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• Full-day AGOSCI (Australia) Pre-Conference Workshop in 
May 2015.

• Aim of the workshop
– Provide a forum to explore AAC interventions to support the 

development of more communication accessible school 
communities

– Share experiences gained via school community 
interventions targeting the knowledge, judgment and skills 
of school leadership teams, teachers, therapists, support 
personal, peers and families.  

– Demonstrate educational opportunities that have been 
found to shift school community understanding of the 
importance of and possibilities for communication autonomy 
for students who have complex communication needs. 

Building communication accessible 
school communities workshop



• Aim of the workshop (cont)
– Provide an opportunity to discuss and propose the 

features of an accessible school community that 
support students developing competent, autonomous 
communication.  

• Approximately 80 participants including
– Parents
– Teachers (specialist and general education)
– Speech Pathologists
– Principals & other members of school leadership teams
– People who use AAC

Building communication accessible 
school communities workshop



Shared understanding

Eleanor Porter



Shared understanding 
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: communication Autonomy, Accessibility, 
Requirements, Competence and Habits for communication 
at any time  (Porter 2007).



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 the school communities you work in? 

General  YES

No, not really!



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


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



Australian schools have a mandate to be 
accessible communication communities

• Responsibility to teach 



What’s the vision?



In a communication accessible 
school you will see …….

Small group activity with each group 
writing on big paper. 

Thematic analysis 

• Initially by our colleague Lillian Colley

• Agreement with Haylee and Gayle





School Policies and Practices

COLLABORATION

• Having  a community where everyone is embracing / 
using AAC

• School staff have a shared purpose and support each 
other to learn and use tools and strategies

• Support from management

• School leaders can use and support use of AAC

• Therapist, educators and families work in partnerships 
and value each other

• Clear communication between schools families and 
external agencies / therapists

• Consistency and use of AAC at school and home



School Policies and Practices

VALUES AND PRIORITIES 

• Budgets which support communication 
• Leadership and administration have communication as 

a priority
• AAC is valued and promoted by the whole school 

community (shared vision)
• Reporting and evidence gathering that recognises the 

value of communication
• Goals focussed on individual’s integration of skills and 

competencies to become an autonomous 
communicator 

• Leadership and government policy
• Students with CCN in leadership roles



CURRICULUM 

• Communication is a foundation to the curriculum

• Everyone engaged and participating in all contexts 

• Curriculum which everyone can access (inclusive 
and adjusted to meet the meets of students) 

• Being flexible in curriculum delivery
• Varied learning experiences
• Interactive lessons
• Flexible schedules

• Active teaching of literacy 

School Policies and Practices



Availability of Resources

PERSONNEL

• Staff that have expert knowledge in AAC onsite all 
the time 

• Personal communication assistants for all who need 
them

• Mentors and people who use AAC on staff

Staff time 
• Staff time to prepare AAC and create AAC
• Time to be skilled



Availability of Resources

AAC RESOURCES
• Every student has access to an effective communication 

system
• AAC is accessible at all times and contexts
• A variety of communication systems and tools available 

and being used
• Adult have communication systems with them at all times 

so that they can use to model 
• Consistent symbols used
• Communication as a school priority expressed visually 

(schedules, aided vocabulary, reminders of 
communication rights and values)



Developing Knowledge

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
• Ongoing education and training for both staff and parents

• Regular PD and in class support

• Developing “listener” competencies

• Training of teacher aides and support staff

SHARED UNDERSTANDING 
• A shared understanding of what communication is and the 

impact of complex communication needs

• A collective respect for everyone’s voices 

• A feeling that everyone’s communication is valued

• High expectations (students and staff) 

• Ongoing willingness to learn, adapt and change 



Interaction
MULTIMODAL 

• Multimodal communication being used and accepted 

• Natural use of AAC systems

INTERACTIONS TO STIMULATE COMMUNICATION AND 
LANGUAGE LEARNING 

• Staff with knowledge and skills to provide opportunities 
for communication 

• Communication partners with the skills to support 
children to communicate (co-construct messages, 
attribute meaning, modelling multiple modes)

• Communication partners stop and take time to 
communicate



Interaction

COMMUNICATION FOR A RANGE OF PURPOSES

• Students communicating for a range of language 
functions

• People who use AAC using small talk and engaging 
successfully 

COMMUNICATION AT ANY TIME AND IN ANY PLACE

• Students have communication systems with them 
at all times (moves with them across environments)

• AAC is being used by all school staff, all the time, 
across all environments  



STAFF 

• All school staff competent in using AAC 

• AAC is modelled by all staff (e.g. parents. Cleaners, 
administration, teachers, taxi drivers, senior staff)

• People who use AAC and school staff interact across the school 
day

• Staff use AAC in all situations, e.g. assembly, swimming, PE, 
playground, etc

PEERS 

• Opportunities for social interaction and building friendships

• Peer to peer communication 

• Peers independently using multimodal communication 
successfully, including using AAC to chat with students who use 
AAC

Interaction 



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



Opportunity barriers
Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013

• Policy

• Practice

• Facilitator skill 

• Facilitator knowledge

• Attitude



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)





Story Time!!!

• Shared our personal stories of developing 
Communication Accessible environments.

• Asked participants to look for commonalities and 
themes and to think about “What is affecting 
change?”

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



Suggestions from participants

• Working group to work on extending the process of 
clarifying observable behaviours indicating 
communication accessible schools

• Whole school workshops and consultancies 
• to develop shared understanding 
• Model and coach staff to use AAC  

• Eventual development of a tool providing a list of 
observable behaviours that school communities 
could use to evaluate and plan for improved 
communication accessibility. 



Remember it takes time to
change cultures


