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Visual Strategies &
Beyond!

Musselwhite, 09

www.aacintervention.com 

Visual Strategies &
Beyond!

Focusing on the

ÔStrategiesÕ!!

Characteristics of People
Who Use AAC

Kraat (85); Light (89); Muller & Soto (2002)

 Play a passive role

 Rarely initiate interaction
 Express a limited number of speech acts

 Use restricted language forms
 Limited opportunities to interact with others

         Project Goals
To move beyond offering visual supports
• schedules, choice boards, topic boards,

communication boards & devices, to . . .

Scaffolding learning through visual
strategies

• smart charts to cue teachers
• using before /during / after approach
• cueing with squeeze lights, etc.

Visual Strategies Project
 small grant-funded collaborative project
¥ Southwest Human Development
¥ Prentke-Romich Company
¥ DynaVox Technologies

   Support to 3 local school districts
- preliminary visits to 3 target classes
- full-day workshop
- 3 follow-up workshops + Make It
- in-class demo, mentoring, coaching
- homework assignments via e-mail

Schedules, Choice Boards,
Topic Boards, Communication
Boards

www.aacintstitute.org
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Choice Boards

Computer games

Seed choices

Communication Boards

Visual Supports WITHIN
Activities

Beyond tasks
Beyond tools 
. . . . .. . . 

Focus on STRATEGIES!!!

Predictability is POWERFUL!

WHY?
 Supports students who have a

hard time with change.
 Helps students know what to

expect.
 Sets the stage for “expectant

time delay.”

Visual Supports for Predictability
• Schedules
• Books
• Objects

Auditory Supports for Predictability
• Songs
• Chants
(EASY way to build auditory skills)

Highly Scripted Activities
• Majority of the language is

predetermined
• High success

• Great way to learn
vocabulary

• Examples:  books, songs
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Less Scripted Activities
 Snack time
 Food prep

 Arts & crafts

(somewhat predictable)

Before, During, After . . .

plan do review

BEFORE

Planning Goals

Locating Vocabulary
Building Background Knowledge

Rehearsing

Planning Goals

 Form: increasing Mean Length of
Utterance

 Function: eliciting specific
communicative functions such as:
- negating
- requesting recurrence
- commenting on actions

Sample
Single

Messages
for 

Cooking

recurrance comment on action

protest / deny request turn

Choosing & Locating
       Vocabulary

• selecting appropriate target vocabulary
• considering where to find vocabulary on
  devices
• preparing smart charts for adult
  facilitators, if necessary
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Remember . . .
Repetition with Variation!

It would be great to use similar
vocabulary EVERY time you cook . . .

The ‘fringe’ words (oil, cake mix)
can be added in many different

ways, even light tech!

Rehearsing
 Helping students quickly practice

where to find needed vocabulary
avoids over-prompting during
activities

 Should be VERY brief
 Don’t try to rehearse every possible

word - just key words or categories

 Generate Vocabulary 
     BEFORE Reading

Vocabulary Relates to Purposes:

Purpose = listen for feelings

Vocab = long list of feelings

Purpose = listen for actions

Vocab = long list of actions

Cheat sheet 

attached to

device via report

cover spine

ÔCheat SheetsÕ É  aka 
ÔSmart Charts!Õ

Point out
patterns!

The class is doing a unit on family
relationships, so the partner has prepared a
visual list of where to find symbols for Unity
™ (ex: Vantage)

ÔSmart SticksÕ

The class is talking about a field trip, and discussing
places to go, and describing things they might see.
The partner holds up popsicle sticks with ‘Places’
and ‘Describe’ on them for cueing.
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DURING

• Teaching, not testing agenda
• Prompt Hierarchy

• Modeling
• Increasing Opps & Motivation!

from:

Pam
Elder

Nurture Initiating

sabotage

Flashlight
cues

creative
stupidity

Prompt  Hierarchy

Model, Model, Model!
L ingo

SuperTalker
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SABOTAGE!! Sabotage /
Creative Stupidity

Incorrect
Item

‘Get a bowl.’

Omitted
Step

‘Put the mix in
the bowl.’

Ideas from GoossensÕ, Crain, &  Elder , 1992

More Sabotage /
Creative Stupidity

Incomplete
Step

‘Open
the box.’

Incorrect
Step

‘Put it IN the
oven.’

From:  GoossensÕ, Crain, &  Elder
Engineer ing the Preschool

Sabotage Tips:
‘RULES’:  

• Only after modeling
possible responses

• Only if student has a way
to respond successfully

ADVANCE PLANNING
Who / when / how to sabotage

AFTER

¥ Oral Review
¥ Written Review

Oral Review

  in-class
  at school (peers,

secretary, OT)
  school-to-home



7

Simple Step-Listing Devices

    Step-by-Step
www.ablenetinc.com

      Hip Step Talker
www.enablingdevices.com

       Sequencer
www.adaptivation.com

   Stepper
www.amdi.com

•multiple messages   • sequenced messages
          • can use extra switch

High Tech Tricks

Question?  How to QUICKLY share 
messages about activities from 

school to home

Written Review

¥ light tech / high tech
¥ structured
¥ generative

¥ poetic!

List  Poems

Features
¥ very simple
¥ great for Ôwriting to talkÕ

Focus On:
¥ locations ¥ actions
¥ descriptions       

 Vocabulary Use in Writing
       (Clendon, Sturm & Cali, 2004)

Top 2-word sequences in writing samples

- I like - I went 
- Going to - In the
- I am - It was
- Went to - My Mom
- To the - And my

  Initial Letter
Cueing Board

   Great for
   modeling,
1st letter, etc.

www.aacintervention.com
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Alphabet Flip Board

Center for Literacy & Disability
            Hanser, 2009

Senses  Poems

Features
¥ looks / tastes / sounds / feels / smells
¥ great for exploring language on device

Tips:
¥ develop word bank first
¥ link to activities       

       Summary
 Yes, all teachers developed new visual

supports (songboards, alphabet flip boards)

 But more importantly, they developed new
visual strategies to scaffold learning and
independence for students who use AAC


