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Overview 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Today’s educational process mandates that ALL students will participate in standards-based learning activities (No Child 
Left Behind and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act).  Yet some ask, “How will a student with the most complex 
needs meaningfully benefit from standards-based educational activities?” 
 
Communication is the foundation for the educational participation of students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities who have complex functional and life skill needs.  Forms of communication provide the expectation 
that active participation can occur.   
 
For these students, our perception of what school should entail has moved beyond basic care and contentment.  There is 
an expectation that: 
 

• the educational program should provide benefit to the student,  
• the student should be actively involved in learning activities and 
• a level of achievement for this student will be measured within the accountability system of a school 

district.   
 
As we explore the educational involvement of students with the most complex needs, these four goals will be addressed 
as realistic expectations: 
 

1. Increase participation in activities of daily living; 
2. Increase ability to exercise control over the individual’s own life; 
3. Increase opportunities for others to interact with the individual; 
4. Develop skills that have potential for further learning. 

 
Unique Learning System is a standards-based curriculum program that addresses learning outcomes in three levels of 
differentiation.  The program emphasizes that all students will participate in age- and grade-appropriate materials (not 
developmental levels).  Additionally, all students will participate in the same or similar activities with differentiation of 
expectations based on student abilities.  A student who participates in tasks and materials with “level 1” support is 
described as requiring maximum support within instructional tasks.  For these students, increasing the level of 
participation as a means to address the four goals described above is of primary essence.   
 
This document will expand an understanding of how standards-based learning activities can be implemented with 
students who have the most complex needs.   
 
 
 
 

 
“Perhaps the professional’s single most important goal with children and adults who 

have severe multiple disabilities is to encourage and develop their ability and 
motivation to communicate and relate to the world around them” (Turiansky and 
Bove [1975] from Korsten, Dunn, Foss and Francke, 1993; Every Move Counts) 
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Who Are the Students with the  
Most Significant Cognitive Disabilities Who Have Complex Functional and 

Life Skills Needs? 
 
 
Students with the most complex needs will be used to define the group of students who demonstrate severely 
restricted capabilities due to the nature of their cognitive, physical, communication and/or sensory impairments.  In most 
instances, these students require extensive physical care — feeding, changing and repositioning.  This consumes a great 
deal of time from the educational staff that works with students with the most significant needs. 
 
Within the classroom that serves students with the most complex needs, the challenge is intensified when defining 
educational activities that the student can participate in.  Purposeful motor movement, effective modes of expression and 
cognitive understanding of content are difficult to define for many of these students.  The problem is amplified by asking, 
“What is appropriate learning content for this student?”   
 

Scenario 1: Sara 
 
Sara is a kindergarten student.  She attends a class for students with multiple disabilities most of the day.  However, Sara 
is accompanied for a half hour each morning to the kindergarten classroom during story reading.  The kindergarten 
teacher and the students in the class are accepting of Sara’s attendance, yet Sara’s presence is relatively unnoticed.  
Sara shows only minimal awareness of her surroundings or of the story being read.   
 
Many of the stories read in the kindergarten class have a repetitive line.  The students in the class are quick to anticipate 
and repeat this line during story reading within the big book presented. 
 
Sara has a reflex action in her face when her left cheek is touched; she will turn her head to the left.  It was determined at 
a team meeting that a voice output device attached with a switch be selected for Sara to activate with her left cheek, using 
the reflex as a means of activation.  Before going to the kindergarten class, her aide records the repetitive line for the 
day’s story on the device.  Just before the repeated line is read, the aide moves the switch to Sara’s left cheek.  The 
gentle touch activates Sara’s reflex and she turns to activate the switch.  Sara is now participating in story reading by 
stating the repeated line.   
 
The other students are excited to see Sara’s response and ask to take turns putting the switch to Sara’s cheek.  Sara also 
begins to show a new awareness of her “story buddy” and seems to be smiling when the buddy is selected to help her 
each day.   
 

 
As the result of this story-reading adaptation, Sara has increased her ability to participate in daily living activities and now 
has an opportunity for others to interact with her.  Could it be that she also has increased her control over her own life and 
is developing a skill for further learning potential? 
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Shaun is 14 years old and attends a class for students with multiple disabilities.  Most of the students require total care, as 
does Shaun.  Shaun’s day consists of diaper changing, tube feedings, rest time in the beanbag chair and time in his 
wheelchair when he listens to music on a tape recorder.  Shaun vocalizes during the day with a “non-pleasurable sound” 
when being moved and a “pleasurable sound” when listening to music.  Shaun also vocalizes a pleasant sound when 
spoken to by an adult.  However, most of the time Shaun is moved and cared for without any communication from the 
adults in the classroom.   
 
The staff in his classroom decide to try to build on his pleasant sounds as a positive indicator.  Before moving Shaun for 
changing or to the beanbag chair, they take a few minutes to talk to him about what is going to happen.  After telling him, 
“It’s time to change your diaper,” they follow with a question, “Are you ready to move to the changing table?”  When 
Shaun vocalizes a “pleasant sound,” the adult tells Shaun, “I heard you tell me yes, so we will now move you to the 
changing table.”  When an unpleasant sound is given by Shaun, the adult waits and talks to him more about what is going 
to happen.   
 
For a long time, it seemed that Shaun was not providing any consistent responses, but later the team recognized that 
Shaun actually paused his vocalizations as if listening to the adult before giving a response.   
 

 
Although Shaun’s responses are still limited, he definitely is beginning to exercise control over his own life, as well as 
participate in daily living activities.  The communication with his adult caregivers has also given them opportunities to 
interact with him.  Only time will tell if this will develop into a skill for further potential learning. 
 

 
The educational purpose for the students in these scenarios may seem miniscule and far removed from the expectations 
for the typical developing student.  However, the pattern of creating a reason for interaction and the resulting prospect of 
an active response from the individual may have life-long implications.  The most valuable aspect of the educational 
process for a student with complex needs may be the well-thought out opportunities for participation.  As we proceed, we 
will see that the academic content standards can provide the basis for meaningful activities.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Scenario 2: Shaun 
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What is Early Communication Training? 
Why is It Important? 

 
 
The success in early communication training is often based on the expectations of the communication partners.  

When the partner anticipates that communication will occur, positive outcomes will result. 
 
Studies of early communication training programs (S. Calculator, 1994) reported the following results: 
 

• positive changes in attitude of communication partners, 
• increased spontaneous interactions with partners, 
• increased opportunities for communication, 
• increase in the variety of communication partners, 
• increased time spent in active participation within classroom activities, 
• increased use of positive social behaviors with decrease in challenging behaviors, 
• increased opportunities for decision-making, 
• enhanced status and acceptance by others, 
• improved availability and accessibility to AAC, 
• changes in listener responses to unaided and aided communication, 
• increase in listener’s encouragement to use AAC to assist in communication breakdowns. 

 
A communication system refers to the multiple ways any one of us expresses an intended message.  Multiple modes 
should be encouraged, using different modes of communication for different situations.  Unaided communication 
includes modes that use only the communicator’s body, such as vocalizations, gestures, facial expressions, manual signs, 
head nods and body movements.  Aided communication involves modes that require equipment in addition to the 
communicator’s body, such as picture symbol cards or boards and AAC devices.   
 

 
Shaun is using an unaided mode of communication.  His smile is being interpreted as his response to the communication 
interaction. 
 
Sara is using an aided communication mode with the voice output device and switch.  She is activating the switch with a head 
movement, yet the message is the voice output from the simple recorded device. 
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Levels of Expressive Communication for 
Students with the Most Significant Disabilities 

 
 
Three levels of expressive communicators have been defined (Dowden, 1999): 
 

1. Emerging Communicator: A student who does not yet have any reliable means of symbolic communication; 
usually communicates through signaling behaviors. 
 
 Goal: Increase reliability of communication forms. 

 
2. Basic Communicator: A student has at least one strategy of symbolic communication that is reliable; not yet 

able to convey novel messages. 
 
 Goal: Expand current skills to new situations, new topics or new partners. 

 
3. Functional Communicator: A student has enough expressive communication to participate in presented 

activities. 
 
 Goal: Increase strategies to make expressive skills useful and socially  

          engaging in all situations that the student participates in. 
 
A basic understanding of these levels of communication is necessary when planning the educational program for students 
with significant disabilities.   
 

 
Shaun and Sara are both Emerging Communicators.   
 
• Shaun’s vocalization is beginning to become a reliable form of expression.  Repeated opportunities for Shaun to exhibit this 

sound in interactive situations will likely increase the intentionality of this signal.  He may then be considered a Basic 
Communicator.   
 

• Sara’s head movement to activate the switch is currently reliant on her reflex.  With repeated opportunities, it may become an 
intentional movement.  However, it is possible that Sara will remain an Emerging Communicator.   

 

 
What is a Signal?   
 

A behavior that elicits a reaction or action where the form of the signal behavior is directly related to the activity it 
is associated with.  When a signal form is recognized and reinforced, it can be considered an “active 
communication response” that is used for a specific communication purpose. 
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Early Communication Stages and Strategies 

 
A. Spontaneous Behaviors                                                 (typically 0-3 months) 

 
• reflexive or environmentally triggered actions 
• unintentional behaviors 
• partner perceived communication 

 
 We figure out what the student may be feeling or wanting by watching what they do, even though the 

student may not know they are communicating. 
 We tell the student what they are doing tells us something. 

(“What a big smile!  You like that, don’t you?”) 
 Gradually, the student starts to figure out that this behavior means something and watches us to see what 

we do in response. 
 

 
 Goal: Provide opportunities where the behavior can be meaningful. Respond or  
                 act on the behavior of the student. 
 

 
Examples of unintentional signals 
 

Form            Potential Function 
              crying            Gaining attention 

            I want something 
            I don’t feel good 
            Wet / hungry / unhappy 
 

              smile            to greet 
            I’m happy 
 

              turns head           to reject 
 

 
Strategies to increase spontaneous behaviors: 
 

 Follow student’s attention lead. 
 Respond to behavior with language and action. 
 Encourage early turn-taking with partner. 
 Provide environmental modifications to promote the student’s behavior. 

 
 
The behaviors that Shaun and Sara use in communication are highly “partner perceived.”  These appear to be spontaneous 
behaviors.  However, the behaviors will NEVER have a chance of becoming intentional unless the communication partners 
continue to provide opportunities for use and respond to the behavior with the belief that it can potentially become intentional.   
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B. Intentional Behaviors                                     (typically begins 4 – 8 months) 
 

• Student behaviors are directed toward the object or activity with implicit purpose. 
• Communication is still highly partner perceived communication. 

 
 The student acts toward the object or action and the partner infers the type of communication. 

 
Goal: Provide increased opportunities where the student can produce behaviors that 
          get responses from adults.  The  student will produce a signal even if not asked first. 

 
• Early functions: 

 
 greeting 
 protests 
 request for attention or objects 
 “more” and  “all done” 

 
 
Examples of intentional behaviors 
 
  Form    Potential Function 
  Looks at partner   wants something 
      Where is _____? 
 
  Reach, touch or point  wants object or activity 
    
  loud vocalization   wants attention 
 
  smacks lips   hungry 
      giving kisses 
 
  smile or frown   hello or goodbye 
 

 
 

Strategies to increase intentional behaviors: 
 

 Reinforce or facilitate shifts between items. 
 Pause for student to take turns with objects or routines. 
 Model behaviors for student as close as possible to his or her own method. 
 The partner is responsive to student behaviors. 
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C.  Intentional Communication                         (typically begins 9 – 12 months) 
 

• The student directs behaviors toward an adult with voice, gestures or eye gaze. 
• The student initiates communication and often gets persistent to get a desired result. 
• The student directs his or her behavior to an adult with an identifiable “message”. 

 
Examples of intentional communication 

• Intentional speech, babbling toward an action or person, pointing to an object, pointing to self or  
give/show/take. 

 
Goal: Design the environment to provide opportunities for the student to  
          communicate for a range of functions. 
 
 

Strategies to increase intentional communication: 
 

► Behavior Regulation 
» During mealtime or snack time, provide opportunities for the student to request a desired food, request help 

opening the container or protest an undesired food. 
» During learning time, provide opportunities for the student to request desired objects, request help when 

participating or to protest undesired objects/actions. 
» During dressing, provide opportunities for the student to make choices. 

 

► Social Interaction 
» During social games, provide opportunities for the student to request a beginning or continuation of the game. 
» Provide opportunities for the student to request comfort. 
» Practice greeting routines when leaving or arriving. 
» Provide opportunities to make comments about or during a learning task. 

 

► Joint Attention (paying attention to the same thing at the same time) and Joint Reference (sharing and noticing a 
particular aspect of an object or action for the purpose of communicating about it) 
» Books provide an excellent activity for partner-student communication.  Use adapted books with repetitive lines 

for more active participation of involved students. 
» Provide interactive activities that result in a desired end, such as food preparation or completing an art activity. 
» Students learn vocabulary more effectively when the labeling follows their line of attention. 

 

► Interactive Routines 
» Anything that is repeated in a similar way throughout the student’s day can be a routine if there are ways the 

student and partner can respond during these activities.  Common activities include meals, dressing, bath time, 
bedtime and stories. 

» Incorporate the communication signals the student can independently produce. 
» It is important to WAIT and encourage the student to play his or her role in a routine. 

 

► Turn-taking 
» Producing behaviors that alternate with another’s behaviors, often copying the same behaviors within the turn. 
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D. Symbolic Communication                               (typically begins 12 months +) 
 

• The student knows that particular words or actions can convey different messages and that ideas can be 
expressed in symbols; the student uses specific gestures, signs or pictures to represent his or her ideas. 

• The student uses words, symbols, representational play or gestures to direct a partner. 
• The student can now understand that a picture can stand for something else. 

 
 
 

Goal: The student starts to use the symbols or words that they know in  
           different ways, in addition to learning new words.   

 
 

 
It is important for the educational staff to keep 

this pattern of typical development in mind 
when working with students with the most 
complex needs.  It is the hope and intent 

of the educational program to advance students 
through these communication stages. 
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Basic Rules for 
Early Communication Training 

 
   Expect the student to be a communicator.  Make a conscious effort 

  to let him or her know you are interested in what they are communicating. 
 
   Look for opportunities for communication in all activities. 
 
   Pause and wait for responses to interaction.  (Count to 10 before  
       intervening again.) 
 
   Expand on what the student is attempting to communicate by adding  

  language.  (“I see you looking at the bird.  That’s a pretty bird.”) 
 
   Provide for non-competitive interactions.  Avoid “tell me…” or “show me…” 
 
   Use the student’s modes of communication yourself when interacting,  

  such as pointing to objects or pictures, signing words, etc. 
 
   Avoid yes/no questions that have a correct response.   

  Checking for “student accuracy” is not a motivating  
  form of communication. 

 
   Allow for repair.  It is acceptable to let the student know you do not  

  understand what he or she is trying to communicate.  Redirect in ways  
  that the student may clarify.   
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What is an Active Communication Response? 
 
 

An active communication response is one that can be recognized by others and has a defined reason for producing this 
response or behavior.  When creating early communication opportunities, the educational staff is looking for a response 
from the student that can be associated with the task being presented.  Active communication responses can therefore 
occur at all levels (emerging, basic and functional) of communication.  These responses may also be partner perceived 
(unintentional or intentional behaviors).  Responses may be produced in intentional or symbolic communication.  
 

Training and Facilitating  
Active Communication Responses 

 
One of the most powerful communication intervention strategies for an individual with complex needs involves teaching 
parents and other partners to be more responsive to the student’s signals and structuring the environment to promote 
these signals. 
 
1.  Identify activities that are pleasurable for the student and that are typically associated  
     with increased signal behaviors (e.g., smiling, body movement, vocalizations). 
 
2.  Engage the student in the activity.  Purposefully pause from time to time and observe   
     his or her behavior.  Does the student seem aware that the activity stopped and  
     exhibit anticipation of having the activity start up again?  If the student is not able to  
     predict the re-occurrence of an activity, he or she is not ready to intentionally signal for 
     the activity to repeat.  For this student, intervention needs to be directed toward  
     frequently engaging him or her in repetitive and pleasurable activities, inserted with  
     numerous pauses, with an expectation that a recognizable response can be  
     identified and trained.  
 
3.  Once the student is able to anticipate the reinstatement of an activity, emphasis  
     shifts to consistent responses in a variety of situations.  This is the shift to Intentional  
     behaviors or communication. 
 
4.  Establish a communication signal that can serve in multiple situations and can be     
     read by more than one partner.  This may be in the form of a vocalization, eye  
     contact, eye movement or a motor response.  Reinforce this signal through  
     successive approximations or through physical support in producing a behavior that  
     will serve as the signal.   
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Pause, Wait, Anticipate 
Trainable Active Communication Responses Forms 

 
Note responses that are active responses for participation: 
 
• Visual focus: Does the student visually look at, glance at or make some type of eye contact with the partner or 

activity materials?  Are these visual behaviors that can be increased with extended activities?  Does the student 
show visual attention when you direct him or her to a picture or object (e.g., “Look at the picture of the elephant.  
That’s a big animal.”)? 
 

• Motor action: Is there movement of the head, the body or limbs that show direct correlation to the activity?  Does 
the student make motor movement on cues, such as, “Let’s turn the page and see what happens next”?  Are there 
body reactions related to the context of the activity?  Can these motor movements be recognized in other 
situations?  Is this motor movement a response mode that can be trained for consistency?  A smile is also 
considered a controlled motor movement. 
 

• Direct vocalization: Does the student make non-verbal vocalizations that are directed toward the activity?  Does 
the student make non-verbal vocalizations that are in response to the interaction with the partner during the 
activity?  Are the vocalizations differentiated for different intents (e.g., pleasure, displeasure)?  Can this vocalization 
be reinforced as a recognizable response in other situations?   

 
Active communication responses are also observed by the amount of prompting that is required to produce an observable 
behavior.  It is important to note the difference between natural cues and prompting.  Natural cues are actions or 
comments that naturally occur during the activity.  Getting out two books and asking, “Which book should we read today?” 
is a natural cue.  Telling the student, “Move your hand to pick the book we will read” is a verbal prompt.  Saying, “Let’s 
turn the page to read more” is a natural cue.  Moving the student’s hand to assist in turning the page is a physical 
prompt.  
 
As a general rule, it is important to build on natural cues during story reading.   
 
These are general guidelines for observing prompting within active communication responses: 
   

• Minimal Prompts: Student responds to natural cues during the story reading activity with only periodic direct 
verbal, physical or gestural prompts to demonstrate engagement or interaction.   

• Moderate Prompts: Student responds to some natural cues with verbal, physical or gestural prompts required 
for active responses approximately 50 – 75% of the time.   

• Full Prompting: Student demonstrates only minimal active responses during story reading without direct verbal, 
physical or gestural prompts for interaction.   

• No Response: Student does not show any response or student refuses to respond, even with natural cues 
and/or physical, verbal or gestural prompts during a story-reading activity.   
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Successive Approximations: 
Training with Prompting and Natural Cues 

 
 
Students with the most complex needs may require verbal, physical and/or gestural prompts to facilitate the learning of an 
active communication response.  The use of prompts should be systematically decreased as the student demonstrates 
more voluntary or intentional behaviors.  This process is called successive approximation.   
 

 
During story reading, Sara activates a voice output switch with the repeated line using a reflex action when the switch is touched to 
her cheek.  In the reading of The Very Hungry Caterpillar, the recorded line is “but the caterpillar was still hungry.”   
 
The teacher reads a line of the story.  Before the repeated line, the teacher says, “How did the caterpillar feel?”  (natural cue) 
 
The switch is placed at Sara’s cheek and gently touches her cheek.  (physical prompt)  At the touch, Sara turns her head to activate 
the switch.  (reflex action) 
 
In the successive approximation process, the team is attempting to move to an intentional behavior to replace the reflex response.   
 
1. The teacher reads a line of the story.  Before the repeated line, the teacher says, “How did  
    the caterpillar feel?”  (natural cue) 
    The aide slightly touches Sara’s cheek (physical prompt) and says, “Touch the switch,” while  
    placing it near her cheek (verbal prompt).  Sara turns her head to activate the switch.  
 
2. The teacher reads a line of the story.  Before the repeated line, the teacher says, “How did  
     the caterpillar feel?”  (natural cue) 
     The aide says, “Touch the switch” (verbal prompt).  Sara turns her head to activate the   
     switch.  Sara has now accomplished an intentional response when turning her head at the  
     verbal prompt. 
 
3. The teacher reads a line of the story.  Before the repeated line, the teacher says, “How did    
     the caterpillar feel?”  (natural cue)   
     Sara turns her head to activate the switch.  Sara has now accomplished an intentional response  
     when turning her head at the natural cue.   
 
• A student with severe cognitive disabilities, like Sara, may remain dependent on prompts.  However, this example 

shows the process that could possibly lead to voluntary, active responses.   
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Strategies to Facilitate 
Active Communication Responses 

 
 
A. Establish a Positive Indicator 

 

 
Instead of teaching a yes/no form of communication, teach a “positive indicator.”  In this manner, the student is able to 
show control for protests, rejections and requests. 
• What unaided mode could the student use to indicate, “Yes, that’s the one I want”?  
 

 smile 
 head shake 
 eye blink 
 vocalization (one that can be consistently read) 
 

• No Response should be interpreted as “No, that’s not the one I want.” 
 
For the student with physical limitations, using a positive indicator should involve an action that does not require a great 
deal of motor planning.   
 

 
Asking questions that require a positive indicator within standards-based tasks:   
 
Present two choices of books for reading.  Name the books and show covers.  Discuss types of books if necessary. 
• Identify the response expectation: “I will watch for your (smile) to let me know which book we will read.” 
• State question, “Should we read The Very Hungry Caterpillar?” (Pause and show closed book.) 
• Pause and do not re-prompt.  If no response, assume the answer is no. 
• State next option question: “Should we read Where the Wild Things Are?” (Pause and show closed book.) 
• If the student gives a positive indicator, assume this is the response he or she wants to give.  “You have made a good choice 

of a book.”  Do not ask for re-affirmation by asking again. 
• If the student gives a positive indicator and this is NOT what they wanted, they must now learn to express a “rejection.”  If 

they can express rejection, you may then re-ask the questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
When do you start teaching yes/no?  Isn’t yes/no the most basic communication skill? 

 
Yes/no tends to be a later-developing skill, since those words can have a wide variety of meanings and results.  Also, yes/no tends 
to reinforce passive responding rather than active functional communicating.  Earlier functions include greetings, protests, requests 

for objects or actions, more or all done.  (Cress, 1997) 
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B. Choice-Making 
 

 
Early choice-making involves indicating a preference from among one or more alternatives.  In early choice-making activities, the 
options presented should be of equal value to the student.  This is often referred to as “errorless” choice-making - no response is 
incorrect.   

 
Students can signal using a variety of methods. 
 
• Direct Selection methods: eye gaze, touching or reaching, speech, picture exchange (PECS), etc. 

 The facilitator may or may not need to “name” the choices. 
 To introduce or encourage new vocabulary, name the choices as they are presented.   
 Always make choice-making an interactive communication situation.  “Which color do you want to make your 

picture?  Red or blue?”  (Ask while showing crayons or color chart.)   
 For eye gaze methods, the team must be very clear on what constitutes a visual focus on an object or picture 

that can be “read” as a choice selection.  
  

• Indirect Selection (beginning scanning): facial expressions, body movement, vocalizations 
 Using the “Positive Indicator”: 

• Partner must name the choices.  Follow the procedures for molding positive indicators. 
• Pause between choices offered.  “What color do you want to make your picture?  Red? (pause)  

Blue?” (pause) 
• Repeat choices if no response.  
 

 
Making choices within standards-based tasks:   
 
“For our snack today, everyone will get cookies.  How many cookies should each student get?” (Show and name numbers for 2 and 
3.)    
 

► Student A reaches and grabs the 3 card (direct selection). 
► Student B looks and focuses on number 2 (direct selection). 
► Student C vocalizes after 3 when presented with choices “two” (pause) and “three” (pause) (indirect selection). 

 
 
The hardest part in choice-making usually isn’t providing a means for the student to make a choice.  Instead, it takes effort 
for adults to structure activities where there are realistic choices that have an impact on a variety of communicative 
functions.   
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Choice-Making Representational Modes 
 
     Objects: Objects taken from the environment; either the actual choice or a partial  
                     representation related to the activity.   
 

• Selecting whom the student wants to sit by in a class activity is also an object choice. 

                                       
 
     Photographs: Some students may need the photo representational level.  However,    
                              if they can relate to pictures and recognize these as a representation  
                              of the object or activity, then it may be easier to move to line drawings.   
 

• When using photos, take pictures that are background-free.  Take the picture with a blank 
background or cut out the distracting items and glue to a plain background.   

 
 

              
   
 
                                                                   (Pictures from Picture This) 

 
      
     Line drawings: Unique Learning System utilizes line drawings called SymbolStix.     
                                A SymbolStix library is also available for additional pictures.   

 
drink 

 

music 

 
    
 

     Text: Printed word - it is always appropriate to put the printed word above or below the  
               photo and line drawing representations.  Most early communicators cannot relate  
               to text alone.  However, there are advantages to putting this on the representation. 
 

• Presentation of text will facilitate early literacy skills associating text to the object or activity. 
• Words on the representations assist the communication partners in knowing what the 

choices are.  
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Choice-Making for Control 
 
• Choice-making can provide a student with communicative control.  “Because I communicated, I controlled what happened, or 

what I got.”  
• Therefore, early choice-making should provide the student with genuine choices that they prefer or that are provided to other 

students.   
• Early choice-making should not include “right or wrong” responses. 
• Choice-making can be a powerful means to manage inappropriate behaviors by providing students with genuine control over 

realistic activities that are equally acceptable within that situation.  
  

Offer choices that you are prepared to give. 
 

 

Choice-Making: Manual Scanning 
As early choice-making advances, the communication partner becomes the “communication device.”  The student may 
access this early scanning by using his or her positive indicator form or single switch. 
 
1.  Preparatory statement or question 

“Bobby and Susie want to sit by you today.  Use your smile to tell me who you want to sit by during circle time.” 
 
2.  Auditory prompt with single word (Allow three times through.  Do not offer other encouragement or verbal prompts 
     as you are cuing.) 
 Bobby (pause); Susie (pause) 
 Bobby (pause); Susie (pause) 
 Bobby (pause); Susie (pause)   
       
3. When student responds, stop the cues and verbalize answer.   

“You want to sit by Bobby today.”   Move student to sit by Bobby.   
• Do not follow up with reaffirmation such as, “Do you want to sit by Bobby?” 
• If this was NOT what the student wanted to do, then he or she needs to show a sign of rejection or protest. 

 
4.  If the student does not respond after three cues, redirect or discuss with the student. 

“I understand that you are telling me you don’t want either of these choices.” 
• You may change the choices or tell the student, “These are the choices we have at this time.  You need to pick the 

one you want.”  (Repeat scanned cues.) 
 
The Facilitator has control - the student has control - we all have control! 
 The student will also need to learn that some choices are not changeable! 
 
Make choice-making boards that are defined by activity or situation.  Keep choice-making presentations consistent.  These are 
boards that can eventually be put into a communication book or on a voice output device. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Number of choice-making options 
• Start with two choices 
• Two to four choices per single row (either pictures or auditory presentation) 
• Four to eight choices: two rows (early row/column scanning) 
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C.  Introducing Voice Output 
 

First, a word on access: OT input recommended when in doubt! 
 
Types of access 
 

• Direct Selection   
Direct selection is a method of communication in which the student specifically indicates the desired item in the 
selection set without any intermediary steps.  This may include pointing or touching a picture/object, eye 
gazing to a picture/object choice, or picking up or exchanging a picture/object as a message.  
 
The most common form of direct selection with a voice output is touching a picture or communication 
device symbol or picture that has an associated message.  As a guide for this form of direct selection, a 
student should have the fine motor control to make activations on 2-inch square spaces or smaller.  (If the student 
cannot do so presently, does he or she have potential with training?)  These are a few of the questions that may 
be asked: 
 

» How large do you anticipate this student’s vocabulary will need to be? 
» Is the student ambulatory?  Do you anticipate that he or she will be? 
» What motor concerns are there at this time? 
» Can the student visually recognize pictures 2-inches or smaller in size? 

 
• Indirect Selection 

Indirect selection involves intermediary steps by the device or the partner, usually to compensate for 
motor limitations of the user.  This generally involves some form of scanning and switch activation for  
selection of a message. 

 
Single Switch Access: Motor control is severely impaired with limited prognosis for significant change.   
Scanning is slower than direct selection options. 
Scanning requires a greater cognitive ability. 
Must locate a controlled body site for single switch access: 

 
» The hand is not the only body part that should be considered. 
» The student must learn the “activate/release” of the switch. 
» If using environmental control access through switches, make sure to use a switch latch timer (not a 

hold and release). 
» Step Scanning is another mode of switch access.  For this, you will need two switches and two 

activation sites.   
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Voice has power!   

A simple voice communicator can offer beginning voice message forms. 
 
If a student is activating a single switch on a single message or sequenced message device, this is considered direct 
selection.   
 
Single Messages: messages that can be repeated  
 

• Sharing information from home or school 
• Greeting several people 
• Repetitive lines of a story for participation 
• Comments or requests for repetitive actions in an activity 

 
Message forms to be considered: 

» Sentence based messages 
» Phrase or sentence starters 

 
Sequenced Messages: messages that offer options for comments and retell of events or a conversational exchange. 
 

• Sequenced message devices allow for words, phrases or sentences to be recorded.  Each switch activation will 
present one message in the order it has been recorded.  This allows for repeated switch activations for continued 
interaction. 

• When programming a message sequence, consider the content that will facilitate errorless yet continued 
interactions/conversations. 

 
 
Consider this sequence of messages to convey a message about the day at school. 
 
Let me tell you about my day. 

Partner: Yes, tell me about your day. 
We read a book. 

Partner: What was it about? 
It was a book about animals. 

Partner: Oh, that sounds interesting. 
I liked the horse best. 

Partner: I bet you did like the horse. 
Then I wrote a story about my favorite animal. 

Partner: I’d like to see your story. 
Look in my backpack and you will see my story. 

Partner: Here it is.  You did a nice job on your story. 
Isn’t it a great story? 

Partner: I love it.  I’m glad you shared that with me. 
 

 
This little sequence of a conversation can easily lead to conversational exchanges and allows for seven switch 
activations.   
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