Selected Strategies for Supporting Communication in the Classroom 

with the ‘Least Dangerous Assumption’  (McSheehan and Sonnenmeier, 2003)
High Expectations / Least Dangerous Assumption 
Upon reading a student’s “file” full of evaluations and progress notes, it would be easy to set expectations to the “developmental level” noted.  As we work with students who do not have decisive information about academic performance levels, we frequently are challenged to take a guess or make an assumption about how they might perform/function in a particular activity.  Maintaining high expectations for performance, and allowing ourselves to move beyond the reports and stereotypes of people with disabilities creates new opportunities for students to show us their best.

· After 2 years of an individualized reading program (at 2 reading grades below his peers, implemented separate from his peers), Ricki’s team is exploring ways to more fully include him.  His instructional assistant has been with him throughout the 3 years.  Upon a consultant’s suggestion to get a reading sample of him with the age-appropriate text, the assistant generated a list of reasons why that would be impossible for Ricki and how he did not have the skills to engage at that level.  While completing the reading probe of the age-appropriate text, with the consultant co-teaching with the assistant, Ricki demonstrated word recognition in the unfamiliar text and recalled story lines and events while reading back a text to the teachers that they had just read to him.  Both of these skills, and others, were unexpected.

· Over 6 years in one elementary school, Bart’s curricular modifications had become more and more extensive, allowing him access to less and less of the regular curriculum.  At the end of sixth grade many members of his team recommended placement in a segregated facility citing their questions of his cognitive ability, his need for extensive modifications, and the negative potential for his development socially.  Upon his entry at the junior high school, teachers were trained that Bart had a lot to offer that we had yet been unable to tap.  The teachers greeted Bart with high standards for performance, in lieu of any other evidence.  In his first quarter of his junior high school experience, with the only modification being to read all material aloud and taking all tests through verbal choice-making, Bart received an A in Science, a B in English, and a B in Social Studies.  He is now frequently one of the first students in class chosen to be in someone’s work group.

· For 9 years Brad had been in a segregated special education program where his IEP focused on appropriate behavior, sign language, maintaining his attention during repetitive direct instruction, and “readiness” literacy skills such as learning shapes, left to right tracking, and making letters out of modeling clay.  When he began attending an inclusive high school program and was provided with an effective means of communication, Brad began to express strong opinions about topics being discussed in his history class.  When the expectations about what Brad knew were raised, Brad's behavior and attention improved dramatically.
Language Immersion in the Class and School 

Just as an interpreter in a classroom for a student who is deaf/hard-of-hearing would sign all the words said in class, we can use communication boards while we teach and interact in schools.  Adults and peers use a communication aid (a replica of the focus student’s display, or a different communication aid) as they talk with each other.  In this way the student sees and hears how the augmentative communication is valued as a way of participating in school.  This approach also informs adults and peers about the challenges of augmentative communication systems, and informs what vocabulary is and is not most helpful within a system.  

· In Alex’s first grade classroom, the teacher had a copy of Alex’s communication display on the front board.  When presenting information to the class, she would often select keywords from the communication display to convey the same information in a different mode.  All of Alex’s classmates had a copy of her display either laminated to their desks, or hanging off the edge of their desks.  In each work center in the room (e.g. reading center, rug area) there were extra copies of the communication display.  

· Jack’s fifth grade classroom used his “comment board” to convey their reactions to events in a story being read in class.  After using the board, classmates recommended changes in vocabulary to make it “…more like what we say.”

Age Appropriate Curriculum with Accommodations and Supports
Supporting students who experience significant disabilities in general education classrooms creates natural opportunities to use age appropriate materials and curriculum that are motivating, meaningful, and relevant.  Students use the same textbooks, manipulatives, computer programs, resource materials etc.  Using the general education curriculum as a starting point does not mean ignoring the areas in which the student is developing his or her skills.  Materials are used in ways to be sensitive to students' learning needs, styles, and achievement, but are always age appropriate and related to the classroom curriculum frameworks.  For example:

· Ricki is learning to count using a number line and is practicing writing numerals.  His second grade class is learning about subtraction using manipulatives during independent seatwork.  Ricki uses the same worksheet as the rest of the class.  His assistant demonstrates how to use the worksheet and the numberline to do his work.  His assistant points to the first number in the problem and asks Ricki to count out that number of manipulatives on to his numberline.  After he has done this, he writes the number on his worksheet.  Then, his assistant points to the second number and asks him to count up to that number using the manipulatives he has in front of him.  She then asks him to “take away” or “subtract” that many.  Ricki writes that number on his paper.  His assistant then has Ricki count the number of remaining manipulatives and he writes that number on his paper.  He completes 5 math problems in this way. While participating in this activity, Ricki worked on priority skills and was exposed to the same content as his peers.

· Hillary is working on making choices from 2-3 item communication boards.  She is also working on developing more control through her body and head in order to activate a switch to make selections of items presented on the computer using Speaking Dynamically Pro.  Hillary participates in a 10th grade science class in which the teacher lectures about cell structure and function.  Students are expected to take notes and then work with a partner to make up study questions for an upcoming quiz.  Students share questions with the class.  The teaching assistant has several copies of modified cell diagram on hand.  The SLP has helped the teaching assistant program message related to biology and pictures for the cell unit.  Hillary uses a drawing of cell with two structures.  Using a choice board with the structures and names on it, she works with her partner to decide what the topic of their question will be.  The computer and printer are available in the classroom.  A peer supports Hillary to print out a copy of a quiz question for the class by hitting the print button on the computer.  During the activity Hillary looked at her partner and assistant when they were talking with her and maintained good body posture when making her selections from the communication board.

Enhance Vocabulary and Message Sets:  GIVE ME LANGUAGE!

Too often vocabulary is selected for AAC users based on a ‘tested developmental level’ or based on ‘evidence of past performance,’ without examining what a typically speaking person the same age might be communicating.  If we don’t put the language into the system, the user can never explore it or demonstrate success with it!  Musselwhite and Hanser (2003) say that vocabulary available to AAC users can have a huge impact – positive or negative – on their communication.  They have identified three basic categories of vocabulary sets, with features described below:


Closed Sets:
· Small # of pre-programmed words and phrases

· Vocabulary chosen by another person and arranged for the AAC user

· Vocabulary is temporary, set up for a single activity

Core Vocabulary Sets:

· Pre-programmed words and phrases

· Same set of vocabulary always available to the AAC user

· Semi-generative depending on creativity of user

· Continuum from a small # of words (less than 100) to large # of words (thousands)

· Alphabet may be available but not used 

· Word prediction may be available

Generative Sets:
· Core vocabulary set still available, to support quick writing

· Alphabet used to generate novel vocabulary not in core

No “Wrong” Answer
During early stages of the development of the communication system two things are important to ensure: for students to feel success in their communication efforts, and for adults to explore a multitude of different features of a communication system (e.g. ways to organize messages on a display, color coding, size of messages, auditory feedback, etc).  Exploring the various features of the system, AND stabilizing the features of the communication system precedes adults trying use the system to ‘test’ what the student knows.  Getting a right or wrong answer on a system that is not stable for the student only tells us that we haven’t figured out the right supports – not that the student doesn’t  know something.  To support the student’s active participation in curricular activities, communication boards are designed so that all of the responses would contribute to the activity in some way.  Such boards might include: 

· “agreeing” and “disagreeing” comments

· a summary of the main points presented in a chapter read by the class

· choices for which part of the activity the student would like to do

Modeling
Adults and peers use a communication aid (either the one that the student is using or a replica of the display) as they talk with the student.  In this way the student sees and hears how the communication aid can be used in a variety of activities.  In this way, the types of messages that can be expressed in the activity are also modeled.  This approach also informs the adults working with the student about the system; what vocabulary is and is not available with the system.  

· Arthur, Melissa, and John are working in a cooperative group during English class.  After listening to two different tape recordings -- the poems read by Maya Angelou at the Clinton inauguration and by Robert Frost at the Kennedy inauguration -- their group task is to fill in a chart comparing and contrasting the poets' use of metaphor, meter, voice, and so forth.   Right “on-the-spot” the students program several messages into Melissa's communication device that correspond to the responses they’ll have to put in the various cells of the chart.  When it comes time to report out to the whole class, each student takes a turn using the device to give an answer, including Melissa.

· When working with Jack, the educators and therapists on his team select keywords on his communication boards that match with the words they’re speaking.  As class teacher directs the class to go to the reading center, Jack’s assistant selects “you go there” from his communication display.

Expansion
Once the student has expressed a message, the adult or peer expands on it to include 1-2 more words to make the message more complete.  The expansion can be, modeled on the device or replica.  This strategy works on increasing the length of the messages that the student may use over time. For example:

· Devon says “cat book”;  Assistant expands to “I want cat book.”

· Amy uses her Dynavox to say “Pa ice cream” during a journal writing activity.  The adult expands this to “Pa got ice cream.” 

· Andrew uses his Macaw to say “science” when the bell rings at the end of math class.  The teaching assistant expands this to "Need science notebook" before they walk to his locker.

Expectant Waiting
An adult or peer creates an opportunity for the student to express something and then pauses and waits with expectation, giving the student time to express his or her message.  For some students the “wait time” may be several seconds, for others, it may be 20-30 seconds or more.  It is ‘less dangerous’ to assume the student is having some difficulty organizing his body for response and therefore to wait longer, than to assume he doesn’t know an answer and to overcue for a response.  For example:

· Teacher asks, “Devon, what color should we color the sun?” while holding yellow and green markers to be used to fill in the weather chart.  She waits 25 seconds before Devon responds by saying “yellow”.

· Guidance counselor asks:  “Todd, which college web site do you want to pull up on the Internet?”  Counselor waits for 10 seconds until Todd reaches up to the touch window on the computer screen.

Partial Participation / Taking Turns
The student participates in some aspect of the activity that is motivating, meaningful, and relevant to him or her.  This may mean that the student does a fewer number of items than his or her classmates complete.  For example:

· Amy  “reads” the textbook by having a paragraph programmed into her communication device and she selects the button(s) to read aloud when called on during reading time.  

· Adult:  How about if I do the first math problem?  Let’s see.  Kyle, which number goes on the paper first?  (expectantly waits for a response)


Kyle:  points to the top number of a math problem in the textbook.


Adult:  models saying the number on the DeltaTalker.


Adult:  “Next I put the multiplication sign.  What’s the next number?”


Kyle:  points to the bottom number of the math problem


Adult:  points to the DeltaTalker and expectantly waits


Kyle:  presses icons to say the number on the DeltaTalker
Physical Support  

Exploring how a student will physically “access” a communication system requires dynamic interactions between the student’s body and the target items from which he or she is making selections.  Sometimes the technologies needed to provide the necessary physical supports are not immediately available.  The body of the educator(s) assisting a student in the moment may become a tool used to establish what long term supports are necessary.  It is ‘less dangerous’ to assume a student is having physical access issues (e.g., difficulty with hand-eye coordination) than to assume he selected a “wrong answer” because he doesn’t know.  For example:

· During Bart’s initial use of a switch to make selections on his computer, we discovered that the position of his elbow and forearm did not allow him easy access to the switch.  Adults provided physical support to his arm to better position him until the appropriate modifications could be added to his chair.

· Joshua’s eye hand coordination becomes less accurate during “highly stimulating events” or with lots of new educational material.  This affects his selections from his communication devices.  Joint compression, as part of his sensory diet, helps him regain his physical control.  Sometimes he requires more support.  So adults will provide him with physical resistance to his forearm while he points to his selections.  As he regains his control our physical assistance is withdrawn.

Positive Behavioral Approaches  

Problem behavior may be related to difficulty in communicating or due to an interaction with the environment.  We need to find the reason for the behavior and address the underlying reason(s).  The problem may lie in the interaction between the person and the environment.  The behavior is often the person’s best attempt to communicate this dilemma.  Our focus is on changing the environment, helping the student manage the effects of the environment, understanding what the student is trying to say, and providing the necessary communication supports.

Positive approaches seek to prevent behavior issues and minimize the negative consequences (v. dealing with the behavior after it has occurred, such as time out, punishment, etc.).  Therefore, 95% of the energy expended in this process is prior to the behavior occurring.  For example:

· Amy has been reported as being distractible and “fidgety” during some of the large group reading lessons in her class.  People are questioning whether the activity is beyond her cognitive abilities or if she is “just that way.”  A discussion to request a behavioral consultation occurred during a planning meeting with the teacher, assistant, and speech language pathologist.  Prior to making the request they decided to have someone observe the lessons.  The observations of a few reading lessons revealed that there were times when Amy did not have her reading glasses on, did not have the text book near her, and/or was not given an opportunity to read aloud (because no one would be able to understand her speech and because the text may be beyond her cognitive abilities).  Amy did not have other effective ways to communicate that these situations might be problematic for her.  

The team made assurances for Amy to wear her glasses and to have the text nearer to her during the lesson, developed a way for her to “read aloud” using her communication device; and programmed messages on her reading board that would allow her to indicate that she needed something in her environment to be changed.  Given these environmental supports, Amy's behavior changed as well as the staff’s perception of her behavior.

· Joshua makes a variety of “mumblings” and high pitched sounds during the course of his day.  These sounds had been described by some team members as “tic like” in that there are no discernible precursors or timing to predict them.  As part of the planning to prepare for his move from elementary to junior high school, Joshua visited the new school (along with all his classmates, as is typical in this tri-town regional school district).   During introductions to one of the teachers, who did not know him, Joshua made a loud “eep.”  The teacher turned and said “God bless you,” as if Joshua had just sneezed.  No classmates made particular note of Joshua’s sounds so the teacher followed their lead.  During classes this year, Joshua’s classmates continue to ignore, for the most part, his various sounds.  When his sounds reach a point of discomfort classmates ask him to quiet down or try to get control.

Personalized Instruction  

All students benefit from having teaching “personalized” for their learning style, level of knowledge, and goals.  Personalized instruction can take many forms:  rephrasing questions or interactions; asking students a question that targets a particular learning goal; or giving students extra time to answer or complete an assignment.  Examples of personalized instruction include:

· Teacher asks Joshua a question and then tells him “I’ll give you a few minutes to work out your answer.  Raise your hand when you are ready and I’ll come back to you.”  While Joshua is working out his answer the teacher goes on to several other students.

· Using Bloom’s Taxonomy can help teachers personalize questions and dialogue to students’ individualized needs.  For example, in a whole class discussion on the Civil War, Courtney can be asked “Do you feel that the states’ rights debate or the economic boycott of the southern port cities was the more important factor leading to secession?” Brad can be asked, “Can you give me an example of an argument in favor of slavery from the perspective of a slave owner?” and Amro can be asked “Amro, do you feel that slavery is right or wrong?”

Identifying an “Expected Mode” of Communication  

People with significant disabilities may use more than one mode at a time to communicate the main idea of their message.  When introducing a new means of communication there may be times when it will be necessary for the conversational partner to explain to the student that he or she is paying attention to a particular mode of communication.  This is most effectively used when the student’s current mean of communication is ambiguous or confusing to the conversational partner.  For example:

· Upon entering his classroom, Joshua approaches me.   Standing less than an arm’s length away he smiles while staring directly into my eyes.  I may assume he is greeting me and letting me know he is doing well this morning.  In the past, Joshua’s affect has not always matched his internal state.  So I let Joshua know what I’m thinking, “Josh it looks like you might have something to tell me.  Let’s get you binder positioned so you can point to let me know what’s up.”

· In preparation for a language arts lesson, Bart has prepared his answers to a series of four questions.  He has frequently tried to give his answers aloud in class using his speech that is not always intelligible to his teachers or classmates.  His instructional assistant has programmed his answers into his desktop computer and positioned his switch within reach of his hand.  The teacher calls on him to give his answers, “Bart, what did you get for problems 7 through 11?  Use your new computer and that great switch of yours to let the class hear you.”
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