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WHO IS THE BEGINNING 
COMMUNICATOR???
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APPLYING NORMAL 
DEVELOPMENT TO AAC
• AAC progresses from:

– Spontaneous behaviors with no intent
• Perlocutionary Stage

– To intentional communication via 
undifferentiated behaviors
• Illocutionary Stage

– To intentional communication via intentional 
signals
• Locutionary Stage

THE FIRST QUESTION YOU 
MUST ANSWER IS:

WHERE IS THE CHILD 
FUNCTIONING???
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• ASSESSMENT

GOALS OF ASSESSMENT

1. What are the communication needs?
2. What are the current receptive and expressive 

communication levels?
3. What is the cognitive functioning level?
4. What are the hearing, vision and motor skills?
5. What level of support is available
6. How motivated is the individual?
7. What features are needed?

IS THE INDIVIDUAL WITH COMPLEX 
COMMUNICATION NEEDS:

• Presymbolic?
• Minimally Symbolic?
• Symbolic?
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TABLES FROM:

• Tables from:
– Exemplary Practices for Beginning 

Communicators: Implication for AAC

By Joe Reichle, David R. Beukelman and 
Janice C. Light
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GENERAL SUGGESTIONS FOR 
WORKING WITH PRE-
SYMBOLIC CHILDREN

IMPORTANT POINTS TO 
REMEMBER
• Children become communicators because 

we treat them that way
• There is a mutual modification in the 

behavior of the infant and mother –
modifies the others behavior 

• Start as young as possible
• Look for strengths not weaknesses
• The environment must be structured 

to allow for communication 
opportunities
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RESPONDING TO 
SPONTANEOUS SIGNALS

• Early attempts at communication 
occur at random and are not 
intentional.

• If these random communications are 
treated as if they have meaning then 
the individual gradually learns to 
produce them with intent.

OUR ROLE IS TO:

• Expand communication at the current level
– Perlocutionary – partner perceived
– Illocutionary – beginning of intentional 

communication through undifferentiated 
behaviors

And……

OUR ROLE (CON’T)

• Encourage development to move from one 
stage to the next
– Perlocutionary (partner-perceived) to 

illocutionary (beginning of intentionality)
– Or
– Illocutionary (beginning of intentionality) to 

locutionary (symbolic)
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COMMUNICATION MODES FOR PRE-
SYMBOLIC CHILDREN 

(PERLOCUTIONARY & ILLOCUTIONARY)
• Eyegaze

• Gestures
• Vocalizations

PERLOCUTIONARY (PARTNER-
PERCEIVED COMMUNICATION)

• Train the caregivers

TEACHING COMMUNICATION 
FACILITATORS

• Facilitators must identify and respond to 
children’s emerging signals

• One study found that facilitators only 
responded to attempts at communication 
7%-15% of the time

• First step is for facilitators to foster an 
atmosphere of security and warmth
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• Identify communication partners
• It is suggested that developing a 

strong communication foundation 
prior to developing symbolic 
communication will make success 
more likely.

• Facilitators should:
–Provide comfort, support and 
affection

–Create positive environments 
for interactions

–Focus on the individual’s 
interests at the moment

• Increase proximity to the child
• Position yourself at the child's eye level
• Look expectantly
• Accept the child’s current communication 

modes
• Recognize the value of nonsymbolic 

communication
• Wait for a response
• Be less directive
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• Teach in natural contexts
• Create the need to communicate
• Offer choices
• Provide motivating opportunities for 

communication

COMMUNICATION MODES FOR MOVING FROM 
MINIMALLY SYMBOLIC TO SYMBOLIC 
(ILLOCUTIONARY TO LOCUTIONARY)

• Eyegaze

• Gestures
• Vocalizations

• Objects

• Entry Level Voice Output Devices

• Textured Symbols
• Photos

INTERVENTION STRATEGIES
I
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COMMUNICATION FOUNDATION

• Three building blocks of 
communication:
Attention–seeking
Acceptance
Rejection

ATTENTION-SEEKING

• Those the individual uses 
primarily to initiate social 
interactions with others, such as 
laughing, crying or making eye 
contact.

ESTABLISHING ATTENTION-
GETTING SIGNALS 
• Observe the client and identify all 

behaviors which appear to be attention-
getting.

• Respond to these behaviors.
• Select desirable behaviors
• Only respond to desirable behaviors
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ACCEPTANCE AND REJECTION 
SIGNALS

• Acceptance signals are those used to 
communicate that whatever is happening 
is okay.

• Rejection signals are used to 
communicate that something is 
unacceptable.

• The ability to signal acceptance and 
rejection is a much less sophisticated skill 
than responding Yes and No.  

• Taken from:
• Exemplary Practices for Beginning 

Communicators 
Implications for AAC

Joe Reichle
David R. Beukelman

Janice C. Light
2002

TEACHING JOINT ATTENTION

• Children who rely on AAC are less like to 
shift their gaze from the caregiver to an 
object and back again as typically children 
do.

• Use lights or bright objects to attract gaze 
and then reinforce with “look”
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JOINT ATTENTION

• If the child does not follow the adults point, 
eyegaze or attempt to draw their attention 
the Child may need to be taught by 
allowing them to experience the activity 
before introducing or expecting a signal. 

JOINT ATTENTION

• For example if you wish them to produce a 
gesture for “more” you may want to start 
the activity and then assist them with 
producing the desired response during the 
activity. 

USING VOICE OUTPUT DEVICES TO 

TEACH INTENTIONAL 

COMMUNICATION

• When the child doesn’t have the ability to 

use traditional gestures i.e. pointing, 

eyegaze or vocalizing to convey 

messages you can consider using a single 

message switch i.e. BIGmac to teach 

intentional communication.
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USING SCRIPTED ROUTINES TO 
PRACTICE USING SIGNALS

• Five elements:
– Touch cue
– Verbal cue
– Pause
– Verbal feedback
– Action
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• Table from:
– Buekelman and Mirenda (2005)

TRANSITION FROM 
PREINTENTIONAL TO 

INTENTIONAL COMMUNICATION
• Snell (2002) and Wetherby & Prezant 

(1989) suggested that three broad 
functions of communication have been 
identified in children making the transition 
from preintentional to intentional 
communication.



7/21/19

15

• 1.  regulating other behaviors by 
requesting or protesting objects or actions

• 2.  engaging others in social interactions 
by requesting a social routine or comfort

• 3.  establishing joint attention by directing 
their partner’s attention to an object, event 
or topic

• We might want to structure the 
environment to elicit these types of 
communication functions. 

• If we see these functions then we can 
introduce symbols (signs, objects etc.) 

TEACHING PRE-SYMBOLIC 
COMMUNICATION
• National Consortium on Deaf-Blindness –

– Video clips 
– http://nationaldb.org/NCDBProducts.php?prod

ID=118

http://nationaldb.org/NCDBProducts.php?prodID=118
http://nationaldb.org/NCDBProducts.php?prodID=118
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COMMUNICATION SIGNAL 
INVENTORY

• Signal (What the communicator does)
• What it Means (A description of how the 

partner is to interpret the signal)
• What do you do/say? (How the partner is 

to react)

THE MINIMALLY SYMBOLIC 
CHILD



7/21/19

17

WHO IS THIS?

• Cognitive level of 8-12 months
• Onset of symbolic communication 
• Has intentional communication
• Has some consistent signals

COMMUNICATION MODES FOR 
MINIMALLY SYMBOLIC 

CHILDREN
• Eyegaze

• Gestures
• Vocalizations

• Objects

• Sign language

• Introductory Voice Output Devices

TANGIBLE SYMBOL SYSTEMS

• Design to Learn – DVD and Manual
• Minimally Symbolic to Symbolic
• Good for children with Sensory 

Impairments
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TANGIBLE SYMBOLS

DON’T FORGET OTHER 
COMMUNICATION INTENTS
• Think beyond just requesting
• Following slide is from Janice Light (1988)


