ENGAGE THEM:
Strategies to Spark Learning &
Communication

Engagement Overview

Engagement
1. emotional involvement or commitment
2. the state of being “in gear”

Active Engagement
For students to achieve active
engagement they should:
● be active participants in the learning process
● demonstrate their understanding in a variety of ways

Tabi Jones-Wohleber, CCC-SLP
Communication AACtualized, LLC
tabijoneswohleber@gmail.com
Twitter: @TabiWohleber

From Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary, May 2017

● be engaged in learning

http://bit.ly/EngageThemStrategies

Engagement Overview

Active Engagement
The characteristics and actions that typical students demonstrate in the classroom are
vastly different from those with severe and significant disabilities.
● Verbal Discourse
● Questioning
● Technological Expression
● Project Based Learning
● Collaborative Practice
● Writing

Engagement Overview

Active Engagement is...
Three different levels of engagement:
– Behavioral engagement is observable behavior such as time-on task, overt
attention, classroom participation, question asking, and choice of challenging
tasks
– Cognitive engagement refers to mental effort, such as meaningful processing,
strategy use, concentration, and metacognition
– Emotional engagement is specific to how positive their emotions, enthusiasm,
and interests are during learning.
Fredericks, J.A., Blumenfeld, P.C., & Paris, A. H. (2004). School Engagement: Potential of the Concept, State of the
Evidence. Review of Educational Research, pp. 74, 59-109.
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Engagement is an agent of change

Engagement is an agent of change

Engagement releases dopamine→
Good feelings emerge → more experiences for dopamine release are
sought→
Repetition of these positive experiences provides opportunities for
learning, skill development, and relationship building.
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Engagement is an agent of change
Learning emerges from social / emotional experiences...
...therefore, we must meet a child in this space, and respond to the child’s expression
of interest, or bids for engagement to:
●
●
●

Build relationships
Foster communication
Support learning

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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Understanding Motivation

Understanding Motivation

Motivation may be:

Motivation is the KEY to engagement across life’s activities:

●

Intrinsic: interest, satisfaction, social interaction

●

Extrinsic: praise, reward, money, fame

●

Inherent in readiness: comfort with routines or predictable structure that
provides understanding of expectations, and the ability to anticipate “what’s
next”
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●
●
●
●
●
●

Communication
Learning
Motor Access
Attention
Organization of time, space, tasks and responsibilities
Seeking of opportunities and experiences
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Emotional Engagement:
Positivity of emotion, enthusiasm or level of
interest during learning

Barriers to Emotional Engagement
Students with disabilities often have:
● A heightened sense of anxiety
● Low self-esteem
● Difficulty engaging with others
● Receptive and/or expressive language impairments
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Understanding Motivation
Lack of motivation results in reduced quality experiences:
●

Less learning

●

Dis-interest in communicating...use of communication devices becomes a
compliance task

●

Increased negative behaviors

●

Learned helplessness...dependent upon others to do for him.
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Behavioral Engagement:
Observable behavior such as time-on-task, overt attention,
classroom participation, question asking, and
choice or challenging task.

Which can result in:
● Challenging behaviors (that may be difficult to resolve due to poor
communication skills)
● Difficulty understanding expectations
● Decreased willingness to engage in activities with demands
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Barriers to Behavioral Engagement
Students with disabilities often have:
● Motor limitations
● Difficulty sustaining attention to task
● Difficulty completing multi-step tasks
● Significant sensory needs
● Receptive and/or expressive language impairments
Which can result in:
● Difficulty managing materials to show learning
● Distracted behavior
● Disruptive sensory seeking behavior
● Lack of willingness to participate
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Cognitive Engagement:
Mental effort such as meaningful processing, strategy use,
concentration and metacognition

Engagement Overview

Barriers to Cognitive Engagement
Students with disabilities often have:
● Limited life experiences due to medical conditions, limited
mobility, challenging behaviors
● Slow processing
● Receptive and/or expressive language impairments
Which can result in:
● Limited background knowledge
● Limited vocabulary
● Limited ability to ask questions to gain information about their
activities and environment
● Difficulty understanding new information
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Active Engagement Unwrapped

Grow Communication:
Provide Language

Emotional Engagement

Active Engagement Unwrapped

Consider Sensory
Needs

Grow Communication:
Provide Language

Behavioral Engagement
Cognitive Engagement

Support Autonomy:
Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success

Emotional Engagement

Consider Sensory
Needs

Behavioral Engagement
Presume
Competence

Grow Communication: Provide Language

Cognitive Engagement
Support Autonomy:
Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success

Presume
Competence

Grow Communication: Provide Language

Active Engagement is...
Think of all the ways kids engage in discourse and learning:

Grow Communication/
Provide Language
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Active Engagement

Engage Naturally and Meaningfully

Students with Complex Communication Needs, by contrast, have few
opportunities to engage in meaningful verbal discourse about their learning.

Teach AMPLY, before you “Test”

– Learning interactions are often limited to choice-making and
questioning.

●
●
●
●
●
●

– Questioning often takes the form of “testing.”

Introduce lesson sequence, vocabulary, concepts
Review background knowledge
Provide context
Explain
Expand
Review

Invite participation
with multi-modal
presentation,
manipulatives,
interactive tools,
etc.

THEN…
“Test” for understanding
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UnAided Communication

Aided Communication

Eye-Gaze
(in response to the environment)

Facial Expressions
and Body Language

C

B

Gestures
Vocalizations,
Verbal Approximations, or
Verbalizations

Sign Language

Picture
Symbols

Grow Communication: Provide Language

Language Development

Mobile Devices
Symbol OR Text-Based

Low-tech
Communication
Boards

Lite Tech devices

High-tech
Dedicated
Devices
Symbol OR Text-based

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!
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AAC: Augmentative and Alternative Communication
Per ASHA, AAC is defined as...

Romski & Sevcik. (2005). Augmentative Communication and Early Intervention: Myths
and Realities. Infants and Young Children. Vol.18, No. 3, pp, 174-185.

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.

Grow Communication: Provide Language

Dispelling misconceptions about AAC
and Early Childhood Intervention!

http://www.dynavoxtech.com/implementation-toolkit/learning-paths/list/?id=7

MYTH: AAC is a “last resort” Speech-language intervention
Research Review and Anecdotal Evidence shows AAC can play many roles in early
communication development:
●
●
●
●

Augment existing natural speech
Provide a primary output mode for communication
Provide and input and output mode for language and communication
Serve as a language intervention strategy

Bottom Line:
AAC can support language development when communication skills are limited.
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MYTH: AAC will prevent an individual from speaking

Research Review and Anecdotal Evidence shows that when paired with AAC, speech
production in individuals with some speech:
●
●
●

increases most of the time
remains unchanged some of the time
does not decrease.

Bottom Line:
AAC enhances an individual’s ability to communicate effectively and independently.

MYTH: Children have to be a certain age to benefit
from AAC.
Research Review and Anecdotal Evidence clearly demonstrate benefit for implementing
AAC for young children with a variety of severe disabilities.
● AAC does not impede speech development and can even foster it.
● As a language intervention strategy, AAC can support language development
during a crucial period.
● AAC can provide an alternative communicative means to prevent acting-out
behaviors
Bottom Line:
AAC is an appropriate consideration to support language and communication
development.

Grow Communication: Provide Language

Give language!

Grow Communication: Provide Language

Bottom Line:
A child (with limited communication skills) is never too (anything) for
AAC!...
... too young, too low, too much speech
Maximize the unaided and aided communication tools in your toolbox to support
communication skills and language development

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Emotional Engagement

Project Listen:
Cough Drop

Grow Communication / Provide Language:
Support Emotional Engagement
● Provide language for the scope of an emotional experience
● Model positive, controlled problem-solving and respectful interactions
When we assume a child WANTS to be interested, we provide the modeling,
communication opportunities and language the child requires:
● Engage authentically
● Model positive and respectful interactions
● Foster social relationships
● Support Emotional Competence:

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

○
○
○

Identify the emotion
Tell why or how
Reflect and review on the experience

Model positive and respectful interactions
●

Speak with an appropriate tone and volume

●

Validate disruptive interactions, then redirect or address

●

Get eye-level when speaking to a small child

●

Offer choices to help a child understand options and
expectations

●

Avoid power struggles

●

Respond to student cues
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Foster Social Relationships

Give Language: to students and adults

Literature Review:

●

Establish peer buddies

●

Teach partner-focused questions: this builds perceived social competence by
both familiar and unfamiliar communication partners.

●

Practice greeting friends while passing out materials: learn names, greet
appropriately, participate in reciprocal exchanges.

What happens to our brain chemistry when dealing with student behavior
Our physical reactions …
The language we use…
We need tools to model effective use of language when supporting students who
demonstrate acting-out behaviors...
●
●
●
●

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Emotional Engagement

Literature Review:

How Language Skills impact Emotional
Competence and Implications for use of AAC

To teach the student how to respond better
To shape our own reactions to students
To provide consistent feedback from all staff working with a student
To help the student understand that behavior is within his/her control
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Identify Emotions

How Language Skills impact Emotional
Competence and Implications for use of AAC
Emotional Competence refers to the emotion-related abilities an individual needs to cope
with a changing environment.
●
●
●
●

Developing emotional competence is key for promoting readiness for learning.
Expressive vocabulary skills in young children can be predictive of
self-regulation skills.
In a study of children 7-9 y.o. a close relationship emerged between language
competence and emotional competence.
Providing emotion symbols is not likely to enable a child to learn to identify /
label emotions unless modeling becomes a key component of interventions.

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Emotional Engagement

Flexible Problem-Solving Scripts

Steps for Supporting Communication about Emotions:
●
●
●
●

Provide and Model Labels for a Variety of Emotions
Validate and Discuss Emotions
Communicate about Appropriate Responses to Emotions
Put it Together

Ji Young Na, Krista Wilkinson, Meredith Karny, Sarah Blackstone & Cynthia Stifter
A Synthesis of Relevant Literature on the Development of Emotional Competence: Implications for Design of AAC
Systems. American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, August 2016, Vol.25, 441-452.
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Socially Appropriate Communication

Autism Adventures: www.autismadventures.com
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Calming Box

Calming Book

Grow Communication / Provide Language:
Support Behavioral Engagement:
● Empower with the POWER of communication
● Provide and model the language needed to initiate, control and terminate an
interaction
● Provide and model the language needed to participate in the activity.
When we assume a child WANTS to participate, we provide the language /
communication opportunities and tools needed to participate:
● Teach the POWER of communication to control one’s environment.
● Use receptive cues to foster appropriate participation
● Provide context specific communication tools
● Use familiar core boards
● Provide and model robust communication
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Communication as POWER

Why is the POWER of Communication
soooo important?

As human beings we have a reason to exist.
Communication gives us the definition to exist,
but more importantly it gives us the POWER to exist.

The flip side of being
emPOWERed by
Communication...

Dr. Li Rong Lilly Cheng,
Professor in the school of Speech, Language & Hearing Science at San Diego State University
http://blog.asha.org/dr-li-rong-lilly-cheng-on-human-communication-as-a-human-right-transcript/
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All Behavior is Communication

All Behavior is Communication

All Behavior is Communication

...learned
helplessness,
acting out
behaviors, and
prompt
dependence.

Reaching = I want / I’m curious about that

Reaching = I want / I’m curious about that

Reaching = I want / I’m curious about that

Moving away / Throwing = I don’t want / I’m finished

Moving away / Throwing = I don’t want / I’m finished

Moving away / Throwing = I don’t want / I’m finished

Leaning in = Tell me more / I like this

Leaning in = Tell me more / I like this

Leaning in = Tell me more / I like this

Looking away= I’m not interested / I don’t care

Looking away= I’m not interested / I don’t care

Looking away= I’m not interested / I don’t care

Sharing a favored item = I like you / I want to be friends / I care about you

Sharing a favored item = I like you / I want to be friends / I care about you

Sharing a favored item = I like you / I want to be friends / I care about you

Vocalizing loudly / Pushing over furniture = I need your attention / I’m not coping well

Vocalizing loudly / Pushing over furniture = I need your attention / I’m not coping well

Vocalizing loudly / Pushing over furniture = I need your attention / I’m not coping well

Leaving environment / Covering heard = Too much (noise, people, activity)

Leaving environment / Covering head = Too much (noise, people, activity)

Leaving environment / Covering head = Too much (noise, people, activity)
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All Behavior is Communication
●

Compliance is NOT the same thing as communication.

●

Non-compliance may be a way to control an interaction.

●

Statements such as “He’s lazy”, “She doesn’t know”, or “He is ignoring
you” does not recognize the purpose of the behavior and does not
provide the necessary support to shape an alternative behavior.
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All Behavior is Communication
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Support Receptive Skills: Define Expectations

Support Receptive Skills: Provide “timely” feedback

Support Receptive & Expressive Skills:
Sign Language
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Support Receptive & Expressive Skills:
Context Specific communication tools

Support Receptive & Expressive Skills:
Context Specific communication tools

Support Receptive & Expressive Skills:
Familiar Core Boards

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Behavioral Engagement

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Behavioral Engagement

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Behavioral Engagement

AAC Tools for Early Childhood: Low-Tech
●
●
●

●
●

PECS
Choice-Making
Simple communication devices used to
○ Participate in routine and engaging
classroom activities
○ Socially interact
Snack Placemats
Core Communication Boards

Modeling is the key!!

AAC Tools for Early Childhood: Visual Scene Display
Engagement and Joint Attention are
fundamental
● Initiating and maintaining social
interactions
● Sharing information and expressing
needs and wants
● Using new words and concepts
including colors, numbers, and letter
sounds
● Combining words and concepts to
express more complex ideas

AAC Tools for Early Childhood: PODD
Characteristics of PODD:
● Patterns continue and build across
increasing levels of language and
access methods
● Designed to be used with
high-tech and low-tech
● Meant to be used with Natural
Aided Language tools

Modeling is the key!!

Modeling is the key!!
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AAC Tools for Early Childhood: PODD

AAC Tools for Early Childhood:

AAC Tools for Early Childhood:

Requires Smart-Partner Operating system.
Human Partners can:
● Use contextual cues (I, me, my, mine)
● Provide extra processing time before
changing levels
● Focus on personal interaction vs.
technology
● Interpret approximations and
non-verbal cues
● Far more opportunities for meaningful
modeling throughout the day.

Language Acquisition through Motor Planning (LAMP)
LAMP: Words for Life:
● A therapeutic approach based on
neurological and motor learning
principles.
●

The goal is independent
spontaneously expression in any
setting.

●

Creates automaticity!
Modeling is the key!!
Modeling is the key!!

Modeling is the key!!

Go to 2:00
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Anatomy of an Interaction
●

Initiation
Non-verbal: eye-contact, wave, lean-in, vocalization
Verbalization: Hi, Hey, I have something to say

●
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Grow Communication / Provide Language:

Communicate for a Variety of Purposes

Support Cognitive Engagement:
● Provide and model robust language.
● Modeled language supports receptive and expressive language

Earliest Communicative Functions:

Turn-taking / sustaining interaction
My turn, I like it, More, Get it, I do, You do, Need help

●

Change Topic

●

Terminate Interaction / Closure

Look, at that. Do that. Need that. See that.
(Name of a person, place, or new activity).

Bye. Finished. I’m tired. I need a break..

Language Acquisition through Motor Planning (LAMP)
Speak for Yourself:
● Another app that capitalizes on
motor planning for access.
● Vocabulary can be hidden
● All vocabulary can be accessed in
1-2 hits.
● Buttons are quite small.

When we assume a child WANTS to learn, we provide the language, modeling, &
opportunities to express ideas related to a variety of communicative purposes:
● Model communication for a variety of purposes
● Model KEY concepts with visual language tools (ex: Classroom CORE Book)
● Expand Vocabulary
● Ask purposeful questions: What did you like? How did you do it?
● Maximize social engagement and language opportunities within routines.

●
●

●

●

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)
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Model Language

Model Language

Tips for Teaching Language with Modeling

Teach students with aided language tools how to:

Children with complex communication needs learn language
in much the same way typically developing children learn
language…
...through natural interactions in a language
immersion environment!

●

Combine words to create meaning

●

Fix mistakes

●

Say it a different way

●

Repetition, repetition, repetition

●

Know the vocabulary on your student’s device/communication display. Provide
opportunities to respond using that vocabulary.

●

Be flexible with the words you use. Core may not include the exact words that
are part of your personal lexicon. (My turn = My turn, I go, I do it, I play, etc)
Don’t get hung up on grammar.
Core lends itself to teaching concepts (descriptive), rather than labeling
(referential).

●

Communicate for a variety of purposes

●

●

Engage in natural learning and social interactions.

●

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Cognitive Engagement
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Classroom CORE Book:
Communication Opportunities Readily Engineered

Classroom CORE Book:
Communication Opportunities Readily Engineered

Classroom CORE Book:
Communication Opportunities Readily Engineered

The CORE Book evolved as a versatile tool for teachers to quickly, consistently and
tangibly identify the core vocabulary being targeted in a lesson, and manipulate it to
address the needs of diverse learners.

*Classroom CORE Book is a teaching tool. It is not intended to replace
communication devices.

Teaching Purposes include:
-bringing focus to language used during a lesson/activity.
-informing classroom staff of vocabulary to be used during a
lesson/activity

*Classroom CORE Book is a teaching tool. It is not intended to replace
communication devices.

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Cognitive Engagement

Classroom CORE Book:

What’s the Weather
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Pre-Implementation Data

Early Outcomes

We asked our teachers:

After using the CORE Book, we asked our teachers:

How often are your students engaged in learning
(based on specified criteria)?
less than 25% of the time
between 26-50% of the time
between 51-75% of the time
76-100% of the time

1
1
4
3

11.1%
11.1%
44.4%
33.3%

Have you observed an increase in student engagement
(visual attentiveness, making choices, gestures, active
participation, demonstrating understanding, facial
expressions) through the use of Language boards
(pics/symbols,templates,vocabulary)?

Yes
No
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Classroom Core Boards

Ask Purposeful Questions:
What did you like? How did you do it? What else do you know about that?
●

Prompts a deeper level of thinking...kids surprise us with their responses

●

If student does not or is not able to respond, it is easy to model an appropriate
response from our own experience.

92.3%
7.7%
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Expand 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.

fortunate,
industrious,
measure,
benevolent

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, Sight words, common nouns,
run, find, do, orange verbs, adjectives, early
reading words

Grow Communication: Provide Language→ Cognitive Engagement

Expand Vocabulary
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Maximize routine communication opportunities

Maximize routine communication opportunities
Social:
●

Expanded & increasingly specified
throughout
school career.

Content-specific Vocabulary

Language of Instruction

COMMUNICATION

LEARNING

Emphasized in earlier grades.
Expanded continually.

Greeting routines in classroom

●

Greeting exchanges during transitions to other classes / related
services

●

When child passes out materials, greet friends by name & engage in
reciprocal interaction.

Sabotaged Activities:
Core Vocabulary

No explicit instruction- kids start
school with this vocabulary

ROUTINES

●

Snack: requesting, commenting, social interaction, basic math skills

●

“Maker” activities: requesting, commenting, social interaction, basic
concept knowledge

Support Autonomy → Cognitive Engagement

Support Autonomy: Establish Expectations and Scaffold Success

Active Engagement Unwrapped

The Goal of Autonomy

Grow Communication:
Provide Language

Emotional Engagement

Consider Sensory
Needs

Behavioral Engagement
Cognitive Engagement
Support Autonomy:
Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success

Support Autonomy:
Establish Expectations and
Scaffold Success

Self- Actualization: the realization or
fulfillment of one's talents and potentialities,
especially considered as a drive or need
present in everyone.

Presume
Competence

Support Autonomy: Establish Expectations and Scaffold Success

Support Autonomy: Establish Expectations and Scaffold Success

Executive Function defined...

Anxiety Triggers for students with ASD
(and other disabilities)

...The executive functions are a set of processes that all have
to do with managing oneself and one's resources in order to
achieve a goal. It is an umbrella term for the
neurologically-based skills involving mental control and
self-regulation.
www.ldonline.org

Self-Determination: the process by
which a person controls their own life.

●
●
●
●
●
●

Unstructured time
Academic demands / Unclear expectations
Sensory issues
Social situations
Changes in routines or expectations of an activity
Developmental stage

Support Autonomy: Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success
Support Emotional Engagement
● Provide predictability
● Give an “out”
When we assume a child WANTS to be interested, we honor the child’s need for stable
and predictable interactions, so more cognitive energy is available for learning:
● Establish routines
● Incorporate “novel differences” to pique interest and avoid boredom
● Provide controlled choices to give a child power in the interaction

Consider Sensory Needs:
● Consider the child’s interest(s)
● Follow the child’s lead
● Avoid language of compliance. flect the child’s behavior

Support Autonomy → Emotional Engagement
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Routines

Benefits of Routines

Create a foundation for participating or interacting with
automaticity based on expectation.
This creates an organized and predictable experience. An
experience which is conducive to learning and understanding.

Support Autonomy → Emotional Engagement

Routines
Clear Expectations, Predictability and Automaticity work together
to facilitate a student’s success.

●

Establish how time will be used

●

Identify how people and items with move within and across spaces

●

Cues (Verbal, Visual) are embedded (Time for dinner)

●

Expectations are clear and predictable

●

Develop Automaticity

●

Grow Independence. Tasks become easier when part of a routine because

STRESS

CONFIDENCE

many opportunities for practice are provided.
Routines are imperative to maximize the amount of brainpower students have
available for learning.

Support Autonomy → Emotional Engagement

Routines
Routines with novel differences support engagement by varying the content
in a predictable and “safe” context.
●
●

●

Literacy lessons follow the same sequence each week, though the
story changes.
Animal center changes monthly (farm, jungle, water, dinosaurs),
but the types of materials are the same (small / large animals,
habitat structures, maps, books).

Routines are imperative to maximize the amount of brainpower students have
available for learning.

Support Autonomy → Emotional Engagement
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Offer Controlled Choices

Give an out!

Choices offered are valid and neutral to provide an individual greater control
over a situation. They are not reward, threat, punishment or ultimatum.

Support Behavioral Engagement:
● Provide tools to teach management of time and tasks
● Incorporate predictable structure to cue changes in routines
When we assume a child WANTS to participate, we provide tools to help shape
predictable interactions:
● Visual schedules (between activity schedules)
● Transitions schedules
● Task Analysis Checklists (within activity schedules)

Provide open-ended choices such as “something different” or “more choices”

●

Offer a compatible alternative if few choices are available.

●

“Do you want to count your cubes at the table or on the floor?”

●

Teach socially acceptable refusal … “no thanks”

●

“I know you don’t like to paint; you can use crayons or use playdoh
instead.”

●

Encourage with a neutral tone:

●

“Would you like to choose a letter to trace, or do you want me to
choose it.”

Changing the words to familiar songs to fit instructional activities
or transitions.

Support Autonomy: Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success

●

○

Notice and label non-verbal refusal behaviors.
“I see you still in your chair, though the class is ready for music.”

○

Attempt to explain child’s behavior to him. Invite him to confirm or deny.
“Is it because music class is loud?”

○

Continue to engage to resolve.
“Maybe we can...ask if it will be loud today / let you sit in the back / wear
headphones / join a different class going to library / help in the front office”

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Implementing Visual Tools

Most Everyone uses some type of Visual Support

What purpose do they really serve
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●

Planner

●

Calendar

●

Reminders / Alerts

●

Post-It Notes

●

To-Do List

●

Grocery List

●

Routines with Objects (putting
keys, wallet, phone) in the
same place so you can find
them.

●

Files & Folders

●

Color-Coding

●

Mail Sorting System

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement

Visual Supports all Around Us

What the research says:

What the Research Says:

Researchers have determined that visual supports help create independence and are
beneficial when mainstreaming a child with special needs, specifically autism (Rao and
Gagie, 2006).

Individuals with ASD have greater difficulties coping with unstructured time than
neurotypical people and benefit from increased structure in their lives
(Van Bourgondien et al. (2003)

These authors indicated that visual supports help by:
● Allowing students to focus
● Making abstract concepts more visually concrete
● Allowing students to express their thoughts
● Bringing routine, structure, and sequence
● Reducing anxiety
● Serving as a tool to assist with transitions.
http://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2012/01/12/5-visual-support-tools-for-the-special-education-classroom/
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Why Do We Use Visual Tools
It is well documented that students with autism process visual information
better than auditory information (Quill, 1995, 2000)
Duh, right!

Goal of these Tools:
●

Create independence

●

Teach time management

●

Facilitate flexibility

●

Provide structure

●

Establish expectations

●

Inform the student of the activities of the day

●

Decrease downtime

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Visual Schedules in Action

Visual Schedules in Action
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Visual Schedules in Action

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement

Transition Schedules
●

Facilitate independence in the classroom and throughout the school

●

Decrease negative behaviors between transitions

●

Establish a concrete representation of the activities of the day

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Transition Schedule in Action:

How to do it! What to Consider.

Transition cards provide a tactile/
Physical support when moving between
Areas in the classroom as well as
Throughout the school.

Logistics:

Get this---Studies have indicated that up to 25% of a school day may be spent engaged in
transition activities, such as moving from classroom to classroom, coming in from the
playground, going to the cafeteria, putting personal items in designated locations like
lockers or cubbies, and gathering needed materials to start working (Sainato, Strain,
Lefebvre, & Rapp, 1987).

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement

What we know:

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement

●

Consider what kind of symbols you will be using, especially if school-wide. Color,
B&W, words, picture symbols, photos?

●

Transition areas: Carpet squares? Velcro? Baskets?

●

Students carry their symbols from place to place. Different than an iPad, because
it’s ok if symbol gets thrown, dropped, mouthed, crumpled, etc.

●

Retrieval: Put initials on back of symbols so they can be returned. Assign as a daily
job for a student or SEIA.

Task Schedules
If you’ve repeated instructions
so many times it feels like it’s
Groundhog Day...your student
may need a visual schedule or a
task analysis checklist.

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Task Analysis in Action: Hide / Reveal

Task Analysis in Action:

Humans are visual creatures and children with disabilities often rely primarily on visual
cues to gather information. “A major function of communication is to give information. In
the typical school or home environment:
●
●

a majority of the information is given verbally.
it is frequently assumed that the student already knows or remembers specific
information.
Linda Hodgen (1995)

*Designed by Kelly MacDuff, SLP
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FINISHED Position

Visual Supports are a Metaphor for Processes
of Engagement

●

Expressing “finished” is an important concept for:
○
○
○
○

●

Facilitating motivation
Maintaining attention to task
Teaching independence
Shaping Time Management skills

A “finished” position can be:
○
○
○
○
○

Envelope, pouch or pocket
Basket, bucket or tub
Storage location
Gum or mint container
Moving an item such as a bead or block from a left position/container to a right
position/container

ust
Not j

!

a cue

Support Autonomy: Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success
Support Cognitive Engagement:
● Provide predictability
● Give an “out” or alternative for difficult tasks
● Attend to the child’s interests / motivators

When we assume a child WANTS to learn, we honor the child’s need for stable,
predictable, and interesting interactions, so cognitive energy is activated for learning:
● Intersperse easy and difficult tasks
● Provide an appropriate level
● Construct Meaning
of prompting
● Employ beneficial teaching strategies
● Incorporate multi-media learning opportunities
● Incorporate the child’s interests intrinsically: topics, characters, activities
(always give something to look forward to within the learning activity)

Support Autonomy → Cognitive Engagement

Intersperse easy and difficult tasks
●

Balance challenge and confidence

●

Provide flexibility: exchange tasks, flexible timelines, work with a friend

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Beneficial Teaching Strategies

Construct Meaning
Before the Lesson / Activity
●

Set the Purpose

●

Access Background
Knowledge

Provide students the capacity to take ownership
of their learning:
During the Lesson / Activity:

●

Repetition

●

Chunk Information

●

Ample wait time / processing time

●

Provide relevant feedback, not just praise

●

Using an appropriate prompting hierarchy

●

Use high interest materials and activities

●

Model

●

Make Connections

●

Prime

●

Provide Repetition

●

Pre-Teach

After the Lesson / Activity
●

Review

●

Summarize

●

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Multi-media Learning Experiences

Multi-media Learning with Tech

Craft materials

Re-state or make new
connections

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement

Multi-media Learning with Tech

Wildlife Cameras

Augmented Reality
with Google Cardboard

Reading Pen

Live Scribe Pen

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Attend to Child Interests

Attend to Child Interests

Attend to Child Interests

“Show Spiderman what happens next!”
“Spiderman wants to know your favorite part.”

Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement
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Support Autonomy → Behavioral Engagement

Appropriate Prompting

Appropriate Prompting

Appropriate Prompting

Types of prompting:

Using a Prompting Hierarchy:

●

Pause-expectant opening/ look

●

Verbal/Auditory-spoken by communication partner or device, or cued by
sound from communication partner

●

Visual-point, gesture, model

●

Physical-light touch, partial physical, full physical

●

Most-to-least for a new skill, device, vocabulary or content.

●

Least-to-most for an emerging skill that is inconsistent.

Prompt Hierarchy:
What it is not:
●

A prompting hierarchy is not meant to be used in a way
that produces prompt dependency in students.

●

Prompts are also not used to fill in quiet space while a
student is processing/responding.

*each type of prompt can reflect maximal, moderate, minimal or independent
support

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations: What the Research Says

Active Engagement Unwrapped

Grow Communication:
Provide Language

Emotional Engagement

Consider Sensory
Needs

Sensory Considerations

In a systematic review of the literature reviewing the effectiveness of
sensory integration approach May-Benson & Koomar (2010) noted positive
outcomes for short to moderate durations when compared to no-treatment,
in areas such as motor planning; socialization, attention, and behavioral
regulation; reading-related skills; participation in active play; and
achievement of individualized goals.

Behavioral Engagement
Cognitive Engagement
Support Autonomy:
Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success

Jane Ayres (OT) seminal work (1979) with sensory integration theory
emphasizes the impact of sensory experiences and environmental
inputs on the ability of one’s body to function effectively within the
environment to demonstrate learning as well as regulate emotions
and behavior.

Presume
Competence

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Consider Sensory Needs as well as
Optimal Sensory Channels for Learning

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Sensory input can:
●

Enliven, or

●

Calm

By...engaging a person’s nervous
system with input that allows the
individual to stay focused and
organized.
**Sensory needs are driven by physiology, NOT behavioral compliance

Sensory channels can include:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Visual
Audiory
Tactile
Kinestetic
Proprioceptive
Vestibular
**Sensory needs are driven by physiology, NOT behavioral compliance

Visual Input:
● Graphics
● Pleasing visual arrangements
● Color for interest
● Color-coding
● Motivating icons
● Interesting visual elements such as reflective tape or other textures with
various visual characteristics

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations
Auditory Input:
● Auditory cues (paired with other sensory information)
● Transition chants, rings, or claps
● Rattles or clinks to indicate progress /achievement

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Tactile Items: using real objects or incorporating texture
● Real Objects
● Various textures to differentiate or extend
information
● Fidgets (...are NOT rewards)

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Sensory Considerations

Proprioceptive Input: awareness of one’s body and body parts
in space which can be achieved through pressure upon and
movement of joints and muscles.
● Use Heavy Duty Velcro®
● Crumple paper to indicate task completion
● Incorporate a “finished” position with resistance
(push through a scored slot, open container to put in,
open snap or other fastener)

Vestibular Movement: related to movement and balance
● Wiggle seats
● Balance boards
● Running
● Sliding
● Sensory opportunities such as swinging or spinning to
prepare the student for learning

Kinesthetic Activities: coordinating one’s body to perform tasks
(aka: DOING!)
● Movement as a part of routines such as getting out of
seat to sharpen pencil, pass out papers, or turn in
work.
● Working across a space that cannot be accessed from
a sitting position

Consider Sensory Needs
Support Emotional Engagement:
● Identify sensory inputs and environmental structures the child requires to be
available for learning.
● Provide tools to motivate the child to persist with difficult tasks.
When we assume a child WANTS to be interested, we provide tools and an environment
that motivate learning and learning behaviors:
● First/Then board
● Token Economy Board
● Decreased clutter of surfaces and classroom areas
● Label and organized spaces for tools and materials, as well as guiding
movement throughout the classroom.

Sensory Considerations→ Emotional Engagement
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Sensory Considerations→ Emotional Engagement

First / Then Board

First/Then Board

Token Economy

A First - Then Board displays a less-preferred activity, the "first",
followed by a preferred activity, the "then".
This intervention is designed to increase motivation
to complete a less desired task, with reinforcement.
http://www.autisminternetmodules.org/

"One of the most important technologies of behaviour modifiers and applied behaviour
analysts over the last 40 years has been the token economy"

- Matson & Boisjoli (2009, p. 240)
http://www.educateautism.com/token-economy.html

Sensory Considerations→ Emotional Engagement
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How to do it!

How to do it!
(Miltenberger, 2008).

Sensory Considerations→ Emotional Engagement

Token / Reward System in Action

Ensure motivators are meaningful in that moment!

http://www.educateautism.com/token-economy.html
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Token / Reward System in Action

Token / Reward System in Action

Token / Reward System in Action
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Space Matters

Space Matters

Space Matters
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Shaping the Space... in Action

Shaping the Space... in Action

Tasks to
Complete

Sensory Considerations→ Emotional Engagement

Shaping the Space... in Action

Finished
Tasks

Start and Finished: What a Concept!

Sensory Considerations→ Emotional Engagement

Shaping the Space... in Action
Private Office

Carpet Squares

Consider Sensory Needs
Support Behavioral Engagement:
● Identify sensory inputs and environmental structures the child requires to be an
active participant.
● Provide tools to motivate the child to persist with difficult tasks.

Sensory Considerations→ Behavioral Engagement

Access, Manipulate & Interact with Materials
●

●
Tape on Carpet

Sensory Considerations→ Behavioral Engagement

HIgh Contrast background

When we assume a child WANTS to participate, we provide accommodations and
modifications to maximize access to learning materials:
● Black / high contrast background
● Upright presentation of information
● Use alternative point to show learning: focus finder, flashlight, etc.
● Decrease environmental distractions: low lighting /headphones to reduce noise
● Incorporate movement or sensory breaks
● Provide access to fidgets (note: in this context fidgets are not a reward)

●
●
●

Mode of physically accessing
instructional materials, visual
supports & communication tools
Logistics of ambulation or
wheelchair use on portability
Fine motor skills
Vision skills
Types of cues or feedback needed

Sensory Considerations→ Behavioral Engagement
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Upright Presentation of Information

Alternative Point

●
●
●
●

Maintenance strategies
Interfering behaviors such as mouthing
or throwing items
Durability commensurate with
individual characteristics and needs
Sensory needs that influence attention,
self-regulation and learning.

Flashlight

Focus Finder

Play-Things
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Decrease Environmental Distractions

Incorporate Movement & Sensory Breaks

Visually

Auditorily

Sensory Considerations→ Behavioral Engagement

Brain Break Activity

Sensory Considerations→ Cognitive Engagement

Consider Sensory Needs
Support Cognitive Engagement:
● Identify sensory inputs and environmental structures the child requires to be
available for learning.
● Provide tools to motivate the child to persist with difficult tasks.
When we assume a child WANTS to be interested, we provide tools and an environment
that motivate learning and learning behaviors:
● Teach content with high-interest activities
● Incorporate music
● Provide manipulatives
● Incorporate movement within learning activities

Not

Sensory Considerations→ Cognitive Engagement

High Interest Content
Science Experiments
● Predict
● Follow Instructions
● Work Together
● Observe
● Describe
● Tell outcome

Provide Access to Fidgets

Embedded in Routines

are!!
Please Sh

High Interest Activities
Mystery Boxes
● Guess
● Get clues
● Engage Senses
● Ask Questions
● Describe
● Label
● Identify feature, function, etc

Sensory Considerations→ Cognitive Engagement
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HIgh Interest Activities

High Interest Content and Activities

Music

Scavenger Hunt
● Get clues
● Problem-Solve
● Apply Learning
● Make Predictions
● Revise Predictions
● Explain Rationale
● Identify feature, function, etc
● Engage in Teamwork

Literacy Bags
● Book Walk
● Predict
● Read
● Retell
● Share something learned
● Participate with manipulatives
● Participate in extension activities

Research has shown that music can:
●

reduce anxiety

●

improve sleep quality

●

improve mood

●

improve mental alertness

●

improve memory

ad
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Music: Teaching WH-question words

Music: Preparing for a Field Trip

Sensory Considerations→ Cognitive Engagement

To the tune of “Row, row, row your boat”

To the tune of “Going on a Bear Hunt”

Who, Who, The question is Who

Were going on a Field Trip, We’re going to have good fun

Tell me a person do

Look! It’s a ______.

Family, character, friend or foe

It/he/she is ______

And of course, me and you.

It/he/she is ______, and

Provide Manipulatives

It/he/she is _____.
What will we see next.

Sensory Considerations→ Cognitive Engagement

Learning that makes kids move!
Shower
Curtain
Calculator:

Sensory Considerations→ Cognitive Engagement
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Learning that makes kids move!

Learning that makes kids move!

Fanny Book:
Laminate pages of
book with butt
space b/w each
page. Read by
scooting forward,
review by scooting
back

Presume Competence

Active Engagement Unwrapped

Presume Competence
Definition:

Grow Communication:
Provide Language

Emotional Engagement

Consider Sensory
Needs

Behavioral Engagement
Cognitive Engagement

Support Autonomy:
Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success

Presume Competence

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

Presume
Competence

facebook.com/AustimWomensNetwork

Presume Competence

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

Presume Competence

Presume Competence

Presume Competence: Biases shape our Behavior!

Presume Competence

●

Kids know when we respect them...and when we don’t!
✓ Trust MUST be established to foster engagement.

●

Are we eliciting compliance OR eliciting engagement?
✓ Engagement, learning and motivation to communicate emerges
from social-emotional interactions. Compliance undermines these.

Self-fulfilling prophecya prediction that directly or indirectly causes itself to become true, by the
very terms of the prophecy itself, due to positive feedback between belief
and behavior.

Presume Competence
Support Emotional Engagement:
● Assume the child wants to learn.
● Identify needs, attitudes and experiences that are interfering with the child’s
ability to emotionally engage.
● Be mindful of “self-fulfilling prophecies.”

●

Presume Competence→ Emotional Engagement

Joint Attention to Full Participation
Once Joint Attention is established :
●

●

Be aware of visual attention to new people, items, activities →
Interject opportunities to engage on focal point of visual attention
Accept all attempts to engage without pressure to “do more”→
Reach, Touch, Explore, Manipulate….A.k.a.: “The art of backing off.”

Assume each child will learn, communicate and contribute to the classroom
community.

●

Use “ability-positive” language (he will, she likes, he can)

●

Respect the child: use language and interaction behaviors that foster engagement
rather than compliance.

Does our behavior honor the student’s emotional need, or our
emotional state?
✓ Self-awareness of our ability to “handle” a situation is an
important factor in supporting student engagement...tap out
if you need to.

Presume Competence→ Emotional Engagement
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Honor the Journey

Joint Attention to Full Participation
Foster Joint Attention by following the child’s lead:

Honor the Journey from...
●
Preoccupation →
Joint Attention →

When we assume a child WANTS to be interested, we teach to the child’s emotional (and
social) needs:
● Honor the path from joint attention to full participation.
● Provide Social Narratives to foster understanding of desired interactions
● Consider Video Modeling: teach new skills with decreased anxiety.

●

Full Engagement in
Learning, Communicating, &
Participating as a Social Partner

●
●
●
●

How does the child move about the room? Interact with items? Get needs met?
Respond to classroom materials?
Imitate the child’s responses.
Make a bid for a turn: reach, request, interact with a part, offer exchange
Sabotage activities: require the child to “do something” to sustain the
interaction by tempting or withholding materials.
Don’t push too far.
Above all...BUILD TRUST!!!

Presume Competence→ Emotional Engagement
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Joint Attention to Full Participation

Joint Attention to Full Participation

More tips for fostering joint attention, communication and learning:

“I believe in you” can be conveyed by:

●

Get on the child’s level

●

Tone of voice

●

Respond relevantly to the child’s actions and comments

●

Body Language

●

Shift your attention when the child shifts his/hers

●

Facial Expressions

●

Allow child to explore or experiment in his/her own way.

●

Use of words to express understanding, vulnerability, patience, and to
establish helpful boundaries.

Presume Competence→ Emotional Engagement
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Social Narratives

Video Modeling

What the Research Says: Video Modeling

“Social stories were developed
(by Carol Gray) in order to support
individuals with autism to better cope
with social situations."
- Ali and Frederickson (2006, p. 355)

●

Video Modeling is a visual teaching method that occurs by watching a
video of someone modeling a targeted behavior or skill and then imitating
the behavior/skill watched.
http://www.watchmelearn.com/video-modeling/what-is-video-modeling

http://www.educateautism.com/social-stories.html
How to Write a Social Story Tip Sheet

●

Webinar Practical Application for Using Video Models with Students with
Autism presented by edWeb.net

Social Narratives, which can take many
forms, also provide explanations,
models, and alternative behaviors for
improved interactions.

*Webinars are free and are archived!

behavioral functioning, social-communication skills and functional skills.
As would be expected according to Bandura’s theory of modeling, students performed
best when they were highly motivated and attentive because they enjoyed watching the
videos.”
Bellini, S., & Akullian, J.
Exceptional Children, 73, 261-284, 2007

Presume Competence→ Behavioral Engagement

Presume Competence

“In a meta-analysis of 23 studies published between 1987 and 2005, Bellini and Akullian
(2007) concluded that “video modeling is an effective intervention strategy for addressing
skills important to self-determination for students with ASD, including

Presume Competence→ Behavioral Engagement

Alternative Means to demonstrate learning

Support Behavioral Engagement:
● Assume the child wants to participate.
● Respond to baseline behaviors to shape increased participation.
● Identify why a child may not be participating, and make appropriate
accommodations or modifications.
● Be mindful of “self-fulfilling prophecies.”

Every Pupil Response
Plickers

When we assume a child WANTS to participate, we provide multiple ways for a child to
demonstrate learning:
● Provide alternative means to demonstrate learning
● Provide alternative (but compatible) activities
● Provide an “out”. NO is a valid response.

Presume Competence→ Behavioral Engagement
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“NO” is a valid response

“NO” is a valid response

●

NO is likely indicative of a barrier to learning in that
moment - emotional, behavioral, cognitive

●

NO requires flexibility to see things from the child’s
perspective

●

NO may mean:

NO may be a means of expressing...
○
○
○

●

●
Avoidance
Control
Call for help

Don’t assume NO means...
○
○
○
○
○

I won’t
I don’t like you
I want to be a brat
I am trying to tick you off
Difficult is the way I roll, because it’s fun.

○
○
○
○
○
○
○
○
○

It’s (hard, confusing, boring)
I don’t know how /don’t understand the expectation
I don’t like the way it feels (messy activities)
I want to keep doing what I’m doing. I don’t want to change activities
New activities, people, places make me feel (stressed, anxious)
I don’t want to work with that teacher
I don’t want to be in a group with that peer
I need a break
I just don’t like it

Presume Competence
Support Cognitive Engagement:
● Assume the child wants to learn.
● Assume the child WILL learn with appropriate accommodations or
modifications.
● Be mindful of “self-fulfilling prophecies.”
It may also mean:
○
○
○
○
○

I’m tired
I’m hungry
I’m worried
I’m mad
I’m confused

When we assume a child WANTS to learn, we attend to the child’s subtle behaviors that
show learning and seize the opportunity to sustain interest:
● Use “ability-positive” language
● Provide age-appropriate materials, activities and language
● Use language of engagement rather than language of compliance.

Presume Competence→ Cognitive Engagement
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“Ability Positive” Language

Age & Ability Respectful Tools & Materials

The Importance of Active Engagement for ALL!

●

Music

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

Recognizes it is the responsibility of educators to “think outside the box” to explore
what a child requires to gain skills

Does it support learning or engagement?
Folk-type music/ camp music transcends age-barriers
Contemporary tunes are often motivating

●
●
●

Does it support learning or engagement?
Complexity of content
Appropriateness of visual presentation

Videos

(“He hasn’t shown us that yet” vs. “He can’t do that”)
●

●
●
●

● Presume competence! We don’t know what our kids know.

●
●
●

Does it support learning or engagement?
Are tools developmentally appropriate? Or physically accessible?
Novel, simple tools are often highly attractive: marble runs, magnetic tiles, measuring
devices

Technology

Technology

Technology for Learning

A Word about Technology

Grow Communication:
Provide Language

Emotional Engagement

Pros:
● Interactive
● Customizable
● Motivating
● Timely feedback
Cons:
● Tech is tech...it will “break”
● Audio feedback may be
distracting for some
students.

What questions do you have?

Consider Sensory
Needs

Behavioral Engagement
Cognitive Engagement
Support Autonomy:
Establish Expectations→
Scaffold Success

● Students can not engage if they do not have an effective way to
communicate.

Manipulatives

(“She is complex, and we are still figuring out how she learns” vs. “She is so low.”)

Active Engagement Unwrapped

● If students are not engaged or participating we cannot know what they are
learning.

Presume
Competence

We made it!

Technology for Behavior
and Organization

Choiceworks

Pros:
● Self-contained
● Portable
● Often motivating
Cons:
● Lacks permanence
● Tech is tech...it will “break”
● Minimal physical interaction can
limit conceptual understanding
Consider this:
● As students get older there may benefit
increased benefit to integrating tools to
help them transition to more
independence.

