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Session Norms
To ensure that we are able to maximize our short time together in an optimal learning environment, please:

• Silence phones, and step outside if you need to make or take a call.

• Eat, drink, and be merry — but please be mindful of your neighbors. 

• Stretch and move as needed.

• Be respectful in your communication as a speaker and a listener.  

• Ask for clarification or repetition of information as needed.

• Feel free to take pictures of slides. 

• Have an open mind, and enjoy the session! 



Financial and Non-Financial Disclosures
• I am currently a salaried employed of Alternatives for Children, a not-for-profit 4410 special education 

preschool organization located on Long Island, NY. I currently serve as the speech and language 

department supervisor. 

• I am a member of the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), and I am an ASHA-

certified speech-language pathologist. 

• I am nationally board-certified in the specialty area of Augmentative and Alternative Communication 

(ABS-AAC). I maintain state SLP licensure in New York and Hawai’i.

• I am also a member of RESNA, and I am a RESNA-certified Assistive Technology Professional (ATP).

• I am not affiliated with, nor do I receive any financial or non-financial compensation from any companies, 

products, social media accounts, or digital resources mentioned within this presentation. 



Our Plan for Today
• Reflective practices: Why? What? How?

• Exploration of self-reflection tools

• AAC access and implementation barriers

• Supports and solutions

• Final takeaways and questions
Image description: two black and white dogs looking up towards text on slide. 

Speech bubble above dogs with text, “They’re going to learn so much!” 



How Did We Get Here? 
The inspiration for today’s discussion came from repeatedly 

stepping into classrooms where students were expected to use 

their AAC tools/devices (which were often available due to the 

sustained efforts of trialing, assessments, and report writing)… 

…and finding devices in cubbies or other places in the classroom 

not conductive to student access.



First Stop: IDEA

• Often, our first go-to solution is to remind all team members that the 
IEP is a legal document! 

• We stress that the IEP requires that the student have access to their 

AAC device across all settings.

• While it important to reiterate educational law requirements, we need 

to consider ways to bridge the gap between inundating team members 

with reminders and sharing attainable actions items to fulfill the this 

legal (and ethical) mandate.



A Need For Change

As many of us may have experienced, doing the same thing 

(finding devices inaccessible, passionately exclaiming the student 

need to have access to their device) and expecting different results 

(maybe this time staff will heed my directives?) typically proves to 

be ineffective. 

Cue: mindset shift. 



Digging Deeper
• Shifting mindsets and/or practices can be uncomfortable for both the 

individual offering new/conflicting information and the individual integrating 

the information into their current beliefs and practices.

• We can ease discomfort by engaging in reflective practices, which have the 

potential to cultivate a sense of belonging and community. 

• “We’re in this together for our student” vs. “You need to change/do it this 

way”.



Let’s Reflect 
on Self-Reflection!



What Does it Mean to Self-Reflect? 
• Self-reflection is defined as the process of reviewing or analyzing past 

behaviors and thoughts, noticing strengths and successes, and identifying 

opportunities for change and growth.

• This process can be done internally (thoughts) or externally (writing, 

discussing).

• May be an individual experience, or can be a collaborative effort. 



Removing Emotions From the Equation

• The self-reflection process can remove the emotional component of 

addressing inadequacies by providing an objective assessment of 

current successes and barriers. 

• However… identifying opportunities for change can be overwhelming, 

uncomfortable, frustrating, embarrassing, or confusing! 

• Self-reflection tools can help to prioritize where adjustments are 

needed.



Why Should We Consider Self-Reflection to Support AAC Users?

• To identify overarching access barriers in the classroom — Why isn’t the 

AAC tool available? 

• To identify modeling and implementation barriers — Why aren’t we 

providing aided language input and AAC immersion? 

• To identify how we can more consistently incorporate AAC into daily 

routines— Why aren’t we encouraging the use of AAC across all 

classroom routines? 



AAC and Assistive Technology Self-Reflection Tools 

• Open AAC Communication Partner Profile (CPP): https://www.openaac.org/cpp.html

• Quality Indicators for Assistive Technology Services: https://qiat.org/

• Stepping into AAC by the Angelman Syndrome Foundation + PrAACtical AAC:                     
https://praacticalaac.org/stepping-into-aac-home/

• Stepping into AAC self-reflection course summary: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fKz5QblcZvw7
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https://qiat.org/
https://praacticalaac.org/stepping-into-aac-home/
https://praacticalaac.org/stepping-into-aac-home/
https://praacticalaac.org/stepping-into-aac-home/
https://praacticalaac.org/stepping-into-aac-home/
https://praacticalaac.org/stepping-into-aac-home/
https://praacticalaac.org/stepping-into-aac-home/
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Enter: AAC Support Needs Survey
• Developed via clinical experiences and review of currently available 

resources.

• Purpose is to provide an objective perspective on AAC access and 

implementation barriers in the school setting. 

• Can be used as an initial needs assessment, or as an ongoing progress 

monitoring tool.

• Can be completed individually or as a team.



AAC Support Needs Self-Reflection Checklist

What is preventing AAC access throughout the school day?

⬚ We forget to take the AAC system out of their backpack or cubby.

⬚ The device does not come back to school charged.

⬚ The device is damaged or malfunctioning.

⬚ The student does not bring their AAC device to other locations across the school building/campus. 

⬚ The student does not seem to know how or when to use their device yet.

⬚ The student does not seem interested in using their device to interact with others. 

⬚ The student uses other modes of communication more effectively in the classroom.

⬚ The student is stimming or babbling on their AAC system by repeating certain words/phrases or buttons. 

⬚ I am worried about the student damaging the device or injuring themselves/others.

⬚ I am worried about other students in the classroom using or damaging the student’s AAC system.

⬚ I am not yet confident in modeling on the AAC system.

⬚ I do not know how or when I should be using the AAC system.

⬚ I know how/when to use the device, but classroom management needs often take precedence.

⬚ Other: _________________________________________________________________



The Complexities of Barriers… and Potential Solutions
• While our jobs would be easier if we could simply identify a barrier, suggest a 

corresponding support solution, and hope for immediate change, humans are 

complex and our capacity to elicit (or prevent) change is often impacted by a myriad 

of factors.

• Self-reflective practices help us pair our knowledge of what is best for our students 

(e.g., current/best practices) with both compassion and understanding.

• Rather than seeking a “solution," which indicates that there is a problem (either with 

the classroom environment or the staff themselves), it may be helpful to address 

barriers with reflective questions such as, “How can we adjust our actions and/or 

environment to better support this student’s communication access?” 



Let’s Explore 
Potential Supports to Address 

AAC Access and 
Implementation Barriers!



Addressing Each AAC Access or Implementation Barrier 

• When we view support needs as “barriers," rather than “excuses” or 

“problems,” we build trust and show compassion towards our 

colleagues who are putting forth their best efforts for our students.

• For each barrier, there are many real-life reasons why the barrier 

exists. 

• Following each of the following barriers, we will explore possible (and, 

hopefully, easily attainable!) action items for supporting students.



Why might this happen? 

• Classroom staff forget amidst the school arrival chaos.

What are some potential support ideas?  

• Auditory or visual cue reminder, such as a timer, sticky 
note, or picture symbol.

• Assign a staff member to ensure the device is removed 
from the backpack daily.

• Incorporate student responsibility and independence into 
morning routines via a visual schedule/reminder. 

Barrier: 
AAC device or 

system remains in 
the backpack or 

cubby throughout 
the day. 



Screen captures are taken from Mrs. Reids Crewe -Teachers Pay Teachers 
store.



Why might this happen? 

• Staff may lack confidence in the student’s potential because the 

student is not yet proficient in using their device.

What are some potential support ideas?  

• Remind your team that the student does not automatically “master” 

their device upon receiving it (e.g., musical instrument analogy). 

• Both staff AND student need training – successful AAC implementation 

occurs as a result of a mutual learning experience.

• Model, model, model! The more a student sees how they can use their 

device, the more likely they are to engage with the device. 

Barrier: 
AAC device or 

system remains in 
the backpack or 

cubby throughout 
the day. 



Why might this happen? 

• Classroom staff often anticipate what the student needs, eliminating the 

perceived need for communication exchanges.

• The student has some spoken language, or another intermittently functional 

mode of communication that they sometimes use. 

What are some potential support ideas?  

• Provide examples of when the student might not have the spoken words or 

vocabulary for what they want to say. 

• Explain that the student requires both visual and auditory support to expand their 

language (“augmentative” component of AAC). 

• Encourage staff to expect language use for communication functions other than 

requesting. 

Barrier: 
AAC device or 

system remains in 
the backpack or 

cubby throughout 
the day. 



This infographic can be downloaded from the Life Skills 2 Learn Teachers Pay Teachers store.
Image description: Text stating “Let’s talk about communicative functions," with a grid of drawings representing different communication 

functions. 



Why might this happen? 

• The student is learning the location of a new vocabulary word by 

repeatedly practicing the motor pattern. 

• The student likes the way a certain icon looks or sounds when 

viewed/activated. 

What are some potential support ideas? 

• Encourage everyone supporting the student to let them explore! 

• Provide resources regarding communication development, noting that 

babbling process is critical for speech and language development, 

regardless of if the student uses their body voice or an AAC system. 

• Offer another tool to support auditory and visual sensory needs (e.g., 

printed favorite icons, recordable buttons in play areas, books or toys with 

auditory features). 

Barrier: 
Student “babbles” on 

their device and 
points to or activates 
buttons repeatedly; 

device is removed or 
ignored as a result. 



Visual and Auditory Options for Preferred Symbol 
Exploration

Image descriptions: A series of screen 

captures depicting mounted recordable 

buttons, shaky eggs, a rotating foam wall, 

and a silicone smartwatch band; all AAC 

tools contain picture icons. Images 

captured from @aacforall via Instagram.

Image description: Arm band with a communication board 

containing eight icons. Image from: 

https://www.sayitwithsymbols.com/wristband-communicator

https://www.sayitwithsymbols.com/wristband-communicator
https://www.sayitwithsymbols.com/wristband-communicator
https://www.sayitwithsymbols.com/wristband-communicator


Why might this happen? 

• The student is repeating a sequence of letters, numbers, words, 

scripted phrases, or gestalt (chunk of language). 

What are some potential support ideas? 

• Work with the student’s educational team and family to identify 

current gestalts and perceived meaning/functioning of the words and 

phrases. 

• Consider programming their communication system in a manner that 

allows access to current gestalts and plans for future language 

development. 

• For students exploring letters and/or spelling, provide access to 

letters via a printed keyboard, alphabet board, dry erase board, etc.

Barrier: 
Student “babbles” on 

their device and 
points to or activates 
buttons repeatedly;

device is removed or 
ignored as a result.



Alphabet and Alternative Pencil Options for Letter/Number 
Exploration



Why might this happen? 

• They are thinking about something other than the activity at hand, 

and are expressing what is on their mind.

• The student is not motivated by or interested in the current activity. 

What are some support ideas?  

• Acknowledge all communication attempts, regardless of perceived 

meaning or function. Attribute meaning when possible.

• Allow plenty of down time for babbling throughout the day, potentially 

scheduling the time into their day. 

• MOTIVATING ACTIVITIES = MOTIVATION TO COMMUNICATE!

Barrier: 
Student points to 
icons or activates 

buttons that do not 
appear relevant to 

the current situation.



Why might this happen? 

• Children are curious! Other students may touch or attempt to gain access 

to the student’s AAC system. 

What are some potential support ideas?  

• Offer other AAC options for other students, such as communication boards 

taped to tables, poster-sized communication boards, access to an AAC 

app on a classroom device, battery-operated tools, etc.

• Create a visual depicting alternative behaviors/options to present when 

other students seek out a student’s personal device.

• Develop a classroom culture which celebrates all the ways in which 

students communicate, sense their world, and move. Provide regular 

inclusive lessons and reminders, discussing the many different ways 

children and adults communicate. 

Barrier: 
The AAC tool is 
removed from 
the student, or 

continued access 
is denied. 



Image description: large picture icons 

placed on a wall. Image captured from 

saltillo.com

Image description: a large communication on the 

floor of a classroom. Image captured from 

saltillo.com

Shared AAC Tools in the Classroom

Image description: large foam 

puzzle pieces interconnected on the 

floor, each piece containing a picture 

icon. Image captured from @aacforall 

via Instagram.

http://saltillo.com
http://saltillo.com


Why might this happen? 

• The student is engaging in a behavior that could result in the AAC tool causing 

injury to themself or others. 

What are some solutions?  

• If temporarily removing/relocating a student’s AAC system due to safety 

concerns, show or tell the student how to access the device when needed. 

• Always provide other communication tool options. 

• Accept signs, gestures, eye gaze, or other modes of communication that do not 

required tools (unaided AAC). 

• Regularly connect with family members for updates on changes to unaided AAC 

(functions of gestures, body movements, etc.).  

• Consider creating a daily communication plan and/or a vocabulary inventory that 

describes how the student uses unaided AAC. 

Barrier: 
The AAC tool is 
removed from 
the student, or 

continued access 
is denied. 



Why might this happen? 

• Staff members have concerns with device safety and their ability to provide 

continual oversight on device use during a particular activity/location. 

• Some activities are messy or require the student to be in constant motion, and 

movement, dirt, water, art materials, etc. could cause the device to malfunction. 

What are some solutions?  

• Regularly review supervision needs across environments and activities.  

• Consider access to more durable AAC options such as a laminated 

communication board, picture book, recordable button, etc.

• Communication tools can be embedded into an activity, which may look like 

attaching pictures to water play tools, adhering visuals to the front/top of toy 

containers, or placing communication tools in sealable plastic bags. 

Barrier: 
The AAC tool is 
removed from 
the student, or 

continued access 
is denied. 



Why might this happen? 

• Mindset that the child “does not need it” in other locations or environments.

• The student may be effectively using various modes of communication across 

different communication partners, particularly if the child and communication 

partner have a well-established, trusting relationship.

• Team members are not confident in their operational or linguistic device skills. 

What are some solutions?  

• Facilitate ongoing staff trainings for team members to learn operational skills 

related to the student’s AAC system.

• Team members can borrow a loaner device to explore AAC tools outside of the 

students’s dedicated direct service time. 

• The student’s team can develop a daily communication plan, to be regularly 

updated with current language targets/activities.

Barrier: 
The AAC tool remains 

in the classroom 
throughout the day, 
even as the student 
transitions to other 

locations.



Why might this happen? 

• Software (app, program) is malfunctioning. 

• Hardware (case, accessories) is damaged.

• Student accidentally or intentionally changed the app or device settings. 

What are some solutions?  

• Ensure that everyone on the student’s team has tech support contact information. 

• If there is a software glitch, restart the device (turn power off/on).

• If broken equipment appears unsafe, do not allow the child to access the tool; 

provide alternative modes of communication. 

• Decide as a team if temporarily adjusting the device settings (e.g., removing edit 

button, using guided access, etc.) is appropriate in order to ensure the programmed 

settings are not accidentally adjusted. 

• If/when needed, create a fade plan for transitioning back to previous device settings. 

Barrier: 
The AAC tool

is  
malfunctioning, or 
the settings have 

been altered. 



Let’s Reflect Across 
Daily School Routines!



Reflecting on AAC Access Across the School Day

• Some activities allow for AAC tools be incorporated more naturally and frequently. 

• If the student’s team is already providing access and modeling across activities, 

hooray!

• If not, you have found your starting point — select an activity and develop an 

implementation plan.

• Self-reflection can assist in determining the current status of AAC access during daily 

routines, and can help to identify next steps. 



How Can We Embed AAC into Routines?
• A self-reflection checklist is one tool that can be utilized to plan for increasing 

access to AAC across daily activities in the educational setting. 

• The Open AAC Communication Partner Profile (CPP) offers a checklist of  AAC 

access and implementation skills for classroom staff to assess their 

competence.

• By using the CPP as a guide, teams can modify/develop checklists consisting of 

a task-analysis of school-based routines and activities; these checklists can be 

completed to identify when/where/how an AAC device can be incorporated 

into the task.



A Routine for Supporting Routines 
• Select a school routine or activity to target.

• All team members complete corresponding reflection worksheet.

• Team (ideally) or point person identifies access and implementation barriers.

• Develop implementation plan for specific activity. 

• Schedule regular meetings to review and adjust AAC implementation 

documents. 









You’ve Got This! 

As you reflect on self-reflection, prepare to start with an obtainable 

action item by exploring one of the resources or support ideas that 

stood out to you today.

Celebrate forward movement as you break down barriers towards 

AAC access throughout the school day! 



Thank you for your time and curiosity!

Please don’t hesitate to contact me at: 

melissa.friscia.slp@gmail.com
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