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Communication Access
Communication Resource Centre, Scope, Victoria (2011) 

“Communication Access is about communicating with people 
who do not use speech or have speech that is difficult to 

understand. It makes everyone in the community aware that 
they can play a role in removing communication barriers.”  

www.scopevic.org.au/index.php/site/whatweoffer/communicationresourcece
ntre/communicationaccess



Communication Access
Communication Resource Centre, Scope Victoria (2011) 

• Able to go into shops and services and know that 
people will
– treat you with dignity and respect talk directly to you
– give you time to get your message across
– listen to your message
– be willing to use other methods of communicating

“the most important thing is for all of us to be aware 
that communication is a two-way process. Both people 

need to take some responsibility for making the 
communication effective and successful.”

www.scopevic.org.au/index.php/site/whatweoffer/communicationresourc
ecentre/communicationaccess



Communication a basic human right
Communication Resource Centre, Scope Victoria (2013) 

1. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disability (2006)

2. The Federal Disability Discrimination Act (1992)

3. The Victorian State Disability Plan (2013-2020)

4. The Victorian Charter of Human Rights and 
Responsibilities Act (2006)

5. The National Disability Strategy 2010 - 2020



The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disability (2006):

Article 2 - Definitions

• For the purposes of the present Convention:

• "Communication" includes languages, display of text, Braille, 
tactile communication, large print, accessible multimedia as 
well as written, audio, plain-language, human-reader and 
augmentative and alternative modes, means and formats of 
communication, including accessible information and 
communication technology;

• "Language" includes spoken and signed languages and other 
forms of non spoken languages;

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml


The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disability (2006):

Article 9 – Accessibility

1. To enable persons with disabilities to live independently and participate 
fully in all aspects of life, States Parties shall take appropriate measures 
to ensure to persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with 
others, to the physical environment, to transportation, to information 
and communications, including information and communications 
technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or 
provided to the public, both in urban and in rural areas. These measures, 
which shall include the identification and elimination of obstacles and 
barriers to accessibility, shall apply to, inter alia

a. :Buildings, roads, transportation and other indoor and outdoor facilities, 
including schools, housing, medical facilities and workplaces;

b. Information, communications and other services, including electronic 
services and emergency services.

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml


The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disability (2006):

Article 21 - Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information

States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that persons 
with disabilities can exercise the right to freedom of expression and opinion, 
including the freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas on 
an equal basis with others and through all forms of communication of their 
choice, as defined in article 2 of the present Convention, including by:

a. Providing information intended for the general public to persons with disabilities in 
accessible formats and technologies appropriate to different kinds of disabilities in a timely 
manner and without additional cost;

b. Accepting and facilitating the use of sign languages, Braille, augmentative and alternative 
communication, and all other accessible means, modes and formats of communication of 
their choice by persons with disabilities in official interactions;

c. Urging private entities that provide services to the general public, including through the 
Internet, to provide information and services in accessible and usable formats for persons 
with disabilities;

d. Encouraging the mass media, including providers of information through the Internet, to 
make their services accessible to persons with disabilities;

e. Recognizing and promoting the use of sign languages.

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml


• Taking time
• Getting to know the person
• Learning from others who know the person well
• Knowing and understanding how the person communicates
• Using the person’s communication method
• Treating the person with dignity and respect
• Understanding there are different ways to communicate
• Speaking directly to the person
• Making an effort when you can’t understand the person
• Staff sharing information about how people communicate

Key features of communication 
accessible environments (Scope, CRC 2013)



Quiz – How Communication Accessible 
Are You?

http://www.scopevic.org.au/service/quiz-communication-accessible/



Accessible schools?



What are schools responsibilities to 
students with CCN?

• In addition to the general features of a 
communication accessible community



The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disability (2006):

Article 24 - Education
3. States Parties shall enable persons with disabilities to learn life and social development skills to
facilitate their full and equal participation in education and as members of the community. To this
end, States Parties shall take appropriate measures, including:

a. Facilitating the learning of Braille, alternative script, augmentative and alternative 
modes, means and formats of communication and orientation and mobility skills, and 
facilitating peer support and mentoring;

b. Facilitating the learning of sign language and the promotion of the linguistic identity of 
the deaf community;

c. Ensuring that the education of persons, and in particular children, who are blind, deaf 
or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate languages and modes and means of 
communication for the individual, and in environments which maximize academic and 
social development.

4. In order to help ensure the realization of this right, States Parties shall take appropriate
measures to employ teachers, including teachers with disabilities, who are qualified in sign
language and/or Braille, and to train professionals and staff who work at all levels of education.
Such training shall incorporate disability awareness and the use of appropriate augmentative and
alternative modes, means and formats of communication, educational techniques and materials
to support persons with disabilities.

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml

http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml


Education – responsibility of schools

https://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/global/australian-education/schools



Education – responsibility of schools

https://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/global/australian-education/schools



Australian schools have a mandate to be 
accessible communication communities

Responsibility to teach 



Where do we want to go?

How are we going to get there?

Eleanor Porter



“Would you tell me, please, which way 
I ought to go from here?”

"That depends a good deal on where 
you want to get to.”



“Would you tell me, please, which way 
I ought to go from here?”

"That depends a good deal on where 
you want to get to.”

"I don't much care where”

"Then it doesn't matter which way 
you go.”

Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/8164.Lewis_Carroll
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2933712


Meaning is co-constructed

Eleanor Porter



Shared understanding

Eleanor Porter



Key frameworks

• International Classification of Functioning, Disability 
and Health (ICF) 

• Participation model Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013

• Light (1989) definition of communication competence

• Social networks (Blackstone & Hunt-Berg 2003)

• Dynamic assessment – intervention to meet 
autonomous communication requirements to 
understand others and express self.  

• AARCH (Porter 2007).



Types of communication for
people with CCN

Blackstone & Hunt Berg, 2003

• Emerging communicators

• Context-dependent communicators
– Limited contexts / limited partners

– Multiple contexts / multiple partners

• Independent communicators



Types of communication
Blackstone & Hunt Berg, 2003

• Focus on developing independence
– Decreasing reliance on communication partners

• Familiarity

• Observation & Interpretation

• Set-up

• Emerging & context-dependent communicators
– Require specific scaffolds from partners to 

communicate their own messages



Communication independence model

What the model is NOT:

1. a reflection of cognitive ability

2. a description of how someone understands (receptive 
language)

3. a prediction of potential

• A very capable individual with excellent cognition and 
receptive language can be held back by poor services. 

• Conversely, a different individual, with good AAC 
services and education, can become an independent 
communicator despite cognitive and language delays.

http://depts.washington.edu/augcomm/03_cimodel/commind5_summary.htm



Not Pre-

“an individual does not abandon simpler 
strategies in the march towards independence. 

Instead the individual acquires more and more 
sophisticated  communication methods to add to 
an  existing repertoire.”

Blackstone & Hunt Berg, 2003. p. 15

Multi-modal communication



Purpose of AAC

To enable the person to meet all of his/her 
varied communication requirements as    
• intelligibly    
• specifically          
• efficiently 
• independently                           
• in as socially valued a manner 

as possible

To understand others and to be understood.

Porter, 1997, Porter 2007



To more fully and 
effectively participate in 
their various social roles 



Long term destination
Autonomous communication

Being able to say 

whatever I want to say,

to whoever I want to say it to,

whenever I want to say it



The language environment

• All theories of language acquisition imply that 
there is an environment of language users and 
that the quality of the environment is related 
to the behaviour of these language users to a 
greater or lesser extent. 

• Children acquiring spoken language 
– Are surrounded by a community of speakers
– Influences are usually not planned



Aided Language

Spoken Language

(Sign language)

Aided Language

(Spoken Language)

(Sign language)



An initial focus on receptive input

• Provides children with opportunities to learn, 
over time, how aided symbols are used to 
communicate.

• Provides opportunities to observe the child’s 
response to this mode of communication and 
discover, over time, the strategies which will 
enable the child to communicate more 
effectively.
– Dynamic assessment

– Cannot know before giving it a go!



Communication
• Autonomy

• Accessibility

• Requirements

• Competence

• Habits – communication 
AT ANY time

Porter 2007



Competent communication is co-constructed.
Everyone needs to learn to use AAC



Are these concepts consistent with 
those you have used to guide your 

approach to AAC assessment –
intervention? 

Do you think these concepts are 
shared by all in your school 

communities? 



What’s the vision?



ISAAC conference, 2012
• Emily Thatcher: Iowa Department of Education

• Julie Freed: Grantwood Area Education Agency, Iowa

• Amy Staples & Evette Edmister: University of Northern Iowa

• Shirley Robinson: Santa Clara County Office of Education 
(California)

• Linda Burkhart – Maryland. USA

• Gayle Porter – Melbourne, Australia

Shared connection 
Pragmatic Organisation Dynamic Displays (PODD)

5 day workshop



Features of 
Communication Accessible schools 

Burkhart, et al 2012

• Problem solving how every child can understand others and 
express themselves

• AAC systems readily available for AUTONOMOUS 
communication at ANY TIME
– Expectation that students may have messages to communicate/share

• Extra time to communicate using aided AAC
– Active problem-solving to enable this to occur with available resources

• Interaction patterns support children’s autonomous 
communication
– Able to initiate their own messages, not just answering adult questions
– Child’s initiations and messages using AAC responded to as if message was 

spoken
– Focus on child’s varied communication requirements, not just adult 

“curriculum” agenda



• Staff use AAC

– to support children to understand (as required)

– to provide opportunities for children to experience their 
method of communication used in genuine interactions 
(immersion)

• Everyone’s contribution is valued equally regardless 
of how it is expressed 

• AAC training and use extends beyond the school 
– engages families and communities

• Administration supports staff and resources for AAC
– supporting communication in the mission statement

Features of 
Communication Accessible schools

Burkhart, et al 2012



Features of 
Communication Accessible schools

(Gayle & Haylee)

• Everyone  shares the responsibility for creating a communication 
accessible environment

- NOT the sole responsibility of the AAC user, their family or the 
therapist

• Symbols/systems have a visible presence in all areas of the school

• Active and ongoing problem solving to enable children to 
understand and express self

• AAC is incorporated into all aspects of the curriculum (not just 
AAC sessions)

• AAC training prioritised and resourced, extending beyond school

• Habits for autonomous communication at ANY TIME
• Throughout every lesson and between lessons
• In all school environments; swimming pool, PMP, horse riding, music 

etc

• Enabling communication in mission statement

p. 

154



• Supportive Principals; 
“ A good vibe starts at the top and filters down…”

- willing to develop a relationship with parents and the 
student

- have positive attitudes towards the student
- accept the student who use AAC

• Provision of training
- teachers accept and embrace regular consultation with 

expert SP
- funding and time allocated to ongoing training 
- adequate training provided on how to use high tech 

systems 
- to use AAC to scaffold learning

Parent perspectives - communication 
access in schools



Classroom staff (teachers and aides) who are willing to:
• receive additional training about communicating with the 

AAC user
• model communication in all environments and aspects of the 

school in a meaningful way that the student is using.
• practice, take on feedback and alter their communication and 

questioning habits
• include students in their regular curriculum lessons, even if it 

takes longer!
• keep in regular contact with parents
• provide additional opportunities for students to make friends 

with peers
• be aware of and manage shifts in power between teachers 

and aides.

Parent perspectives - communication 
access in schools



School staff

• accepting a different form of communication

• accepting it is student’s form of communication and willing 
to learn and understand how to use it so they can interact 
in conversation with her.

• Understanding its importance to her.

• Allowing her time to respond in conversation.

Peers who:

- are patient and willing to interact with the AAC user

- develop friendships with the AAC user  

Parent perspectives - communication 
access in schools



What might a communication 
accessible school look like?



Key issues affecting participation & learning 
– All students with CCN

• Method to communicate available (AAC)
• Communication at any time

• Able to meet all varied communication requirements 
• range of purposes

• Partners who understand and support student’s 
use of AAC

• Additional time required to communicate



• Sufficient vocabulary available
• Range of social communication requirements

• Active participation in the curriculum

• Opportunities to learn language in AAC forms
• Models of other people using AAC to communicate

• Expand message using AAC modes

Key issues affecting participation & learning
– Students who use whole word/symbol systems



• People in the environment who actively scaffold 
communication
• Support student learning to communicate (using 

language)

• Actively interpret communication
• Co-construct message

• Use of specific prompts and cues 

Key issues affecting participation & learning
- Students who do not currently have intelligible ways to 

communicate using language



Do we see these features in 
schools?

Why not? 

“An environment which supports 
the acquisition of alternative 
language forms does not seem 
to come naturally.”  

von Tetzchner & Grove, 2003, p. 13



Participation modal
Beukelman & Mirenda 2013

• Phases of Assessment
• Referral for AAC assessment
• Initial assessment and intervention for today
• Detailed assessment for tomorrow
• Follow-up assessment

Longitudinal nature of AAC interventions

• Meeting today’s communication requirements

• Likely to need in the future 
• laying foundations for tomorrow’s requirements

• Development for the future



Participation modal Beukelman & Mirenda 2013. p109



Opportunity barriers

• Policy

• Practice

• Facilitator skill 

• Facilitator knowledge

• Attitude



Write a barrier you are currently 
experiencing on a small post it 
note and put on wall at front.



Opportunity Barriers



Opportunity Barriers



Opportunity Barriers



Opportunity Barriers



Opportunity Barriers



‘The truth is, your job is to 
change the world.’

Patton, 2014

http://startupbros.com/make-money-blogging/



Building Communication 
accessible schools

• Looking at systems – not just individual with AAC and 
their immediate partners

• Assessment and interventions for systemic change

• Need to consider the system’s
• Culture

• Beliefs - mindset

• Previous experience

• Knowledge base

• Skill sets

• Priorities (where are they expending their available capacity)





The Tipping point – cultural change

http://www.sustainablebrands.com/news_and_views/behavior_change/driving
-behavior-change-pioneering-practice-tipping-point-and-beyond

http://www.sustainablebrands.com/news_and_views/behavior_change/driving


Mindset - http://www.mindset.ws

“Like individuals, organisations are creatures 
of habit with their own personalities and 
customs. Often ‘the way things are done 
around here’ is so set in stone it stops the 

company changing and moving forward as it 
has to.”



http://10eighty.co.uk/2013/07/12/culture-change-in-the-city/



How do we help people on this journey?

• Shared understanding

• Insight – complex communication needs

• Motivation – why? 

• Inspiration - knowledge of possibilities

• Guided practice to develop competent use of AAC 
(sufficient skills, knowledge and judgment)

• Practical ideas and support for juggling it all in the 
real world



Story Time!!!

• Your job is to think “What is affecting change?”

• Looking for commonalities and themes

• Stories help ideas to stick (Sticky ideas)  
• What sticks with you? 

• Why ?



Creating a 

Communication 

Accessible 

Environment in a 

Specialist Autism 

School
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‘You can’t see or touch ‘shared 
understanding,’ but you can feel it.’ 

(Patton, 2014)



Cerebral Palsy Education Centre

Porter & Kirkland, 1995



AH HA!
•Communication is constantly 

occurring.

• Every activity in the group 
program can provide a context 
for communication.  



Communication access in 
local schools



Creating Communication 
Communities 

Linda Burkhart, Julie Freed, Emily 
Thatcher, Amy Staples, Evette Edmister, 

Shirley Robinson, Gayle Porter



The dream’s easy – making it happen 
is more of a puzzle!



Iowa Literacy & 
Communication Projects
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Profile– Santa Clara County
➢32 school districts

➢Large densely populated geographic area with 
15 different cities (50 miles from the north to southern part)

➢Diverse Population
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Leading systemic change

• Education and training to develop a shared understanding
– Belief systems
– Multi-modal, autonomous  communication
– Aided language input
– Habits for communication
– Interaction styles and wait time

• Resources to support implementation 
– Communication displays, books, devices etc. 

• Driven by Senior Leadership teams
– Ongoing funding made available
– Recognition of roles and responsibilities

• Networks of support
– Parents
– Staff
– Mentors

• Change in service delivery models



Making the shift—
Putting the pieces together
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The Tipping point – cultural change



Up Hills and down Dales

Repeat

Recast

Revisit

Re-inspire





It is a Process!

•It will take time!

•Changing beliefs

•Developing skills

•Automaticity and 
integration in practice

Burkhart, et al 2012



OK to just get 
started!

Communication Communities

• a single individual and her partners

• a single classroom

• a whole school

• More comprehensive systemic change 
requires more extensive planning, time 
and administrative support.

Burkhart, et al 2012



Success Breeds 
Success

•Slowly spreads as people 
talk about successes

•Build towards a critical 
mass – tipping point

Burkhart, et al 2012



Go back to the purpose 
of communication

•Changing service models

•What are the real 
communication requirements?

•Now and in the future

•Autonomy!

Burkhart, et al 2012



Remember it takes 
time to change cultures



A journey of a thousand 
miles begins with a 

single step!

Lao-tzu

http://www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Lao-tzu/


Communication is 
a key life skill

“Have you got anything better to do? 

Listen to me: There is nothing more important for you 
to be doing right now than to learn how to express 
your thoughts and feelings to other people.

I know how painful it is when people stare at you and 
think that you are somebody other than who you 
really are because of how you look on the outside. 
Believe me this won’t change unless you have some way 
to tell people who you are on the inside.”

Michael B. Williams, 1996.



http://understandinglu.blogspot.pt/2014/02/just-do-it.html

The final thing I want to say goes back to the title of this 
post, "Just Do It". I see people post often about just not 
knowing what to do with the PODD, it's not working for 
them, they need to learn it better, etc... My piece of 
advice on how to be successful with the PODD is to just 
do it.



Supporting people with

• Shared understanding

• Insight – complex communication needs

• Motivation – understanding WHY

• Knowledge of possibilities

• Guided practice to develop competent use of AAC 
(sufficient skills, knowledge and judgment)

• Practical ideas and support for juggling it all

to “JUST DO IT”


