’s ability to glue things independently, thus creating the opportunity for her students to ask for 

help, ask for a different one, or tell you something is wrong.  

The third component of creating communication opportunities, as presented in the Environmental 

Communication Teaching,  is the communication partner.  We are going to go in more specific detail on 

the role of the communication partner later on, but for now, I want to simply restate the obvious when 

it comes to creating communication opportunities.  

It seems very simple, but pausing and waiting is a powerful strategy for shifting the responsibility to 

communicate back to the student.  

 A pause and wait time provides the student with quiet processing time.  Generally, teachers report the 

need to wait between 5 to 10 seconds following a model or a specific command or request.  During that 

5 to 10 seconds, the teacher or the instructional assistant needs to be quiet, focusing her visual 

attention on the student.  This is a subtle signal to the student that the teacher or assistant is expecting 

the student to respond in some way.   

During this pause and wait time, avoid adding more information.  If you talk while waiting, you are giving 

more information to the student to process, plus you have just taken the opportunity back from and 

away from the student.   



You also pause and wait because it adds an element of social pressure to engage in conversational turn 

taking.  You’ve set the stage.  Now you need to be quiet, be attentive to the student, and show an 

element of eagerness, as you wait expectantly for the student to say something.     When waiting, the 

social pressure to fill the silence might cause other staff members to jump in and say something.  Be 

sure to remind all support staff that you are using silence and pausing as a prompt strategy.  Plus, 

remind anyone in the area to avoid side conversations and other visual or auditory distractions during 

your instruction.   

Pausing and waiting is a powerful prompt.  However, there will be a need to provide additional prompts.  

There are many different prompt hierarchies used by teachers and therapists to encourage the student 

to take her opportunity to communicate.   

Generally, the notion of a hierarchy implies going from the LEAST directive to the MOST directive.   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.  The goal of a prompt hierarchy is to use the least intrusive 

prompt possible.   Using the power of waiting qualifies as the least intrusive prompt in a POWER:AAC 

environment.   

Now is another good place to stop, think about what you’ve learned, and do one or more of the 

activities.   

Learning how to respond to communication attempts is the third area of communication partner 

practices selected for training in this module.  

  

Basically, once a student has taken his opportunity, the focus shifts back to the communication partner 

and the partner is expected to respond.   

In a POWER:AAC classroom, we presume that the behaviors a student is making have meaning, or at 

least the potential of meaning.  Therefore, whatever the student does, we want to respond in some 

way.  The most basic of all response strategies is the one in which we respond to the student in order to 

acknowledge that we saw and heard him communicate something to us.   

Imagine you are interacting with a student with significant cognitive impairments.  This student may be 

at a level where he is primarily reacting to stimulation that is presented to him.  Imagine you are doing 

something, like listening to music.  You play some music, as auditory stimulation to the student, and 

wait for a reaction from the student.  He smiles.  You say, “I see your smile” to acknowledge and 

describe what you saw the student doing in reaction to the music.  Then you say and model, I think you 

like this, modeling the word “like” on the AAC system.  In doing that, you are now giving meaning to the 

reaction, pairing the student’s smile with the word “like.”  

Now imagine that you are working with a student who can attend to the modeling you are providing on 

an AAC system.  When listening to the music, you say, “I like listening to this music,” and point to the 

word “like” on the AAC system.  You wait and maybe highlight the word “like.”  The student says, “like.”  

You respond to the student and say, “you said, I like music too.”  This again acknowledges that you 

understood the student. 



Finally, imagine that you asked a specific question.  You ask the student, “What do you think about the 

music?  The student says, “like.”  And you respond and say, “you said, I like it,” again modeling the word 

“like.”   

When you respond by acknowledging the student’s behavior or communication, your responses provide 

descriptive feedback to the student.  You are describing what you saw or heard the student do. This 

helps connect the student’s behavior with a communication intent. 

Your responses are specific to the student’s immediate communication attempt.  And they are related 

to the student’s focus of interest, or at least something in which you are trying to build a shared focus.    

Let’s look a little more closely at how we acknowledge communication attempts, how we confirm or 

clarify what a student said, how we honor or delay any communication requests, and how we repeat, 

expand, or recast.   

First, we should always acknowledge that we heard or saw the student.  Too often, with students using 

an AAC system, especially if the AAC system doesn’t have voice output, the student may not be aware 

that you saw him communicating.  This is especially critical with students who are using eye gaze 

because their communication attempts are the most often missed by their communication partners.   

So, we need to acknowledge that we saw or heard them communicating.     

Since our students don’t always produce clear messages, when you give them descriptive feedback, it 

acknowledges what you are interpreting as a communication signal, such as a body movement, or a 

symbol, such as a manual sign,  or pointing at a picture.  Our descriptive acknowledgement gives 

communicative value to whatever the student is doing.   

Your descriptive feedback is your natural response to the student’s message. It is specific to what he 

said, not only how he said it. As the student becomes more proficient in understanding the 

communication signals and symbols he is producing, you can shift your emphasize more and more onto 

WHAT he communicated, and less and less on HOW he communicated it to you.  

Even when using an AAC system, many students don’t always have clear messages.  So, when you 

respond to them with descriptive feedback, it confirms that the message you received is the same as the 

one he intended to send.  You describe what you heard or saw and give it meaning, looking for some 

sort of signal from the student that your interpretation is correct.   Sometimes, we ask a yes/no question 

as a way to confirm the message, but, if you can, try to simply state your interpretation and watch for a 

natural response.   

If the student’s communication was unclear or you are confused, clarify by asking the student to give 

you more information, prompting her to use another word from the AAC system.  Again, you could ask a 

yes/no question to clarify any confusion, with the awareness that many beginning communicators may 

not be able to reliably answer a clarifying yes/no question.   

Finally, the ultimate way to respond to a student is to honor his communication attempt, as immediately 

as possible.    You acknowledge, confirm or clarify if necessary, and then honor the communication.  If 

you cannot honor it, but have to delay or deny it completely, you still need to acknowledge and confirm 

the message.  Make sure you give parameters as to if and when you can honor the student’s message.     



I hope you have already figured this out, but in all of the examples on this slide and preceding slides, the 

words in bold, italic, underlined are the ones visually modeled on the AAC system.  Of course, you are 

speaking all of the words. 

When you repeat and expand, you do exactly what the terms imply.  You repeat what the student said, 

acknowledging the communication attempt,  then expand upon what the student said with  1 or 2 

additional words.     

In the first example, you acknowledge that the student said “help” and model the word “help”, and then 

you model the two-word phrase with the word “me” added after the word “help.”   In the second 

example, you are adding a word before the word said by the student.  The student said, “different” and 

you repeat the word “different” to acknowledge it and then expand the utterance by adding the verb 

“do” before the word “different.”   

When you expand, the student is NOT expected to repeat back your expansion. Repetition may happen 

naturally, but repetition is not a requirement of this strategy and should not be expected. 

This type of repeat and expand is slowly increasing the visual and verbal language input you are giving 

the student.  As you’ll see in the next slide, expansions, like the examples here, could be considered a 

form of recast.  

A recast is as anything you do which adds new information to what the student said.  The intent of a 

recast is to add this information without obstructing the natural flow of communication.   You could 

simply expand the utterance by adding a word before or after the word said by the student.  Or you 

could restate what the student said in a slightly different way.   A restatement is often used with 

students who are becoming more proficient with their AAC system.  

In the example of my restatement, the teacher doesn’t repeat or expand what the student says, because 

the student has learned already that his communication is acknowledged.  Instead, in the flow of the 

conversation, the teacher is acting more naturally in her response.    

Sometimes, when you restate things a different way, you are not always going to be able to model key 

words on the student’s AAC system because some of those key words will not be available to you on the 

student’s AAC system.    Many times, a teacher uses a more expansive, teacher board to provide 

students with a recast.   

As always, when recasting and restating, emphasize the new information verbally by pausing on the 

word and emphasizing it with a slight increase in volume.  And as always, repetition by the student is 

NOT required.   

Another way to recast what a student said is by correcting the language used by the student.  In the 

example I’ve shown, the teacher corrects a word used by the student, or models the correct order of the 

words, or fixes the ending of a word.    

As best as possible, continue to used modeling on the AAC system of corrected information. And one 

more time I’ll say it… 

Do Not Make the student repeat what you corrected.  Repetition may happen naturally, but repetition is 

not a requirement. 



Using whatever AAC systems you have available to you, role play each of these response strategies.  

Working with a colleague, take turns practicing each of these 6 strategies.   

Now is another good place to stop, think about what you’ve learned, and do one or more of the 

activities.   

Learning how to ask questions that promote communication is the fourth and last area of 

communication partner practices selected for training in this module.   

The prompting hierarchy from the  Environmental Communication Teaching protocol uses open-ended 

questions as Step 2 in their prompt hierarchy.  The protocol states that “if the student does not respond 

to the pause by making a response, ask a what, why, who, when, where or how question.” 

Let’s take a closer look at the idea of asking an open-ended question to encourage the desired response.   

Let’s start by checking our skills.  What is an open-ended way to ask “Are you happy?”  Think about a 

question or a statement that would provide the student with the opportunity to talk about his feelings.  

(click) I think maybe “How do you feel? or “Tell me how you feel.” 

Let’s change “Do you need help?” (click)  I came up with, “What do you need?” or “It looks like you need 

help.” 

What about changing “Do you want to do that?” (click)   My ideas were “What do you want to do?” or “I 

think it would be fun to play with that.” 

Finally, what would make “Did you have a good day?” a more open-ended prompt? (click)  I came up 

with “How was your day?” or “Tell me about your day.” 

My options are my ideas.  You might have different options of open-ended questions or statements.  

That’s okay.   

Generally, no matter what differences we have in our open-ended questions, we can generally say that 

open-ended questions begin with the following words: what, why, who, when, where, how, or tell me 

about.  Although "tell me about" does not begin a question, the result is the same as asking an open-

ended question. 

Closed-ended questions also have a specific language. If you want to avoid closed-ended questions, 

don't start questions with the following verbs: are/was, do/did, will, won’t, didn’t/don’t, aren’t, would, 

or if. 

Your students might need some supports to respond to open-ended questions or statements.   

First, specify the boundaries. Open-ended questions can be too open sometimes. Wording is very 

important when asking open-ended questions, especially if you are looking for a certain type of answer.  

In our adult world, we do this all the time.  Imagine,  you're trying to set a friend up on a date. You might 

ask her, "What are you looking for in a person?" She might answer with physical characteristics, when 

you wanted her to talk about personality.  Instead, ask a more specific question with parameters, like  

"What personality traits are you looking for in a person?” 



If you're struggling to get the student to answer open-ended questions, try narrowing the questions first 

and then make them broader after getting the student into the conversation. This is called funneling, 

and comes from the social development literature.  

Funneling is good if you are trying to get specific details from a student. You are funneling when you 

start broadly, and then narrow things down.   It also works if you are trying to get the student interested 

in a topic or bolster the student’s confidence.   An example of this would be when talking to your 

children after school. You might ask a question like, ”What did you do at school today?” "Nothing" is the 

response. You are “funneling” when you  follow-up with something like, ”What was the storybook about 

that you read in speech?” or “Tell me about speech time with Miss Gail.”  These questions are more 

likely to spark a conversation.   

Open-ended questions can also be probing questions. If you ask an open-ended question that results in 

a general answer, ask another open-ended question for clarity. For example, if you ask someone ”what 

happened in the story" and she responds, ”break,”  you can ask her an additional question for clarity, 

such as, “What broke?” You can continue to probe for information by asking, “Who broke it?” or  “What 

happened after she broke the chair?”   Finally, you can probe for creativity, asking something like “how 

would you feel if you broke a chair?”   

The ONLY scaffold to never use is the question:  "Is there anything else?" This is a closed-ended 

question, usually results in a simple "no" answer, and ends the conversation. 

Now, let’s think about yes-no questions.  First off, we have to remember that asking yes-no questions is 

part of all normal human interaction.  We are alert to the asking of yes-no questions with students using 

AAC systems because the literature tells us that the proportion of yes-no questions asked of people 

using AAC systems is much higher than the proportion of yes-no questions asked of speaking individuals.  

And we know that dependency on asking yes-no questions inhibits the expressive language 

development and active participation of augmented communicators.  Asking some yes-no questions is 

necessary and will always be unavoidable, but it shouldn’t dominate the way we interact with most 

augmented communicators.   

Next, many yes-no questions are harder than we think they are.   We ask yes-no questions because it 

seems easier and faster than open-ended questions, but the level of language sophistication in the 

question often makes it harder to answer than an open-ended question.  It might take more processing 

time and explanation to answer the yes-no question than it would have if you had asked more open-

ended questions.   

Finally, we must understand that not all yes-no questions are created equally.  

Different yes-no questions presume different cognitive and language skills and different types of 

motivation to communicate.  You might be asking a yes-no question that involves accepting or rejecting 

a choice, such as “Do you want your cookie?” or “Do you want to eat this?” or “Do you want the big 

one?”    

The yes-no question could be asking the student to affirm or deny something, such as the label of the 

thing when we ask, “Is this a cookie?” or  the function of something, when we ask, “Do you eat this?” or 

a condition when we ask, “Are you hungry?” or possession of something when we ask,  “Is that your 



cookie?” or a preference when we ask,  “Do you want the chocolate chip or oatmeal cookie” or a 

comparison between things when we ask, “Is this one better than that one?”  

Then you have those directives which we mask as a yes-no question, but we really never expect the 

student to answer the question.  We ask, “Can you show me, please?”   If you are starting your directive 

with Can you, will you, or would you, it is a YES-NO question, not a directive.  These are all rhetorical and 

may be teaching students that it is not necessary to answer questions.  So, we need to watch ourselves.  

As your last activity in this module, change these yes-no questions into open-ended questions or 

statements.  Some of them are rhetorical yes-no questions and may need to be made into a directive.   

Please complete the post-test for this module.    

The End! 

 


