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Lisa Archibald
Welcome to the SAC Shining Lights, S-LP Schools podcast. I'm your host, Dr. Lisa Archibald from Western University. As you know, many speech-language pathologists in Canada are employed in schools. Their job is to support children with communication disabilities in accessing the curriculum and achieving their academic and personal potential. It's a challenging job, so many schools, so many students, and not many S-LPs across the country, S-LPs are finding unique solutions to providing the best possible services to the students and school teams with whom they work. In this podcast, our guests describe their innovations in school-based speech language pathology. Thanks for listening as we shine a light on some brilliant projects.
Hello and welcome to the SAC Shining Lights, SLP Schools podcast. I'm so excited today to have Lindsay Sharpe return to the podcast. Her first episode was number 35, where she's talked about foundations in supporting augmentative and alternative communication users in the classroom. Lindsay, would you please reintroduce yourself to the listeners? 
Lindsay Sharpe
You bet. So I am Lindsay Sharpe, and I work in the Louis Rail School division, which is in Winnipeg, Manitoba, and have been an SLP for 14 years. I am a full-time speech language pathologist in the schools, and I also have a little bit of consulting time. So in my role in the schools I have 1.0 FTE, but 0.3 of that, I'm given some consulting time to support our AAC users in our division. So I'm here just to speak a little bit about that. 
Lisa Archibald
Lovely. All right. And I do very much recommend folks start with your first episode where you talk about foundations and supporting AAC users in the classroom, and then what challenge did you want to consider next? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah, so as I spoke of previously, we've really noticed a large increase in the number of students with communication disorders in our school division. And that increase has really happened over a short time. So just over the past few years, our numbers of individuals who communicate using alternative and alternative communication quadrupled. So, we went from maybe 60 students who used AAC in just a couple schools to really having AAC users in at least 34 of our 40 schools and up into the hundreds, almost 300 users. So with that need, we really identified the problem of having sufficient intervention and programming for these students. So there was all of a sudden this really new pressure put on school teams, I believe, to learn how to program appropriately for these students in the classroom and recognise that some of them are working towards curriculum goals. 
But many of these students that I'm speaking to today, they're on individual plans. They're on individual education plans or IEPs, and they're requiring quite a different type of educational experience than maybe some of their peers. But they are in their catchment schools, their schools in their neighbourhood, and they're in their grade level classrooms as much as they can be. So how do we ensure that they're getting the programming, the intervention and the goals set for them that they really need? And how do we support teams in understanding that AAC users are unique because they're doing this language learning while also learning how to use this complex system of communication, this mode of communication that is different from so many others in schools. And how do we do that in a really functional way that's going to serve these students for their entire lives?
I always pause school teams right at the beginning of their thought with students, even if a student's in kindergarten, I challenge them to think about where is this AAC user going to be when they're an adult? What are the family's long-term goals? What are the student's long-term goals and what are the team's long-term goals that should really shape our interventions? 
Lisa Archibald
And we want what's happening in the classroom to be meaningful, I think, and that's challenging for folks. We want to make sure that is time well spent, I think. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Exactly. And we're truly finding, and this is no one's fault, we're not pointing fingers, but we're just finding that teachers, they're extremely busy. There's a huge load put on them every day in their classrooms. They're teaching students with a real variety of needs, 
Their AAC users or not, or have a whole variety of needs, and so haven't truly been given the education they need, whether that's in their formal education as teachers and getting their bachelor's or master's degrees or hands-on in schools. They haven't really been given that guide, that helping hand that can really break down what it means to teach an AAC user. And so I think we have to really pause and think about what is a guideline we can give people. It's not a, you do this A through Z and you do every single step exactly the way I say, but it's at least a starting point. I think teachers and student services and administrators, everyone needs more of a starting point for what are some really functional ways. I can look at programming for students in our schools who use AAC, and then we can really break down individual goals. 
From there. We can think about how do these intervention guides apply back to the classroom and maybe some curriculum that is happening. We think of inclusion, we use that word a lot, but I don't see inclusion as just a physical space sometimes. “Oh, great, we've checked that box.” This student's in their Grade 2 classroom physically there most of the day, but they're not engaged and they're not meeting functional goals. So I think of instead, how do we maybe do some pullout, some small group or some individualised intervention using these guides, but then also connect those back to the classroom and to peers when appropriate. And that's going to be the most functional and impactful type of inclusion there is.
Lisa Archibald
For sure. I mean, if we think about the curriculum, I mean, that gives teachers the guide for what to be doing in the classroom, but when a student is on an entirely alternate curriculum, then where's the curriculum guide for those? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Exactly, and that lands a lot on our student services teachers. Those are our resource teachers I know and them to team with their teachers of these students to create these IEP goals, these very individualised plans. And I think we've realised it's so important for us as clinicians to be a part of that plan with the family of course, as well. And the student if they can participate. Absolutely as well. Because we see our role, especially for AAC users, as being someone who needs to be at that table. We want to build capacity so teams can write their own goals, but we definitely need to be at the table for any new students or new plans that are being made. We as a speech language pathology team have seen a lot of goals that are highly repetitive year to year because teams are just, they're frankly unsure of next steps or maybe an AAC users really at the very beginning of their literacy journey. 
And every year you see they will match the letters of their name using Velcro. They will match the letters of their name using Velcro. And here we go and we see that and we get the purpose behind it, but we recognise the need for more that we need to come in with more of AAC lens to things like literacy, cooking, community, all these guides that I'm going to talk about. We need to come in with an A EC lens. And really the best people to do that are our speech language pathologists. Of course, I could not do any of this and have not done any of this without the rest of my clinical team, especially the occupational therapist. That's been a real key. I think every S-LP needs an OT bestie, and I've been really lucky to partner with an OT in a few of my schools. 
Kara, I'll give her a shout out. She's been instrumental in bringing her expertise to the table because a lot of the AAC users I support also have sensory regulation needs, fine motor needs. They have gross motor components, some of them, of course, that are physiotherapist support. So we haven't really been able to do any of this without that really interprofessional practise, which is one thing I really love about working in our school division is we're constantly teaming as clinicians. And I think that makes me a better SLP too. So that's a real point of advice that I have for any S-LP out there is if you can really pull in those other clinical colleagues in your OT when looking at developing something like this, then please do it.
Lisa Archibald
For sure. And I think it is hard to know what the next step is when you're not immersed in it and when you perhaps haven't seen it across time. And sometimes that the speech anthropologist can bring those perspectives of where this might go next. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Exactly, and the S-LPs and OTs recognise that sometimes we need alternative spaces too. We want our students, they can hopefully be a part of their grade level classroom and be in there to the best of their ability, but we also recognise the need for a movement space or a sensory space or those type of really purposeful spaces in schools. So, we've been working hard.
The OT team has been leading the creation of more of these spaces in all of our buildings, not just in a segregated classroom perspective, but that all buildings would have these alternative spaces. They're still really purposeful and planful, but a place where students can go and wear some of this small group programming and based on these intervention guides that I'm going to talk about, that's where it's happening. Sometimes we need to take some students who have similar needs, assess them first, make a really good individual plan, and then take a group of AAC users and really start to implement some of this alternative programming that's going to be so impactful. 
Lisa Archibald
And I think that's important. You're sort of getting at this idea that that inclusive idea isn't all about just sitting in the classroom and that we can give ourselves permission to have a child out of a classroom. And it doesn't mean that we're not working on an inclusive programme. 
Lindsay Sharpe
That's right, and it doesn't mean that they can't take part in pieces of curriculum and that they can't be a part of their classroom morning meeting routine or whatever type of pieces they can join in on. But that we need to see the whole child and the whole student and what environments, many environments in school that they might really benefit from being a part of. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, I like that thinking. So, you started some work on some intervention, guys, I'm sure our listeners by now are saying, “come on, let's hear about it.”
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah, we're just teasing it. So, I think this will be a long-term project that I think has future development to it. It's not, oh, we've done it sort of wash our hands, but I'll share definitely my beginning steps and what I've done over the past three years. So how it really began was myself and an OT colleague digging into just the research and doing our own professional learning on emergent literacy, comprehensive literacy.
So, all the pieces recommended by Karen Erickson and David Koppenhaver and their fabulous work in respect to teaching individuals with disabilities to read and write. Diving into that, diving into the use of alternative tools and alternative pencils and adapted toys. Me and my husband started adapting toys in our house late at night so that we could find ways for my students who needed alternative access or who used AAC to play. 
So, we did a lot of our own learning to start thinking about what are some foundations that we know? And we had had previous history, my colleague and I, in supporting students that were in more of a cluster program, more of a special education program that we had historically in schools. And so, we had been able to be a part of this highly trained team, a group of educational assistants who really knew AAC teachers and student services who knew it. So, we were a part of this historically. And so, we also had a nice vision of what it could look like even though we no longer have those cluster programs, what were the best pieces that we could take out of it and create? So we talked about where we wanted to start. Then we chose a school that we really wanted to be like our pilot school. 
They hadn't run these type of programs in this way before. So let's start with them. We knew we needed somebody invested. If we were going to do this, we needed an administrator who would give us a little bit of budget to do some of these in school and community pieces. We needed a space, an alternative space in the school, like a classroom space or a movement space in order to run this. And we needed teachers and educational assistants that would really jump on board with us and give us even time in their schedule.
“Hey, Lindsay's going to come in and run a small group for emergent literacy. We are willing to give up some of our time in our schedule for these students to see this new programming run.”
So, that was really the next step. So, we started thinking about what are the key components that we want to have in this alternative programming for these students? 
And I put them into three categories. So I'll share a bit about those. And that's how I've developed the guides is in three different modules. The first one I would refer to as AAC in the classroom, and that's really was highlighting the literacy piece that every student has the right to learn to read and write, and we're going to figure out how to do that. It may look a little different from how literacy looks currently in that grade level classroom, but we are going to do it no matter the student's needs or abilities. And that also tied in play-based language modelling in the classroom. How do we meet kids where they're at and where they like to play? So that was the first guide. It started breaking down what AAC in the classroom through a literacy lens could look like. The second guide–
Lisa Archibald
Sorry Lindsay, before we go on, just let me ask about that one first. So in this one, you're thinking about what's happening in the classroom, and how can my child be a part of that piece? So, if the children are there learning to read, then how can my AAC user be? If it's a play-based [inaudible] at that age, then how can they be a part of that? And so you're really thinking about what's happening in the classroom and how can my child be a part of that? 
Lindsay Sharpe
I can dive into that a little bit more. And so we would make an individual plan for that student for their literacy goals, and we used the five principles that Karen Erickson speaks of, and we would make sure that there was some sort of meaningful programming going on in each of those areas. And to make that individual plan with the students. So how in their day are we working towards their alphabet and phonological awareness skills as a non-speaking person or maybe minimally speaking, we need a way for them to show their alphabet knowledge. So we would make sure we had a component of that. How in every day of their school day are they doing shared reading or self-directed and independent reading? How are they doing shared writing and independent writing? And in order to get there, we started thinking about, okay, what are the components? 
What would a guide really truly be if we were going to hit each one of these pieces? So our guide really started to break down those components. Those are not components that aren't already in a classroom, but again, we found that we were missing some of those details with our AAC users. So because they could not say the letter sounds, they were being left out of the letter sound practise that was happening in kindergarten grade one and grade two. So our guide would identify, “hey, number one, when we are doing alphabet and phonological awareness in those pieces, how do I teach an AAC user letter sounds right?” And we can do it. And we talked about how we can do it in the reverse. We can have, I can say the sound and the student can point to the letter that represents that sound. I set those type of just creative ways to make sure everyone is getting that exposure to letters and sounds. So we started to shape the guide based on that. 
Lisa Archibald
Yes, and so the resource you've mentioned, we'll put in the show notes. With the five components I think you've mentioned now, just through that little conversation, a few of them, can we just get a little quick rundown? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes. Like Karen Erickson and David Koppenhaver’s work, their book, Comprehensive Literacy Teaching Students with Significant Disabilities to Read and Write.
So, that's a fabulous book that you can get that will include here. And in looking into that concept more deeply, we just started going to various professional development opportunities that could drill down each one of those areas, which also linked to some work by Kate Ahern, who's a speech language pathologist in the United States. And she had done work with UFLI. So, that's the University of Florida Literacy Institute's work, which we can also link to. This was a really nice connection for me for AAC in the classroom and my literacy guide, because our school division, a lot of our teachers were already beginning to use UFLI in their classrooms. They were beginning to use this as a literacy approach. And so when I found Kate Ahern had already dug into this a little bit in terms of adapting it for non-speaking or minimally speaking individuals, I was like, this is my way in. Because right now we're not introducing a whole new concept. We don't need to teach AAC users that differently. We just need to give them the access to the learning. 
She was a really great resource for me on this learning journey and a way for me to talk to teachers in a way that already made sense to them that we can do this lesson the way you're doing it, but myself and the OT, we're going to provide you with maybe some adaptations, some letter cards that we made that the student can point to instead of being requested to make the letter sound, as I mentioned, some really beautiful work. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah. So we're on here, your AAC in the classroom. We've been hearing a little bit about how it's relating to literacy, and so what does it look like? How does it work? 
Lindsay Sharpe
The guide starts with determining, of course, where your AAC user is at in terms of their literacy. So doing some assessments by having the individual point to an array of letters on a page to either after the person administering the assessment has said the letter name or the letter sound. So sort of like a multiple choice given an array, doing a little bit of assessment for the students that can do that. We suggest that very first in our guide. And once we've established where they're at, then we start digging into the student's individual abilities in each one of those components of emergent comprehensive literacy instructions. So where are they at with their alphabet and phonological awareness? And then what's the next step based on that? Can they identify their letters and sounds? Can they find the letter in text? Can they produce the form? 
And once we have answers to those questions, then we know where our intervention can go. And for a lot of our AAC users in schools, we really realised they're very early in their literacy journey because many people, and this has been interesting to read in the research, AAC users are simply given less exposure to concepts of reading and writing people read to them less was one of the research points I read, which I just found was interesting. And speculations because they can't reply in the same way perhaps. We don't have that same interactive back and forth as we do with other young readers. So we wanted to make sure in our guide that we had those very early literacy components.
In all of our students' days, are they being led to all the time and on a book they love, right? This wasn't about academic books and level books and you must reach this competency. It was about learning how to love letters and sounds and reading and pictures, and doing that in a way that met the student where they were at. So the guide, as I mentioned, started with assessment, then dove into each of those areas of alphabet phonological awareness and shared an independent reading and writing. 
And from there we formed some small groups. So not only did we have that individual plan and assessment, but we formed some small groups of AAC users in these schools that we had run this guide with. And we would very purposely run these small literacy groups about once a week. And myself and the OT started leading them with teachers alongside us to watch and to learn and educational assistance learning so that we could give them kind of the best case scenario modelling. And we said to these educators, the teachers and on the team, we aren't claiming to be educators or literacy experts, but we do want to share with you the best way that we can do this from a language learning perspective, a communication device perspective, and from an access perspective for those students whose physical mobility was limited. So we started with really fun things like journal, that was one part of our guide that we suggested everyone do. 
A lot of our AAC users are never given the opportunity to write, to scribble, to explore very early production of letters and sounds, whether that's because they're physically limited or because they haven't shown interest, they aren't interested in holding a pencil or simply people thought they couldn't because they were non-speaking. So we started this awesome journaling project and we started it with pictures. Every student's journal was individualised with pictures of things they loved. So, whether they told us they loved Elmo or they loved Taylor Swift or they loved pumpkins, whatever it was, we would put those pictures into their journal and the OT came in and assessed what everyone's best pencil would be.
So, it could be a pencil or it could be a keyboard, it could be working with sponge bath letters in water. It could be working with magnetic letters on a cookie sheet, it could be stamp letters, whatever made sense for that student. And then every week we would encourage them to just scribble, and that could mean anything for any student, but it was just start where you're at and you tell me about this picture you love. That journaling experience was really interesting. It took a while for adults to get on board with the idea that, but we're not telling them how to write. We're not telling them CAT is CAT. And we had to explain to them that this is really that early exploratory part of literacy, which is so important for kids to become readers and writers. So that was just one specific example of a part of the guide that allowed also the adults around our AAC users to really expand their thinking and how these students can learn. 
Lisa Archibald
Yes, and these are often skills that kids, that teachers might not be involved in because before, and so they don't even think of those as being important stages of evolution of learning to write.
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, that's such a good point.
Lisa Archibald
The teachers were in that small group. Sorry, I might've missed that point along the way. You had teachers in your small group with you. 
Lindsay Sharpe
So we had the student services teacher, so they would be the case manager of that student, the one who was, and who also supports other students in the classroom, of course, who does some small group pullouts. So, some of our student services teachers will pull out individual students for all manners of supports. So, that's who we teamed with because we couldn't get the classroom teacher.
Lisa Archibald
That's what I was trying to figure out. I'm on board. No, that's good.
Lindsay Sharpe
To clarify, we did it with the student services teacher, the actual small groups, because they were highly led by myself and the OT. And then of course met with the classroom teacher about what are the goals we're working on and how can we tie those back in so that the small groups were run with the student services team. 
Lisa Archibald
And the small group then was really demos of those activities and things that you had in your guides. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Exactly. Exactly, and a lot of the guide, like I said, I didn't create, so if anybody interested goes to Karen Erickson's work and Kate Ahern's work, that is what I base it around completely. But what I think was the powerful piece was that teachers and student services teachers don't have, they're not looking at these resources. Of course, this is a specialised area, but then me pouring my resources of learning into these areas and then just having them observe me and watch how I am doing it, it just shortened that gap so much that now those teachers, student service teachers, educational assistants who are often with these AAC users their whole day at school, they had now a really much better idea of how to tie in these AAC modelling and literacy concepts throughout that student's entire day. So that was the really neat impact there. 
Lisa Archibald
So really nice for those educators to see. For sure. Tying into your thoughts earlier about the importance of the space where that was happening in this small group, I mean, did you see got any little great anecdotes of the users themselves really progressing on skills as you were in those small groups? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes. Yes, definitely. I think the journals were one of our most interesting things to see because they were physical representations. We did a lot of learning using our AAC keyboards and our folders with our alphabet. I even created query phonics folders in the speech generating apps. So Prolo Quo Go is a common app that a lot of my AAC users use. So, I created one folder that would have the sounds speak for them using a recorded voice and the look on the students' faces would be so exciting. But we did a lot of that just on the fly. Whereas the journals, they were nice. We had a representation over three years of journal writing 
That was a real eyeopener because I think what a lot of people don't recognise either when they're writing IEP goals and pieces for AAC users in those with quite significant disabilities is the progress can be slow, but it is there. So at the end of this school year, actually, my colleague, my OT colleague and I, we looked at our journals from three years ago for one student, and then we looked at his progression up till his last journal he did this year. And it was so amazing to us to see how far he had come, not only in his writing, so he had started with just, it was lines on a page to anybody else, it would just look like scribbles. It was some horizontal lines and some vertical lines. And at the end of this school year, three years later, he was writing words, he was saying B and N, and he was putting together consonants to make words that we knew represented those pictures. 
So for him, again – somebody coming in right now would say, “well, he's still pretty emergent in his writing. He's only putting together a couple consonants.” But we had seen that huge, that growth from where he started. So having that as an artefact of his learning was really cool. And this student was also a grade eight student this year, and we really reflected to ourselves that in a lot of other schools, he may have not even been given that opportunity. They would've truly said, well, we're moving on to high school. It's a little bit too late for that literacy piece. We're going to just set the goals here and we won't work about worry right now about those letters and those sounds. But we pushed and pushed and we realised he could get there. 
Lisa Archibald
And if you could make that connection to put the consonant that goes with a picture that's right. Is really, really telling about the work that's been done with that AAC user. And I think really speaks to what you were saying earlier about the same goal every year. Maybe at a wide lens. It's marks on a page, but it's the types of marks that we're evolving and we have to be careful to recognise those small steps and really capture those two. I think. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, absolutely. We learned a lot about the development of writing that, like you mentioned, happens for many kids before they hit school. And so, we sort of don't even recognise it's happening as parents. And then by kindergarten we've got some semblance of writing, but those steps are so critical for a student at any age, and we should never say it's too late. That is something unfortunately we've heard in schools and our motto is never too late. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, great motto for sure. Alright, so are we ready to move on to the second intervention guide? Yes. Before we do, I know the listeners will already be wondering, and I'm putting you on the spot, I know a bit, but is there any way that this can be shared with listeners? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, I was thinking about that myself. I will look at the format that they're in and definitely I'm sure we could come up with something to share.
Lisa Archibald
Wow, I know that everyone will be cheering right now. All right, let's hear about your second intervention guide. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes. So the second one we put together, I mean it wasn't in any particular order. One I had mentioned was AAC in the community. So, this was a really neat opportunity for us to think about our functional language skills for AAC users outside of the classroom and outside of the school. We acknowledge that often AAC users are most successful communicating with only a few partners, whether that's their immediate family, their S-LP, who knows them really well, their educational assistant they're with every day, but they're in a highly supportive environment and we need to make sure they can communicate in multiple environments throughout their life. And so how do we structure some community experiences to meet those needs? Because everyone needs to be out in the community to some capacity, even if they're going to have support in the community, a support worker of some sort, how are they going to be able to communicate in the community and what can that look like? 
So, we had focused this more on our middle school and high school students who were just more ready for that community outing piece. And just thought about which of our AAC users in our schools would benefit from going places like a restaurant or a grocery store, which can sound simple, but were really quite big goals for some of these students who had complex needs. So we spoke to their families and we started brainstorming. So before we had the guide in place, we talked to schools and we talked to students' families, and we thought, we just asked, what would be the most functional for you, right? As families, what would be helpful? What skills can we work on in the community to support your child? We understand that their needs sometimes go beyond literacy and numeracy. They go those functional places. And families would tell us, we like to try to go to a restaurant once in a while, but you know what, it's really hard for my AAC user to order, or they don't know how, or the server doesn't hear them or looks at us because they don't recognise that that is their voice, their communication device is their voice. 
Or we sometimes have to take our child to the grocery store and that's hard. They don't quite know how to be in that space, or they're not a leader in that space the way that they could be perhaps participating. So we thought, great, let's use these two main community places, restaurants and grocery stores, and let's think about which AAC users can be a part of some active learning in those spaces. So we spoke with school teams, identified against small groups of students who we thought this would be the most beneficial for. We, of course, because they were going in the community, figured that out with family. That was the main piece of this, which I love because it's so nice, as I mentioned in my previous episode, to get that family connection, which is sometimes hard as a school, S-LP. So once we determine this, we started putting ideas together, what's going to be the most bang for your buck? 
What's going to get this student excited to go out? We picked a nice close restaurant walking distance to school. So we decided we're going to go on outings to Tim Horton's, and we didn't classic Canadian place, and we didn't just go, we were very planful myself and the OT and what the steps would be. So in the guide we created, we basically put all of our thoughts down on paper, “what are all the scaffolding pieces? What are all the skills we have to build?” Before we even think about taking this walk to Tim Horton's, and I think some of the adults supporting these students were surprised about how the slow pace we went through this, but we wanted them to know it was so purposeful to build those community awareness skills, to build the language skills that one needs to go out into a restaurant and place an order, the understanding of foods, drinks, even allergies, dietary restrictions that individuals need to know if they're going to go out and do something like this. 
So, we very purposefully built lessons, and that's what went in this guide, that what would happen in each prep session. We would pull this small group together once every few weeks. It wasn't super often because we're very busy in school, and we would begin with what was their personal experience? Had they ever been to a restaurant before? And they could tell us using their AAC if they had been to a restaurant before it. If not, that's okay too. What foods do you like? What is a menu? What is a server? Who is a server? And we would then, once we built those skills, we would practice in role play. We would bring in some Timbits and I would stand at the counter and all the AAC users would come to my table and they would order. So we did a lot of these steps before we went. 
We got to introduce some money skills, so the occupational therapist and the teacher student services as well would work together, think about, “okay, what money skills could this student develop in all of this?” We found it was so impactful because all of a sudden everyone just understood how this could shape an individual education plan. Yes, it may look a little different, but we are doing so many pieces just by going out in the community to a restaurant. We are doing numeracy, we are doing literacy, we are shaping vocational or volunteer skills for the future and all those things. So the guide held all of the ideas for how we were going to prep in these small groups, and then towards the end of the school year, or maybe a couple times towards the end of the school year would be our big outings. And the students become very excited for these.
Of course, we had built up to them so much, and plus they were going to go eat donuts. And then that we refined. Each time we went out to a restaurant, we find, okay, this skill needed to be taught perhaps a little more and we didn't quite think of it or this was a barrier we faced. And we talked about these very openly with our AAC users, the barriers that were hard for them. The person didn't look at me, they looked at my support worker, they didn't hear me because my AAC was too quiet and I don't have an external speaker on my system. 
I had to repeat myself twice. And that's hard for me. I already said it using my AAC, don't want to say it again. There was lots of things we had to troubleshoot. So, it was a really amazing learning experience within the community. 
Lisa Archibald
And when you say AAC community, how many people have time to taking students out to the community? But you can see when you're thinking about all the learning that's going on that still, you're still in school most of the time. And so, you're culminating in a community event, but it's not like every day you're going out into the community, but you're focusing your learning around that sort of functional activity. 
Lindsay Sharpe
And it was interesting to see the community impact. So truly the people around us when we went to stores and restaurants and how their AAC awareness built, how that was increased. The first time I went to a grocery store with a student, he had his AAC out and he was ready and raring to go, and he was looking for yoghourt. He didn't know where it was. I said, well, this is all, you got this. You need to find somebody who works at this grocery store and ask them for help what we do when we're in grocery stores. And he went up to this individual working at the grocery store and he used his AAC, he said, where is yoghourt? And he looked up at her and she started shouting at him quite loud, not angry, like loud voice loud. 
Lisa Archibald
Oh, I see. Right. 
Lindsay Sharpe
I think she perceived that, I guess because he couldn't speak that he was also deaf or hard of hearing. It was an interesting perspective. I was like, oh, wow. And so we assured her that he could hear her just fine. It's just that, and this is his communication device. So the number of interactions we had where people truly learned and I think built a really cool amount of AAC awareness through our outings, that was pretty amazing. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, that does sound amazing. Can I just ask, did you do any prep at those sites or you just went in with no prep for the individuals working there?
Lindsay Sharpe
Nope, no prep. And you know what? But it was also surprising the number of individuals who didn't blink, who looked firmly back at the AAC users, spoke to them and said, let me show you this way. Follow me. Do you have any other questions? It was really such a neat experience on both ways.
Lisa Archibald
Oh, I do love that. And I do think it sometimes these little game-changing ideas that opens people up to the possibilities of education for AAC users. 
Lindsay Sharpe
And this student, he had a language goal of using more words. He'd often use single words on his AAC, and yet in this environment, it was so much more natural for him. And it came so much easier to ask a three word question, where is yoghourt than he had ever done in school, to be quite honest with you. So it was good to show that school, this is still learning. This is still language goals, this is all these pieces. It doesn't have to be inside of the classroom. 
Lisa Archibald
And the authenticity, I think really, really helps to spur that along, even if they only know it's coming that they've got to do a lot of work before they can go to Tim Horton's. But just thinking around that adds the authenticity so much and I think opens the window for them to reveal their potential in really exciting ways. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, exactly. And it was nice to see families at the end of year meetings when we connected each year with these families of the students who had been on the community outings to see the progress on their end to say, at home. We went to the grocery store and instead of riding in the cart, he, he was out there and he was counting and he was telling me what he needed on the grocery list using his AAC and asking questions of people in the store. So that was another really beautiful impact. 
Lisa Archibald
For sure. All right, well the third one then let's have it.
Lindsay Sharpe
So, the third one – and this kind of ties into the grocery store and was so much fun – and that was AAC and cooking AAC in the kitchen guide. And so, this was done with a wide range of ages. So like I said, the community outings of bit more middle to high school, AAC in the classroom with the literacy focus. That was again, all ages from four to 21. And we looked at this one the same way. So AAC in the kitchen and thinking about cooking or food prep and how that can be really for any age
So, what we realized – we needed for this component was, again, the space, a little bit of budget to work with some food and ideally a kitchen in the school space that we could access, whether it was in an alternative cooking space or practical home economics, those things, or even in the staff room. So we kind of brainstormed around how could we get kids working hands-on with different food or food prep if they were an individual who really didn't eat a lot of food, who was more determined to stick with a very small assortment of things they ate, they could still be a part of the experience. It wasn't about the eating; it was about all the learning connected to that.
So, in the cooking guide, what we've really done is we talked about with schools, what type of food experiences can your student have? Food is something we all engage with in one way or another. It can bring a lot of amazing conversations around cultural diversity and what types of foods you eat at home, which is amazing. And tie that to language. It can bring about important conversations. Like we had students who had allergies and very specific dietary restrictions that we then realised they needed to be able to talk about using their AAC. That was very important vocabulary they needed in their system.
So, we would talk to schools about what students would benefit from. Again, a small group that would occur every few weeks. We didn't have to be, it was totally flexible based on what that school thought they could accommodate for these students. Finding a space and then what food experience makes most sense for your school. So some schools, for example, have a morning nutrition or breakfast program for their students. Maybe we could assist with that in some way. For some, we did it just completely independent of any sort of formal program. But we picked one type of food that we knew this small group of students could and would eat, and then they did that repetitively. So for that example, it was a smoothie making club. We determined that this group of students would enjoy both making and eating. So that was the plan there. Others participated in a monthly just cooking club, and the recipes were different each time. 
So it really just again, depended on what the school felt they could do. Then we would begin by determining how we could create some visual recipes, adapted recipes, recipes that were both written, but also visual to try to make them accessible to every single student we were working with. If we needed to adapt materials and put them on an eye gaze board for an individual who used eye gaze to communicate. Then we did that. We made sure everyone could access the ingredients and the recipe visually.
So, we prepped that. The S-LPs and the OTs did a lot of the heavy work in the first little bit and then passed it off again to student services to lead alongside of us and any teachers that wanted to take part, but it was another small group pullout type piece. So once we had our recipes and our visuals, then we would determine are there students who it would make sense for them to go to the grocery store. 
So: tying in that community piece and actually buy the ingredients that we needed. So we determined whose individual plan that would be, and then we would all make that grocery list. So then we tied in our beautiful literacy skills of figuring out how we were going to write our list, how we were going to keep it, is it going to be just a piece of paper with some pictures on it, on a clipboard, and we take that to the grocery store, was it on an app? Lots of cool apps out there where you can make a list and check it off.
So, the OT worked really functionally with the group to do that piece of it and that list making. And then someone would go and do that shopping and bring it back. And then everyone would do that cooking experience. We would have a prep session beforehand. 
So, if we knew we were making a trail mix, we would create either myself, the OT or the student services would create a little PowerPoint all about trail mix. So again, just doing that prep work, what is the trail mix? What goes in it? What vocabulary are we learning right now? And how are we using our AAC to say, put in, make stir, take hot cold? We got to do some really amazing language learning with cooking, some great describing words, action words that we found our AAC users didn't usually use on a day-to-day basis.
So, that prep session allowed us to dive into the vocabulary that our recipe making was going to do. And then eventually, like I said, we would do the cooking, but they would be putting the food into the bowls. They would have things at stations very specifically set up so that we could sequentially follow the recipe as independently and as possible that we had to remind adults, the amazing educational assistants and all of the teachers just step back, we are going to just ask what's next? We're going to ask the student what's next, and then they can tell me on their AAC what is next on that recipe they have instead of just doing four. 
Mowing it down and truly making the experience as independent as possible. And each time we cooked, they had the option to eat. If they didn't want to, that was okay too. And then we'd have a follow-up. So the next step on the guide would be looking at pictures. We'd take a lot of pictures, which was really fun, but what student doesn't love to see themselves? And we would create stories or journals about our cooking. Again, telling the literacy piece back in and writing about our cooking experience. So that was the cooking guide. Yeah. 
Lisa Archibald
Oh, wow. Well, that sounds so much fun. All the other students must say, I wish I could go out and do that small group. True. Oh yeah. I love it. I love all the thinking about how to do those activities as independently as possible, but also those tie into those educational goals that those students have. 
You've been doing this and have that bit of a consultant role. Can your school-based SLPs be participating in this kind of work within their school-based kind of workload requirements? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah, that's a great question. So I've been sharing these guides out with the school-based SLPs in the hopes that they can because we are facing a bit of a crisis mode, to be honest with you, in that our school-based SLPs are really concerned that we just can't meet the needs, that we cannot meet the needs of the students. The numbers are just so high, and we have identified as a team that our a EC users are a number one priority in schools along with our other students who have severe speech and language disorders. But those are going to be ones that we do our best to consistently provide assessment and intervention.
So, I have been pitching to my teens that while this is time consuming, I do not doubt that I know how time consuming it can be. It can be worthwhile to spend your allotted not enough time in schools identifying your AAC users in that particular building and getting people on your team to agree to forming these small groups. Even just one, I assure everybody, you don't have to do all of these groups at once. These have built over time, but pick that's really meaningful or achievable for your building and spend your time there. If it's once every six days on the school cycle or once a week, whatever it may be, helping to run some of these small groups. The small groups, then at least you can gather a few students on your caseload at once. Hopefully reducing your time that you need to spend. 
Although we still do that individual time and really making it a priority to even for a first year attempt, making it a priority to do this in your buildings with a student services teacher who's really invested, who can then carry it out down the line without you who can do the same thing, but you need to touch base just less or you come every third small group. But I do think it's possible, and I have made sure I implemented it myself as well in my schools, that is not my consulting time, like doing it on my just school caseload time that is similar to my colleagues. I've made sure I've implemented it myself in that way because it is under different time constraints than my consulting piece before I went out and said, you can do this too. And it was harder. I had to really get new people on board and get schedules working and all those pieces, but I found it was worth that front loading, even if you don't as an SLP, sustain this for this pace for several years. 
Lisa Archibald
And so, the small group in that you're describing there, it might be AAC users from different classrooms? So different ages might be forming that group of two or three or however it might be in the school, and then you might be choosing one of those guides that fits how that works. And then like you said, you would be looking to do that with the educator, but you might fade. It might be a gradual fading over time. Your own support there. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, exactly. We found, especially once we gave them the tools when we had given some really hands-on literacy materials. Look at all this whole bin of tangible letters we gave you. Right. And you've watched us use those a couple times. Here is a switch adapted blender now that you've got that you can do that without us. So once we gave them the tools in that initial modelling, we really did see school teams pick it up and run with it, which was great. 
Lisa Archibald
I'm going to guess and say that I don't think this is just a matter of keeping on building modules because these seem like key modules that have within them lots of scope. 
Lindsay Sharpe
That's right. I would agree with you. I think as things come up, I might see the need to shape a brand new module, but I think these ones are pretty, they're broad and they're big and they kind of cover lot of areas that I think we need to cover. I think down the line, I may create a module that really helps our early years educators understand how we're doing AAC learning through play. Like take focus that classroom one more on simply the literacy piece and really pull out play, which sounds I think sometimes silly, well, doesn't everyone know how to play? But really thinking about how we model language and the importance of that for AAC users and consistently not just every once in a while when I have a minute here and there, but building that really structured play would be another module I would think about considering the amazing OTs and other S-LP colleagues of mine on my team created play cards. 
So, they were these really great visuals for adults. So they're meant for educators, educational assistants, other people other than us on the team, and they had lots of common play objects. So one card might be bubbles, another card might be trains or dollhouses or animals or so on and so forth. And the OT on one side, they talked about how to play creative ways to play ways to use this toy while also building my fine motor skills or using this in a sensory or a regulatory way. And on the flip side of the card was core vocabulary words we could model when we're playing with this toy fringe words we could model and ways that we can expand or recast or use all our great language strategies that we have. So those I would love to see implemented in all of our schools in a structured way, and I feel like could be fit into a play and a C module. 
Lisa Archibald
Oh, yes. Oh, I think we better have you do that one. That's so wonderful. Well, we're going to wrap up here. Lindsay, have you got a piece of advice, a top tip for your colleagues in this kind of work? 
Lindsay Sharpe
I think the main piece is start small. Whenever someone, I talk to someone about what I've done, they say, “oh, it feels big. It feels like you've done a lot of work.” I remind them the number of years I've done it, and then I say, start small. Pick one school or one small group. Pick one teacher or leader in the building, whoever that may be, who's on board and just start there. Right? One small group or one small idea. I think that has been led to the most success. Don't feel like you have to take it on all at once. Once people see the small piece that you've started, it will naturally lead to more. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah. You know what, I see your excitement and your passion about the work that you're doing. Just love chatting with you about all of that. How do you maintain that excitement and passion in the day-to-day work that you do? 
Lindsay Sharpe
That is a great question. I think, yes, it is hard because we are certainly very busy and can get bogged down by all the requirements of an educational system when you're working as a clinician in that setting. But I think what keeps me running and going and smiling is the impact is the students, right? It's when I see an AAC user say a new word, it's when I hear a family tell me a small win for them that they had that day. Or when I see my teachings or something, I've done impact another colleague, and they come and they can't wait to see me to share the latest AAC story success they've had. That's definitely what keeps me going, and I do it for the students, for sure. 
Lisa Archibald
Lovely, lovely. Lindsay, thank you very much once again for sharing your time and your expertise with us today. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Thanks so much for having me. 
Lisa Archibald
Thank you for listening to the SAC Shining Lights, S-LP Schools podcast. You can find all podcasts, transcripts, and links to the episode resources on the SAC website That's at sac-oac.ca. If you'd to be a guest on the podcast or you'd like to suggest a guest, please email the host Lisa Archibald at larchiba@uwo.ca. That's L-A-R-C-H-I-B-A@uwo.ca. You can listen to our podcast on all of the major podcast servers. If you liked this episode, be sure to give it a thumbs up on your platform and share it through your social media and other channels.
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