Getting to the CORE:
Implementing Core Vocabulary
to Support Students with
Complex Communication Needs

Session Objectives:
1. Learn how typical language development influences AAC implementation to
build communicative competence.
2. Gain an understanding of how to use core vocabulary to support learning.
3. Explore vocabulary resources to brainstorm lesson planning.

Tabi Jones-Wohleber, M.S., CCC-SLP
Communication AACtualized, LLC

P RESUME POTENTIAL

Presume Potential

Definition:
To presume competence / potential is to acknowledge that all individuals have the
ability to learn, to communicate, to participate in their own way. It means that we
provide opportunities by creating accessible & inclusive spaces

...WITH ACCESSIBLE AND INCLUSIVE COMMUNICATION & LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES.

To presume competence is to respect the value of human diversity.
Not presuming competence is to actively harm.
facebook.com/AustimWomensNetwork

P RESUME POTENTIAL

P RESUME POTENTIAL
“ABILITY POSITIVE” LANGUAGE

“ There is nothing in a caterpillar that tells you it’s going to be a butterfly.”
-Buckminster Fuller

●

Descriptive rather than presumptive
(“He seeks out books, and ___” vs. “He’s not a reader”)

●

Recognizes potential areas of growth rather than lack of skills
(“He hasn’t shown us that yet” vs. “He can’t do that”)

●

Recognizes it is the responsibility of educators to “think outside the box” to explore
what a child requires to gain skills
(“She is complex, and we are still figuring out how she learns” vs. “She is so low.”)

P RESUME POTENTIAL

P RESUME POTENTIAL

Project Listen: Cough Drop

P RESUME POTENTIAL
One last thought regarding presuming competence (potential)…
...to presume incompetence is to actively do damage.
Let’s all agree not to do harm to our fellow human beings.

Language Development
...IT IS PREDICTABLE, REGARDLESS OF EXPRESSIVE MODALITY

Language Development

Language Development

Language Development:
Language is acquired in a relatively predictable fashion, characterized by gradual
increases in...
●
●
●
●
●

communicative intents
use of symbolic communication
vocabulary repertoire
utterance length
use of grammatical forms and markers

Acquisition of language reflects a child’s environment, culture and dialect…it is
learned through MODELING in NATURAL CONTEXTS!

CHILD:

COMMUNICATION PARTNER:

●

Fringe: cup, mama, ball

You want cup, Mama is coming, You
love your ball.

●

Fringe + Core: up ball, here mama, get cup

Up, up it goes, Here I come, Where is
that cup?

●

Core (+ Fringe): no do it, I go up, I want big
one, you get my cup, doggie on chair

It is time to help, I will uppy you, That
is a big one, Oh no-bad doggie.

●

Core + Fringe with grammar markers: He
turned it off. My bike broke. Grams is
coming.

Thank you-that’s helpful. How did it
happen? You are going to have fun
with her.

Language Development

Language Development
Developmental Language Behaviors

Ten Little Presents

Babbling
●
●

Exploration of sounds
Feedback shapes random sounds into meaningful words.

Example:
Child: “mamamamama”
Adult: “Mama. I’m your mama. Mama loves you!”
AAC Users also engage in babbling:
● Babbling with AAC is also exploratory. It is often deliberate.
● Respond meaningfully...even it it seems random. Feedback helps kids
understand words have meaning and motivates them to use AAC purposefully.
● Babbling is NOT stimming.

Language Development

Language Development

Developmental Language Behaviors

Developmental Language Behaviors

Self-Talk

Repetition

●
●
●

Outward vocalization of words, phrases, thoughts or ideas
Observed in young children, especially 3 and under.
Gradually, kids internalize language and self-talk is less evident.

AAC users also engage in self-talk to:
● Gain ownership of their voice.
● Explore their device, and learn to navigate with increasing purpose.
● Improve their understanding of their world by generating and repeating
meaningful words or phrases.
● Self-talk is NOT stimming.

Provides auditory or other sensorial feedback.
May be an expression of humor / personality.
May reflect what a child is exposed to in his / her
environment.
● May elicit a reinforcing reaction from others.
AAC Users also engage in repetitive “verbal” behaviors:
●
●
●

●
●
●

(Self) Reinforcing way of learning new words, phrases, ideas.
Express emphasis of an utterance.
To show humor / express one’s personality.

Language Development

Language Development

“But it’s Disruptive”

“But it’s Disruptive”
Taking away a student’s voice is not an option.
Helping students learn to use their communication tools
● ...is a developmental process.
● ...takes time.
● ...may be disruptive, at times

Consider the function of the behavior, and the needs of the student in that moment. Is it
appropriate to…?:
●
●
●
●

Be responsive to the language the student is generating.
Respond to sensory needs.
Redirect to another activity, or structured interaction.
Give time and space away from the group to explore or “chat”...perhaps with a
peer or adult.

Be mindful--The iPad/device is the student’s VOICE.
Any action you take should be thoughtful and respectful!

AND ...it takes a village!

BUT...I have
something to say!
Where’s my
voice?

Language Development
Give language!

AAC Essentials
...WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

...without language, there is no way to learn language.

AAC Essentials
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC):
an umbrella term that encompasses the
communication methods and tools used to
supplement or replace speech or writing for
those with impairments in the production or
comprehension of spoken or written language.

AAC Essentials
Successful Communication is...
●

EFFECTIVE: message is understood and a
meaningful and appropriate response is provided.

●

EFFICIENT: an idea is expressed as quickly as
possible with the least amount of effort necessary.

●

SOCIALLY APPROPRIATE: modality that others are able to respond
to in a reciprocal and reasonable manner. (not to be confused with
socially “typical” communication). Expressing “I don’t want that”
using words, or symbols is socially appropriate. Crawling under the
table is not.

AAC Essentials
Communication Bill of Rights
National Joint Committee for the Communication Needs
of Persons With Severe Disabilities (NJC)

I have the right to:
Be communicated with (and responded to) in
a dignified manner, and to request, refuse,
socially engage, obtain information about the
world around me, seek assistance, and have
some control over the interactions and
activities in which I participate.

AAC Essentials
UnAided Communication

Eye-Gaze
(in response to the environment)

Facial Expressions
and Body Language

Gestures
Vocalizations and
Verbal Approximations

Sign Language

AAC Essentials

AAC Essentials
Aided Communication

Mobile Devices

C

B

Low-tech
Communication
Boards

Picture
Symbols

Pre-Symbolic Communication
●

Pre-symbolic communication is limited to the "here and now."

●

Examples: pointing and gesturing to respond to what one sees, hears or feels in the
immediate environment.

High-tech
Dedicated
Devices

Lite Tech devices

AAC Essentials

AAC Essentials

Symbolic Communication

Communication for a Variety of Purposes
Earliest Communicative Functions:

●

Communication that uses something (e.g. a word, sign, picture,
etc.) to represent a concept or meaning.

●

●

Symbolic language permits us to talk beyond the "here and
now" about things in another time or place.

●

●

Example: sounds symbolize meaning in our speech while letters
and words represent meaning in our writing, and in AAC we use
symbols you can hear, see or feel.

●

●

Requesting: Doggie! (reaching for toy
doggie)
Commenting: Doggie! (pointing at the
family doggie or a doggie in a movie)
Social Closeness: Doggie (child offers
you his/her toy doggie, inviting you to
play)
Refusal

Other Important Communicative
Functions:
●
●
●

Asking Questions
Responding (important for school)
Sharing information (first about
self, then about less salient
interests)

AAC Essentials
Communication is soooo much more than words!
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Prompting
Wait time
Behavior (good, bad and ugly)
Opportunities across contexts (structured, unstructured, social, vocational)
Communicative Competence (linguistic, social, operational, strategic)
Emotional Competence
Technology tools
Multi-modal communication
Communication as POWER
….and MORE!

Core Vocabulary
...IT IS THE LANGUAGE OF LIFE

Core Vocabulary

Core Vocabulary
Fringe Vocabulary

Core Vocabulary: The WHAT!
Core vocabulary is a small set of
simple words, in any language, that are
used frequently and across contexts
(Cross, Baker, Klotz & Badman, 1997).

Fringe Vocabulary is situation specific. The
importance of these vocabulary words
changes from context to context
and from person to person (e.g., evaporation,
museum, funny, etc.).

There are just a few hundred
core words.

There are many thousands of fringe words.

Core Vocabulary

Core Vocabulary

How do they work together?

Tiers of Academic Vocabulary:

They are not the same!
Nor are they mutually exclusive.
CORE defines FRINGE: FRINGE extends CORE
There are different vocabulary needs and combinations
for each individual
and their particular communication skills
and environments.

Core Vocabulary
Content-specific Vocabulary

Language of Instruction

Core Vocabulary

Tier 3: Infrequently used words specific to
content areas or domains.

economics, isotope,
asphalt, crepe

Words learned in context of
relevant topics; introduced
as the need arises

Tier 2: High frequency words used by
mature language users across a variety
of contexts.

environment,
sequence,
measure,
describe

Increasingly specific
descriptors, multi-meaning
words, important for
reading comprehension

Tier 1: The most commonly used words
across activities and contexts.

book, girl, happy, mad,
run, find, do, orange

Sight words, common nouns,
verbs, adjectives, early
reading words

So what words make up CORE Vocabulary?
Expanded & increasingly
specified throughout
school career.
Taught in earlier grades.
Expanded continually.
No explicit instruction- kids
start school with this
vocabulary

VERBS:
go, stop, put, dance,
help, eat, get, find
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*Based on Modified Fitzgerald Color-coding key

Another Color-Coding Scheme...
Goossens,’ Crain, and Elder
●
●
●
●
●

Pink: Verbs
Blue: Descriptors
Green: Prepositions
Yellow: Nouns
Orange: Questions, negation,
pronouns, interjections

Core it Out!

Examples of Core

Examples
Descriptive & Non-Directive
Language
Academic Content

Core it Out!

Core it Out!

Building toys (blocks, magnatiles, legos):

Reading Books and Magazines:

Put on more

Look at that.

It go up, up, up.

Get yellow / triangle / three

Put it there. Does it go?

My turn. You do it.

It comes/falls down.

Can I help?

Core it Out!

I like /don’t like that.

What is it / that?

Let me see.

Get another.

Look at that.

Not that.

Turn it. What’s next.

I want something different.

Core it Out!
Plant Biology:

Discussing what dinosaurs eat:
Animals eat for energy, strength and health.
Different animals need different foods.
Some animals eat plants. They are herbivores.
Some animals eat meat. They are carnivores.
Some animals eat both. They are omnivores.
Many people are omnivores.
What do you like to eat?

Leisure Activities

Let’s think of some animals that eat meat / plants.
Smaller animals were often prey for bigger dinosaurs.
Small rodents may have been eaten by small meat-eating
dinosaurs. Those dinosaurs were carnivores
Small dinosaurs could be eaten by medium-sized
meat-eating dinosaurs. Those dinosaurs were carnivores.
All dinosaurs that ate other animals were carnivores.

Roots are the part of the plant that are underground.
Roots get water and nutrients from the soil.
Roots send these up through the stem to feed and
water the plant.

Plants can’t grow without their roots.
Roots feed the plant and give it water so it can grow.
We may not see the roots, but they are an important
part the plant needs to live.

How do roots help plants?

Get food and water. It goes up through the plant.

Tell me about photosynthesis?

Gives green color. Makes food from the sun.

How does color help plants
reproduce?

Bees like colors. It makes the bees look and come.
Bees take pollen to more flowers.

Core it Out!

Core it Out!

Charlotte’s Web:
Fern lives on a farm. She loves animals.
Wilbur is the smallest pig, and not getting enough to eat.
Fern saves Wilbur by feeding him and taking care of him.
Fern gives Wilbur a place to sleep.

She feeds him milk from a bottle. She has to feed
him several times a day.
She plays with him and sings to him.
Fern visits him every day (almost) when he moves
to Mr. Zuckerman’s farm.

How do you know Fern loves Wilbur?

She saved him. She helped him eat and
drink. She gave him food, and milk.

Describe Wilbur’s relationship with
the other farm animals.

He is a friend. He asks questions
and wants to know about them.

Why does Mr. Zuckerman want to
take Wilbur to the fair?

He feels happy and proud. He
wants everyone to see his pig.

Core it Out!
Animal Habitats

Core Vocabulary Resources
Project Core
Center for Disability and Literacy Studies,
UNC Chapel Hill
http://www.project-core.com/
●

Universal Core Communication Systems
for Multiple Access Modalities

●

Teaching Supports and Implementation
Resources

●

Professional Development Modules

●

Research Supports and Publications

Future Flowers

Core it Out!
Community Helpers

Core Vocabulary Resources
WOW and POW

(http://www.assistiveware.com/wow-vs-paw-two-different-approaches-teaching-core-words-classroom)

Word-Of-the-Week:
Targeting key words used across
contexts for a variety of
communicative purposes. Ideally
identify 2 contrasting words of the
week to provide ample opportunities
for understanding the power of each
word. Use all day, all week.
Examples: MORE and FINISHED, STOP
and GO, PUT and GET

Per-Opportunity-Words:
Identify key words and phrases within
a communication opportunity or
activity. Include words and phrases for
a variety of pragmatic functions:
request, comment, ask questions,
describe, social interaction, continue or
terminate activity
Examples: I like, it is sticky, make it go,
help please, what is it, all done.

Core Vocabulary Resources

Core Vocabulary Resources

WOW: Word of the Week

POW: Per Opportunity (Activity) Words
Resources:

Resources:
● PrAACtical AAC links
○ Year of Core
●

ASF Communication Training Series
○ Core word Series

●

Core Word Classroom
○ Core Word of the Week Planner
○ Core Word of the Week Displays

●

AAC Language Lab
○ Clinical Lesson Plans

●

Teachers Pay Teachers
○ Speech Room News
○ AdaptEd
○ Susan Berkowitz

●

Core Word Classroom
○ 5-Minute Fillers
○ Core Word Classroom Planner

●

PrAACtical AAC

●

AAC Language Lab
○ Classroom Lesson Plans

Core Vocabulary Resources
WOW and POW
“More than wet toes”
Word of the Week is great for getting your toes wet in the pool of core
words. But your students need to learn how to swim in the pool of
language if they are to fully express themselves - they need more than
wet toes! Take the plunge - the water’s fine!
~ Jennifer Marden & Amanda Hartmann

Food for Thought

Food for Thought

●

Classroom CORE (Communication
Opportunities Readily
Engineered) Book
○ Blog Post
○ Video Overview
○ Templates

Comments / Questions

