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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, S-LP Schools podcast. It's my great pleasure today to welcome back to the podcast Lindsay Sharpe for her third visit on a series of podcasts talking about augmentative and alternative communication (AAC). Lindsay, would you please reintroduce yourself to the listeners?
Lindsay Sharpe
You bet. And I'm so happy to be back. Thank you for having me. So, I am a speech-language pathologist and have worked in schools for 14 years currently in the Louis Riel School Division in Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
Lisa Archibald
Very nice. And you had the role of AAC consultant with the board and have been developing approaches that you've been talking about foundations in your first podcast and implementation in your second one. And today you're going to talk about how you've faced challenges with regards to assessment for ACC.
Lindsay Sharpe
You bet.
Yes, and we've really noticed as a speech language pathology team, just the real challenge, right, of AAC assessment and how it's truly not as straightforward, nor do we have access to the same sort of standardised assessment tools that we do in our work, perhaps with language and articulation.
So, it really has to be a dynamic, sometimes informal process with as many tools as you can access. And there are lots of AAC tools out there, but it is really a matter, I think, of moving through those tools and finding what's going to make sense for you in your practise, especially in schools where we tend to have very high caseloads, a small amount of time in a real growing population of AAC users on caseload.
And research has shown quite recently that many S-LPs still lack confidence in that AAC assessment piece, whether they haven't had that in their graduate studies or they're just not as confident with that, especially with those students who have a physical impairment or more complex bodies. I'm hoping today just to break down for the listeners some of the tools that I have tested and have been true and that I use every day in my practise as a school S-LP. 
Lisa Archibald
That sounds great. All right, well we'll let you begin there. Lindsay, you're going to talk about seeing kids for the first time. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah, yeah. I'll kind of break down some of this information into those, those students who you're seeing who don't currently have any AAC system and what tools I would really go to in those cases. And then I'll talk about those who maybe do have an existing system but need some further refinement, some information about how they're using that system and that goal setting. So, for that first crew, really I start with some tried and tested tools that are out there that have been created by amazing speech language pathologists. So, I'll talk about some that are a little more of those formal tools that are out there accessible online, either free or purchased. I'll link all of those things in our podcast here today. And I'll also talk about some more informal, some checklists and things that I really rely on to gather information as I'm observing and working with students, their school teams and families. 
Lisa Archibald
Lizzie, does it begin with you just go visiting the classroom or at what point are you coming out of the classroom or how does it look? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah, that's a great question. The first step for sure is for us when we know a student is coming in and we'll have those a c needs is to meet with the family. As a school team, I really want to know what does it look like at home? What are their environments other than school? Which of course I'm going to get to see a lot, but I won't see those other pieces, those other environments. So, I first meet with family and pull in any other clinical supports that may exist, whether that's outside of school or inside, and really get a good interview with their caregivers. How do they communicate now and validating all their forms of communication, do they gesture, do they sign? Do they point to things in their environment or use pictures in any sort of way? And then following that would be that observation. 
So, in school, getting into their classroom right away and just being in that fly on the wall, not interrupting their daily process, but just observing how they communicate in class, but also all their other school settings. I will make sure I follow to music to phys-ed to library, and I start taking a sample using the talc. So, I'll throw in my first tool, the tool for analysis of language and communication, TALC. So, this is truly just a language sampling tool, but what I really like about this tool is it's specifically for multimodal communicators. It's not just thinking of our students who are verbal or speaking, it's thinking of our AAC users, even if they're not yet AAC users. It's a quick and easy tool that I can use during these observations to gather information about how are they communicating. So, it's a chart. 
I write down what the context was, which is really nice and helpful. Was I in the music room? Was I somewhere else? I write down what the utterance was and that can be a vocalisation, that could be a verbal word, that could be a gesture or a sign or even a facial expression. However, that individual communicates what we think it meant or what we know it meant. Was that communication attempt successful? Was it prompted in any way? So, this chart – it has all those different pieces on this chart, which I really like. It gives me that initial picture of the student. It's a simple language sampling tool, but the details that are included on the talk, I think give me a good start to all their modes of communication. 
Lisa Archibald
So that process where you're seeing the child in the school environment, seeing them in different context within school environment, capturing that behaviour on the tele, how long is that taking you? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Oh, great question. I guess it depends how many settings I'm able to get into that day. And also the regulation of the student, whether I am interfering at all with their, that is a real factor for some students that somebody new in their setting can throw them off a little bit. So, I of course just take their lead. But that can take, I could be with them for a good hour just following place to place.
Again, we are always constrained by time in large caseload size, but for our new AAC users, I do prioritise them and that is our priority scale in our division is to get to those users in our school first and make sure they have a system set up. So, I would make, in turn, give them as much time as I thought I could within my schedule and the family interview. 
Lisa Archibald
You gave some great examples of the kinds of things that you would want to know about and ask about. Is that entirely informal? Do you have a guide for your interview with the parent? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah, that's a good question as well. I do have a guide for my interview. I do have a checklist that I use, again, that looks like my own checklist of those modes of communication. So, I'll go through that first. How are they communicating to you right now? Is that the gesture sign language, facial expression? I'll dig in a little. I'll make sure I've asked a question. Of course, about their hearing and vision. So critical to the setup of our AAC systems as well and questions about their motor, their fine motor skills, and then any access and exposure to technology at home that is so aligns. Of course, now with our use of iPads as often AAC tools as well as exposure to literacy in those important pieces.
Again, sharing with families, this is not a test by any means. I'm just curious about how much your child has been exposed to these pieces. I'm always thinking about how we're accessing literacy when we're designing these AAC systems as well. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, that's really great. I think these kinds of guides, I mean for busy speech pathologists, they help to remind you to keep all the steps that you usually use. It's so true. And also record it as well.
Lindsay Sharpe
That's right. And I try to keep them short, a one two-page checklist, but it is a good way to get me or keep me organised and get all the information I need from families for sure. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, lovely. I don't know if you'd be able to share that, but I'm sure people would love to see that. So, you were at your language sample and you were about to go on to next steps before I stop?
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes. Another one that I like that is a very informal chart is just a communication dictionary. So, this is not unknown, I think to SLPs, but what that one is a three component, three column chart, and you interview a caregivers interview school team if they know them well, but you also observe and you're just really observing their behaviour or gesture. So, this is for a non-speaking student, what the student does, write down exactly what they did in one column, write down what we think it means as a team of adults and write down how should we respond. This is a really nice way to start school teams on their own thought process about how our students are communicating with us all of the time through many different ways, even if they don't yet have a system. And how if my student is doing a high-pitched hum, that means they like something.
Maybe family can tell us that maybe school team can already depends on the student. And what you do is you respond and you affirm that, wow, I see that you like this. You're saying I love bouncing or whatever it is. And so, I actually make this chart with my school team. We write it down the most common occurring sort of communicative behaviours, and that gives us such a nice starting point before we even have a system set up or any sort of formal assessment. So, I really do love the communication dictionary. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, I mean I hadn't heard that term before communication dictionary, so I didn't. Okay, great. And I can see even your team or your caregivers are almost having aha moments in a conversation like that where they say, oh yeah, she hums all the time. Or even if you have to probe for behaviours and what do you think that means? That's a question that might really get them thinking and how do you respond where they may not even realise that they consistently respond in a way to a behaviour. 
Lindsay Sharpe
And it affirms that relationship, I think, which makes people feel good. I do notice this about my student or my child, and then it also gets early conversations about modelling going, which is so nice. We're modelling, but we're doing it verbally. Maybe at that point we don't have a EC yet, and that's okay, but it's that it opens that door. So now next time when I have their system set up and running and they are humming, I'm going to model the word because I've already been doing that verbally because I have this communication dictionary in place. So I think it's such a nice first step for modelling too. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, for sure. That's great. Love it. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah. So, from there, I would probably get into some more, I would say I would call them structured assessments.
One that we love in the AAC community is the communication matrix. So that is an online tool. They will give you a couple free assessments when you sign up, and then from there, it's a very small charge to purchase more assessments. What I love about the matrix is a couple things. It's my number one go-to for my most emergent communicators.
My students with complex bodies with who might be non-ambulatory might not have even a lot of movement or a lot of these initial communicative behaviours because it allows us to start right at the beginning. If people haven't used it, it's like a checklist interview type tool.
So, you would sit down with their communication partners, the people that know the student best, and you're going to ask them questions. But it starts right at the beginning with what my child actually may not have control yet over their body, but it still asks you questions. 
Do they have movement of some of their limbs and do you think how might they express discomfort? Right? They're communicating discomfort to you. Do they do that by a change in their posture? Do they do that by turning their head away? So, I love that it gets right down to affirming that the earliest kids with earliest communication ability still are communicating to us and we can start checking off some of those skill areas they have. So, I think the matrix is good for anyone, but I personally do go to it for those students who I've kind of described who are our earliest level communicators, it starts right with pre intentional behaviour and then moves down to intentional behaviour. It moves through levels. The matrix calls them levels, level 1, 2, 3. And then as you get to four, you move onto more conventional communication skills.
We are now using conventional gestures that we all agree upon, their meaning, those type of things. And then moving into symbol based communication, concrete and abstract symbols eventually. So, it provides this really nice visual at the end too. It has that beautiful chart to that graphic that really highlights what skills your student has achieved, maybe what they're working on and what next steps could be depending on their level as a communicator. So that one I think is such a great Go-to. 
Lisa Archibald
I think it really builds out that emergent communication area. So, whereas maybe without it you would just say they're emergent, but now it forces you to sort of observe and it even can point you to next steps because it's all sort of built out in that way. So really can be useful there. 
Lindsay Sharpe
That's right. I was administering the communication matrix with a student services teacher that's like resource support just last week of a non-speaking kindergarten student. And it was hard for her to grasp initially his areas of strength. And that was not to her fault, but she was just, I don't know what are some ways he maybe communicates with me. And I said, well, what I noticed is I saw you in the hallway with him and it looked like he kind of wanted you to play a little game of tag with him, looked like he wanted you to chase him. And he actually initiated that with his body language and his facial expression and his eye contact with you is brief. He looked at you, he looked away, and then he looked back at you. I said, right there, look at that.
That is a question I have here on the matrix that he's initiating a sort of communication attempt with you. And she was like, wow, you're right. You know what? He does do that every time we go down this certain hallway. So that was just such a neat way to see, to have adults reflect on skills that are already there that maybe they just weren't aware of, or no one had actually articulated to them yet or labelled it as communication. And she recognised the description you were giving and she knew she was involved. There was a connection there. 
Lisa Archibald
Yes. Yeah. Oh, beautiful. 
Lindsay Sharpe
And I found families have a nice time. I'm always making sure my tools and my sort of results are easy for families to digest, able to understand that I'm not using a bunch of jargon or complex language. So, I do like that visual on the matrix as well for families when we sit down and go over assessment results together.
Another one I've used if a student doesn't yet have a system is a published tool, the test of aided symbol performance, the task. And that has Mayor Johnson symbols on it and has been sold and connected through Tobii Dynavox. And it's a nice starting point for selecting an AAC device. And there's some really interesting skills addressed in this tool that I think we use all of the time in a lot of our speech generating apps.
So, one thing that they specifically target, one subset of the task is categorization. Does a student know that a cow is a type of animal? Would they put a symbol so that you're given picture symbols? Would they put a symbol of a cow in the animal category?
So, it's all of course, a non-speaking assessment, but they're given these visuals and then they're asked to identify, show you different skills. And categorization is a huge part of our speech generating apps like Proloquo2Go, Touch Chat, and TD Snap. Students have to begin to build that knowledge of how words belong in categories. So, I do like some of those aspects. To me, they feel so functional. There's a direct application to a speech generating app that I may recommend, 
And they also do even some sentence building in grammatical encoding in the task. So, you can actually see, are they able to put two symbols together into a sentence I go or baby eat. So there's a subtest that allows them to manipulate symbols for that purpose as well, which is a helpful tool for me, for those students who I know already have lots of that they have that receptive language and I can begin to explore just what their expressive may look like syntax wise and some of their even grammatical understanding of what is it? Is there a noun and a verb? And how those might need to go together. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah. So that one, the task TAS you're saying, right? TASP, yeah. Task. Okay. With a P at the end. Okay. And this is a device, it looks like a paper tool?
Lindsay Sharpe
Nope, it's a paper tool that comes with paper symbols. Yeah, you bet. It's a book, a flip book that also comes with symbols, picture symbols that you purchase, of course, from Tobii. Yeah. 
Lisa Archibald
And so how would I administer an item that asks me to tell me whether the child knows this cow is an animal?
Lindsay Sharpe
Yeah, so they are given symbols in front of them, the child, I can't remember how many at a time and nope, that's not right. They're given one. So, in that example, the category example, they're given one picture and on my flip book, my administration book, I have categories, four categories. So the category would say food and it'd have a food symbol, of course it would say animal, it would have the animal symbol, so on and so forth. And I would ask the child, where does cow go? Where does cow belong? 
Which group does cow belong in? And I would show them, and I would read it aloud for them, you're not testing their knowledge yet of symbols. You would be explicit with what you're asking them. And they would take that cow, and they would put it on top of or with the animal category if they were able to do so. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, that's a familiar kind of tasks to speech. And then you just said moment ago, if I think they have receptive language or if I know they have, and I want to move on to express this. So, in that case, where have you got the knowledge that they've got receptive language?
Lindsay Sharpe
I guess what I observe very quickly is how they interact in the classroom with existing tools, whether it's even or even core vocabulary boards that have low that I have all over our classrooms and our schools, how they follow directions, even receptively throughout their day in the classroom. Are they following single step, multi-step, how they're navigating new routines in the classroom? I observe all of those and that would be quite informal and use my clinical judgement  from that point as to what task I might ask them to do. Right. And I mean, I would always try not to presume, make those judgement calls without at least trying. But there are of course some students where it's more clear to me than others about how much they're able to access by how they're navigating their environment.
Lisa Archibald
Yes. I mean assessment begins when you lay eyes on and before. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Absolutely. 
Lisa Archibald
You've got lots of indicators about interactions with communication that you're always watching and you're getting that sense and you're presuming a competence, like you said, you would always try to see how they might put things. And so, this level – there's a point in here where we can see if they can put symbols together to start. 
Lindsay Sharpe
So, I would use – of course if my students who do have that fine motor ability, they're able to – well a sit at a table and attend for a short time. I don't have to do a long assessment, but I can break things up into pieces. But this is for students who are able to manipulate symbols, they're able to physically hold them and move them around. That's a consideration. If I had a more complex body that wasn't able to do that or who was potentially going to be eye gaze user or switch user, then I would've gone with the matrix.
So, this is for those students who I think could be likely our app users, our speech generating app users, and a secondary one to that is the AAC evaluation genie app. So, that's the only online tool that I use or tool assessment tool that uses technology that was created by a speech language pathologist. You can purchase it from the app store. And this one has some nice, really nice aspects and it is quite a pro for those students who are pulled in by the technology piece who maybe don't want to sit with you or just have a hard time engaging with sort of the paper visuals or thinking, nah, that doesn't look very fun to me.
Sometimes I've been able to pull them in because I have an iPad and we're going to look at some pictures together, but we're going to do it on my iPad. So, the assessment or evaluation genie, I should say, allows for some of those students to be pulled in interest wise, and it does some nice visual discrimination tasks. So, allows you to start forming an idea of how small of a symbol the student can access. 
Again, I don't think it's a one and done test, like nothing I do is one and done, but it does give you that it helps, it moves the student through different grid sizes. So, we're finding the dog, but that dog is going to move spots and it's going to get smaller and smaller as my grid of buttons increases. So that's kind of nice when we're thinking of planning a system that's going to look like that, right? That's going to look like grid based. And for students who have the fine motor to access or the vision to access, how small can we get? Or even students who I know are going to need larger symbols because their vision is maybe it is a bit impaired, could still access something visually but need larger symbols. This can help you with that visual identification piece.
And does some similar things to other assessment tools I've talked about in terms of its ability to test the student's knowledge of categories of functions. It'll say, which one do I put where? Which one do I write with? Which one do I eat with that classic language testing? But it does put some of that in there, which is interesting to me. So yeah, it's nice, and it gives you a report at the end, just like a digital report to kind of see where their student strengths were. So that's a nice online option or digital option. 
And the only other piece I think that I haven't mentioned for these students who don't yet have a system in place would be another informal one, which is really just a functions chart. So what communicative functions are they using at this time? So, there's the pragmatics profile for people who use AAC and they have a chart, it's called the methods of communication chart. And what that does is it really gives a nice breakdown of communicative functions no matter what mode.
So, it doesn't matter yet if they're using AAC, if they are great, even just low-tech paper-based communication boards, but also are they using their body? Are they looking with their eyes? Are they gesturing or using facial expression? But you really break down the skills into are they initiating a greeting, are they asking a question? Are they protesting or refusing? Are they more complex telling a joke or a story? We don't normally get down to those complexities, but I love looking at those functions of communication. I find what we get stuck on with AAC users so often even in our intervention is requesting .
They can only request they are requesting a cookie, they're requesting a book, which is important. We need that in our day-to-day, and that's motivating to kids. I don't discount that, but I'm always reminding teams that intervention wise and goal-wise, we need to think about these other pieces because language is so multifaceted. Can they ask a question? If so, how are they doing that? Are they showing you right now just with their eyebrows? Are they asking you with their facial expression? Great, let's work on expanding that with their AAC down the line.
So, I like this chart because it already gets us thinking about goal setting and the power of thinking about multiple functions of language and not just requests. 
Lisa Archibald
At one point, are you saying I'm ready to make a recommendation? 
Lindsay Sharpe
That's a great question. You know what I have usually used, I've done a full observation and I've met with family and I've used one or two of those tools that I've talked about, and then it's time. And we've had the luxury to have trial devices in our school division that I'm able to then give to students for a loan period to see if they're the right fit, which is just really nice. So, for us, that looks like a whole range of high end low tech tools. So, I may say, “okay, you know what? Based on the results of the task and your communication functions chart and the observation, the talc, the language sampling that I did with you, it makes sense that you would be an individual who's going to be able to have the fine motor skills and the vision and the access and even some understanding of categories.”
I noticed here you'd be a great fit for Proloquo2Go because it's a category-based system. It has the ability to have lots of vocabulary, customization, and oh, your family is a French speaking family, and I know that they have a French speaking vocabulary set. I didn't mention that right at the beginning, but that's of course an important family question is what languages do you speak at home? And if at all possible, I will sure try to get you a system that involves that language and please speak that language and continue speaking that language to your child at home and all of those really important things.
Or if I have a family who I know speaks Arabic, which I have right now at a school, then I am not going to give them Proloquo2Go. I'm going to give them TouchChat® with WordPower because that is one set that I know also has Arabic and is going to open up a whole world of communication, but their family at home who do not speak any English. So that language of course piece and the bilingualism piece is really important to me too when I'm selecting an app, especially when I've narrowed it down that it's going to be an app, a speech generating app that is going to make sense for this student.
I really think about languages because the apps, several apps are very similar in their organisation, but they don't all have of course that same language ability. 
But I do have the ability to trial those. So, I could trial a Proloquo2Go with a student, and then if I didn't think that was actually a great fit and they needed the grammatical encoding, I might switch to TouchChat® with WordPower. So, TouchChat® with WordPower has that prediction. When I select as a user, my verb is automatically conjugates to am because I've already said I right. It has that and lots of students benefit from that because it's a lot harder to press and hold on a button in Proloquo2Go, you have to press and hold on. The verb is to conjugate it to M. So, you're doing a two-step process, whereas some apps do that grammatical piece for you. 
So, that's a component I think about too, especially for the students when I'm assessing, and I know they actually do have more verbal speech or maybe apraxic but severely unintelligible. So, they need this AAC to augment, but they have that language intact, they already are speaking, right? Or I think they have grammar and they have syntax and they have sentence structure, those pieces. Then TouchChat® is really going to heavily support that they're going to be able to use their AAC with less taps less time, which is always a factor on AAC.
It's slow to get to their full sentence quicker than they would on something like Proloquo2Go. So that's a consideration.
Or TD Snap also supports that grammar piece too. So, I am thinking about that, but at the same time, TouchChat® with WordPower has a lot of visual changes. So, when I select right on the screen, it flips because it's conjugating the verbs, and then when I select am, the screen moves again and it adds that ING present progressive ending to all the verbs. So, some students actually don't like that visual. The screen is too dynamic. It's changing all of the time. 
Whereas a system Proloquo2Go, the screen is not going to change on you unless you of course actively move into a folder to change the screen. Does that make sense? That's fascinating. That's an assessment consideration I make. Yeah. Is that all in your head or is there a chart with that? I don’t know. It's all in my head, but I can't remember what's on my grocery list for tomorrow. You know what? But I sure have that all that working knowledge.
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, what a fountain of knowledge and all that thinking must move quickly for someone who knows it well. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes. Yeah, true. It is a matter of long, many years of practise and many mistakes I have made or systems that I've changed. So it's all, yeah.
Lisa Archibald
Super. And so, at what point is your OT colleague or that's who jumping in here in this setup of the first system? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, great question. So, I try to involve OTs right off the bat, especially when I know there's students who have regulation concerns or have real sensory preferences. My own checklist that I've made. So, I have a very, well, I consider in-depth AAC, I call it my pre-assessment form. And what I mean by pre-assessment is it's just part of my observational data that I'm gathering before I do a more concrete tool, the tools that I've course just named for you. And in that checklist, my number one piece is are there other clinicians involved?
So, I do have a checkbox who needs to be involved or referred to or who is already, and is that OT, is that PT, is that a vision specialist? Whoever that may be. And then I have a section that follows that talks about what has OT consultation look like? What are some sensory preferences or dislikes? What are eating needs or what are any sort of modified diets and what are some calming and regulating strategies that they already know and have? Then, of course, we pull in our occupational therapists for consultation with family at that first meeting, if I can.
That's not possible, then we pull them in a bit later. I think that's such an important team member and I, I'm fortunate to work with a lot of occupational therapists who really get AAC, and so they understand the importance of having words and phrases in a system that are going to the student's going to use to self-advocate. Say it's too loud in here, I need my headphones, or I need a break. And they help me identify those types of things and systems a student might need based on their wonderful skills as OTs. 
And they help me, OT and physio. Physio we have less of in our school division, but any of my students who we're really looking at a different access point. So, any of my scanners, my switch users, my eye gaze users, that's when I'm automatically pulling in my OT and PT to make sure that we have our positioning correct. Right?
Because I've had lots of physios say what, we're not even going to be able to access our eye gaze board, our eran board because our positioning right now is not appropriate.
I need to correct this cushion and I need to adjust the tilt of their chair, and they're going to be so much more comfortable in their neck in order to be stable and access even their high tech maybe eye gaze system. They just have all these nuances because for kids who have all these physical considerations, I really have to make sure that they are comfortable in their physical body first, that they're is appropriate before I begin setting up systems that are going to require are going to be added to their physical space. 
And they often have other tools they use for mobility. So, most of my students, they have their wheelchair, but they also have their stander and their walker and their tomato chair on the floor. And my team then my OTPT team then helps me think of, well, what kind of mount could we use for this scenario and what kind of stand could we use for this scenario so that their AAC is going to be accessible no matter what environment they're in.
We can't just say, “oh, you don't get your eye gaze because you're not in your wheelchair.” So, that's definitely where I bring in the rest of my clinical team. 
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, nice. Well, I think we might be up to the point where we have someone using a system and ready to move on to what assessment looks like there. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes. Wonderful. And I just have two I want to highlight here. So, I mean those previous ones I talked about, they also can be used with a student who has a system. I'm not saying don't go there, but they're what I start with and my process is always assess and reassess. Of course. I think as our students grow, we're using these tools over and over or we're just updating them.
Our communication dictionary has changed because the way our student behaves and gestures and vocalises has changed. So always updating those pieces, but two tools that I use all of the time in my practise, one of them is the AAC profile. So, this is again a purchased protocol that you would buy a purchase assessment kit. It's really assessing communicative competence based on Janice lights, domains. It pulls in the strategic domain, the linguistic domain, operational and social, which I always come back to those domains in everything I do with AAC users because we sometimes do get stuck on the linguistic part.
It's important of course, I'm programming vocabulary and I'm thinking about vocabulary syntax and grammar we just talked about, but they're not using that to engage with others because there's some reason there's a barrier there, but they don't know how to use the delete button, that operational competency on their device. So, I'm always making sure I consider those. And what I love about the AAC profile is it lets me again go through with communication partner that knows the student really well, that can be family as well as school teams. And we ask questions in each domain. I ask questions to the individual in each domain, and then it will once again give them a skill level, like a number assigned once you're done. So, you can really concretely assess and reassess, which I like with the AAC, I can say, “oh, in the operational domain they're a level three.”
What skills can we give them and work on this year? And then next year they may be a level four communicator in the operational domain because now they can delete and they can also turn up their volume and they can do those other pieces. And on top of rating the student, you actually rate the communication partner.
So, this I love and in a very respectful way, I have these conversations with school teams because it says how it asks the question, how comfortable is their main communication partners? You can do it with educational assistance or whoever that may be in modelling these skills, in helping them to learn how to ask a WH question or how to identify a noun. What is their skill level in the operational use of the device? Does that individual, does their communication partner know how to turn the volume up and turn the volume, whatever? 
And I've noticed that's been actually a really nice reflection piece and it's not a judgement  on other adults. It's a, oh yeah, you know what? I'm not quite sure how to do that. Will you show me? Or I can bring that back to the school team and say, Hey, here are some gaps in knowledge. Am I able to come in on your next professional learning day and meet with a group of educational assistants and really teach them X skill that will help lots of AAC users, not necessarily just this individual. So that's a unique thing with the AAC with that one.
Lisa Archibald
Yeah. Nice. And again, that communication is a two-way street, right? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Absolutely. You know what 190% of my job I feel sometimes is because I'm not always with this student. I am in school to school, different school every day. 90% of my job is training the communication partner and assessing their skill level. And because that is the key with them every day, all day. And I could do the best work I do when I'm with that AAC user once a week I could and it would be amazing, and I still do that, but what's happening when I'm not there? So that communication partner piece is huge for me. 
Lisa Archibald
And sometimes if you don't ask the questions or do the little observation, then nobody ever realises that they actually don't know the part place. Right. They don't know what they don't know. Yeah, 
Lindsay Sharpe
That's right. That's right. And then yeah, the final tool is the DAG-3. So, this is another Tobii Dynavox product dynamic, AAC goals grid. 
Lisa Archibald
What's that acronym? 
Lindsay Sharpe
The letters D-A-G-G. And it's the third edition. So, they've put out a few of these. Tobii, this is a free form online. It's simple in that it just guides you through again, the domains which I love, linguistic, operational, social, and strategic.
But it also inside of the linguistic domain ties in literacy skills, which I love because that's just such an important piece and something we're working really hard on to better for our IAC users is what is their knowledge of letters and sounds, even if they cannot say their letters and sounds verbally, but I won't go into that today. And it gives nice ability levels again.
So, you go through and you determine what linguistically is the student doing? Are they using one concrete symbol, one concrete noun? Are they using a W word? Then it goes through their operational skills, social, are they using their AAC to initiate? Are they using their AAC degree? It goes through strategic. Are they able to solve problems if their message isn't understood, do they say the message again? Do they use a different mode?The strategy, which is a complex thing for AAC users.
So, once you've gone through each domain, then the DAGG will give you this ability level and they use terms emergent, emergent, transitional context dependent, transitional, independent, and then all the way to independence. So, this is another tool that it's an assessment, but it really is helping me identify goals. 
And it's helping me see progress year to year, right? Because kind of moving through these really concrete stages, which I also feel gives me some nice vocabulary to use with family and school teams like, “hey, you know what? They've moved from emergent to an emergent transitional and that means they've gained this skill and this skill and that we're really moving next to some more independence and for them to grow their language within a few more contexts, a few more environments.” And it just allows you to concretely check off this goal's been met or this goal's being met, but with a bit of an adult support. So, you can even indicate on the day if there was a prompt or a cue provided by an adult first, even a natural cue like, oh, what's next? Or I wonder just versus a direct prompt, tell me the answer, tell me how you're feeling, that kind of thing. 
o I like that it includes that because it isn't just a yes or no for our AE students a lot of the time in terms of met or not met, it's with what level of support and that's okay, but I want to know distinctly how much support the student is being given currently so we can begin to of course, reduce that and grow towards independence. 
Lisa Archibald
Correct. So in this one, it's in the context of the child using their system. Correct. So I'm asking questions and I'm seeing how they use their system. Of course I'm watching for any other communicative signs that they might be not yet using their system for, but still signalling that they have an answer to give, which is giving me the hints that you are suggesting on how could we code that in the system so the child has a way of expressing in the system what they're showing me perhaps. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes. Yeah. And how do we just set new goals, new targets day-to-day in our communication use? All of our systems are going to have ways to protest or use a knot or don't want word, but if they're not doing that yet in their linguistic goal sheet that I see that in the day, then that might be something we work on because I see they are responding to a question with a noun and they are selecting quite a few of their core words on their homepage, but that specific, very specific linguistic goal, they're not yet showing me, but it's part of their system.
Lots of these systems are so robust. It's not that I'm going in there and having to add new words for them to meet these goals. It's more just now how are we going to access a new part of our system that we don't normally access? And it could even be signalling negative in some gestural way. Absolutely. To you that the concept is there. 
And then I have very specific in that example, I have very specific conversations with my teams around what is a conventional gesture, a conventional refusal in that example, in when is a behaviour that we'd like to then replace with the use of either a conventional gesture or their AAC, because sometimes teams get, they're so like, “well, Lindsay wants me to use that AAC, the student must say no, but they've shook their head very clearly.”
So we are, no matter how wonderful our AAC is, we are still allowed to use all of our beautiful body gestures and facial expressions. Those are conventional. So, I do talk to teams about, well, hey, that goal is actually met in this way if you want to additionally model without expectation, I don't like that. Or some words related to that refusal. But I also want you to affirm, you just told me no because you shook your head. So that is just an interesting point that I do come across often.
Lisa Archibald
Yeah, I can see that for sure. We don't want to reduce efficiency of communication by forcing someone to make a click point when they have absolutely adequately responded with the gesture. And we all use all kinds of different kinds of systems, right?
Lindsay Sharpe
Exactly. And so, in this assessment with my system, I am looking at how to develop well these domains. I think that's a super key point. It's not all about adding knot centred. It might be we got some linguistic stuff going on here, but we don't have any social or strategic kinds of responsibility, so we need to focus on that here. Yes. That's where the barrier is right now in terms of communication for communication's sake or something like that. 
And it's all done within the context of that individual student in mind. I always remind teams that we can't force every student to want to be playing in a peer group and turn-taking conversationally, even if they are a master at AAC, because that may not be who they are as a person. They may not enjoy and they may prefer solitary play at a lot of times of their day. So, I am always reminding everyone, these are paper, pencil, and we love these assessment tools, but let's always think of them within the context of who that person is, who that student is at their core
Lisa Archibald
Yes, we'd like it to be a choice, not because they can't access, but that they choose. They make a choice. That's right. And for the most part, Lindsay, these kinds of assessments are developing the existing system. We're not hopping systems, correct?
Lindsay Sharpe
Right. Correct. Correct. In the beginning, with a new student, I may trial more than one speech generating app, but at this point we're not hopping systems, especially once a student has a robust system in place. I do not. I'm very, very, very, very reluctant to change that once it's been a time because of that learned motor memory. And so, I would much rather really get in and troubleshoot why that system itself is not working for them and modify that system in whatever way I can that current vocabulary set than actually change softwares or apps. So yeah, you're right. 
Lisa Archibald
And it might follow them like kids write through all of their schooling, right?
Lindsay Sharpe
And that's why I always push so hard for really large grid sizes when I'm assessing, and I know they have the fine motor and the vision to access a large grid, then please, please, please, we are giving them 60 words per page, 70 words per page, 80 words per page, plus the access to the keyboard because this is going to grow with them potentially through adulthood. And I want them to have access, as many words as they can see and touch. And there are strategies to reduce that visual overwhelm. There are some apps that allow you to temporarily hide buttons, so they're not gone.
Your system, your motor memory plan is not changing, but you're just reducing visual complexity and then slowly increasing that again over time. So, when I don't have vision impairment and other motor concerns, I'm always really pushing for a system that's going to grow with that student and never presume that, well, they just can't do it. 
That's too many words and it's never too many. If they can see and touch it and somebody's showing them how to use it, because a visual language, it's not, I say to staff all the time, it's a different language. Yes, it's English, but it's really not because we have to learn the location of the words and how they belong in categories. And I have to have this pathway in my mind if I want to say carrot, I need to know homepage, food, page two, vegetables, carrot, or maybe I love carrots, they're on my homepage of my food.
But regardless, that's my language now is visual, so I have to speak a visual language, but so does everybody else around me. And of course, that's where the modelling piece comes in. And I saw this really great plan chart by Karen Erickson called the Red-Yellow-Green Plan. And I use this a lot too with my students who have more physical concerns and have more complex bodies.
Because what she was really highlighting with this is we can't have their communication system mode, whatever that is, be difficult, be really hard for them to access because it's new to them and their seating to be uncomfortable or their physical position to be uncomfortable. And the task, like the actual classroom task to be difficult. Then you've got red, red, red. 
So, if I'm a new user of an eye gaze system or a switch system scanning, whatever it may be, then you have to make sure you are supporting me in my favourite chair. And with a green level literacy task, someone's reading to me. Or maybe I can use my single head switch because I'm really good at that and that's got my voice output and I can do a little bit more things.
I can be walking down the hallway with it attached because that's physically more difficult. But you've made my communication mode in that moment a little more easy. You've made it green, green. So, I just love that reflection and that helps me practise better, I think for those students. And it helps teachers know how to plan when they think red, yellow, green. And we actually chart it. We chart their activities, what tool they're using. 
Again, we can have lots of tools. I've talked about sort of single tools, but all my AAC users have many tools in their toolbox. They have one robust tool, meaning tonnes of vocabulary, really solid syntax system. But they also would have a paper core vocabulary board, a paper eye gaze board, a Big Mac voice output button, a GoTalk 9+ by the classroom door, environmental AAC, everywhere you go, you have access to some system. So, I want teams to know it's not an all or nothing when I'm assessing, I'm always thinking about what other tools are we going to use? I want a dedicated robust tool, but I'm also thinking of others. 
Lisa Archibald
Wow. Okay. Lemme just say some of those things. Again, grid size. So you're thinking about this from the beginning be, and you told us about how you're assessing that and you want to start, you don't want to start with two big pictures and go to smaller and you want to start with the size and you want it to be as small as you think the child's. And when you get that 60 to 70 grid, will you only have the two pictures or you might have all the pictures? 
Lindsay Sharpe
Oh yeah, I might have all the pictures. Yep. I will judge how that child's managing it for sure. My OTs are actually really helpful with that too, with that visual perceptual piece. If they feel like this really taxes their system, all reduce. But I will give them all, I will give a kindergarten brand new little one to school, non-speaking student. I will give them for sure 60 symbols. 70 symbols. And I've seen many be very successful with that. 
Lisa Archibald
And I love the visual language, the pathway in my mind, the number of steps, man, finding that carrot, you can really see it. And the fact that other people have to be thinking in that same way. They can't bring their linguistic English system to that. They have to come with that same visual pathway language. 
Lindsay Sharpe
That's right. That's right. And people look at me like deer in the headlights, adults when I first introduce them to these systems. And I say, I get it, I get it. But it's like a language. The more you use it, the better you will get. Just keep using it, keep exploring it. And if you make a mistake, that's okay. Say it out loud, say to the student, I don’t know where carrot is. Oh no, let's try somewhere else. It's okay. You don't have to do it with your student. Be alongside them you met. Right? Or use that good old search function. Lots of apps and softwares have a search. I mean, we don't want to use that every time. But I also say to adults, this is hard for you, but guess what you're doing right now?
You are reading every single word you are reading all 70 because you have that privilege. And lots of my ECUs there – not all – but lots do not. And so, what are they depending on these little picture symbols, which are not always great, I'll be very honest. There could be very abstract. So now not only are they overwhelmed, you think you are overwhelmed, put yourself in that student's shoes. And I will, in trainings, I'll take out every word on a system and I'll put it up for adults. And they say, well, I don't know what words what anymore. And I said, “then what if somebody showed you? What if somebody every day was pointing to a symbol and modelling it for you? Would you learn that that little abstract box means away?” And they would say, “yeah.” So that's a big eyeopener. 
Lisa Archibald
Yes. And I love the cognitive load piece that you described about the red, yellow, green. I mean, I talk about that in so many different other areas. It's very relatable to me. And that's a super way of thinking about, and I love the breakdown of the mode, the position, the task, so many things. This can't all be high demanding if the child's going to succeed at all. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Exactly. Yeah. We get pushback and we say, well, that's weird. I don't know why they're struggling at this task. Let's look at all these other demands we're placing at the same time. 
Lisa Archibald
And then finally an hour and three podcasts. And this concept of environmental AAC is blowing my mind. I haven't said that before. Okay. This idea that we're getting this kid their system, but we have got all kinds of other tools that not going to require nearly the amount of learning with, but that they can in lots of other ways, make quick communication. 
Lindsay Sharpe
That's exactly it. There's lots of tools in our toolbox. I say to people all the time, and what I'm doing, and this is a school of responsibility, I am putting this back on schools now. I'm saying, you know what? Because after this process, I apply for funding, provincial funding and pieces for my student to receive their own device after they've had a trial. But then I say to school teams, especially with our numbers, I've talked before that our numbers have increased.
We have AAC users in almost every single school building and many per school. And I say to administrators, “I need you to purchase a GoTalk 9+ for this doorway, and I need you to purchase a Talking Bricks for this kindergarten classroom, and you need to purchase 20 core vocabulary school posters. And those are going to go up in every classroom and one for the playground.” And that is not everybody says yes granted, but it is a divisional push, and it's a thing that we are saying, this is now just mandatory.
This is what our buildings need to look like. We need to all speak AAC, whether you have a student user in your classroom or not, because they are in our buildings, our spaces, and they deserve to have their tools everywhere they go. 
Lisa Archibald
I am trying to bring this to the end there, but just help me, what's happening at the doorway? What is the gesture? What's the communication messages you want available out there? Oh, 
Lindsay Sharpe
The doorways. The doorways are so great. It's small but powerful. So, one very simple thing I do is one small talking button I usually use talking bricks, they're great because they're small. They come in a set of three. They're also magnetic for whiteboards, teacher whiteboards. And I just say, “let's go.” Because so many of our kids ask for a break. They ask to leave the classroom for the bathroom, they need to go for recess. They need to go with their class too. But they're just at the door and they're just right. Or they're pulling on somebody. And so, when they need to exit and maybe go use a sensory space or something, they just walk to the door and they just push that button. It says, let's go. For some classrooms, I have even nine symbols on a voice output device, like a GoTalk 9+ or a cheap talker or a super talker, something like that. And I Velcro them right to the wall with much heavy-duty Velcro. 
Lisa Archibald
And that kid can differentiate their message. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, exactly. And I just wanted more, maybe even the kid might request which space they want to go to in the building, so I'd have multiple places. But to be honest, this easiest thing I've done in a lot of billing is just that simple request because it really empowers the student too, to let their staff or teacher know like, Hey, I need to go for whatever. We might not even know the exact reason, but it's just that very quick and easy I got to go. So yeah, the Let's go button has been very powerful. 
Lisa Archibald
And the bricks in the kindergarten, that's that kind of thing. These kinds of one message buttons.
Lindsay Sharpe
Yes, one message spots where they might want, yes. I'll put greetings, which is really nice. So much social morning meeting responsive classroom pieces, especially in our kindergarten. So that one will be Ed on the magnet board, on the whiteboard, and it just has a “hi, good morning.”
And so if they can't access that, they will have that message on their robust device, but maybe they're not interested in looking at it that day. Maybe it's too many words. Maybe there's too much sound, because all the kids are talking at once with their greeting, so we just grab that talking bricks off the wall, and our student greets people with that. 
Lisa Archibald
Right. It's just one more brings it right to the circle with them or whatever. 
Lindsay Sharpe
Exactly. Exactly, and then a third message might be a funny joke. Everyone loves to tell jokes. There's a joke of the day. They go to the office and they tell the joke of the day on the announcements, but it's pre stored. There's no load. Right? The load is heavy. Speaking on it on time into the phone to do announcement, that's heavy. That's a lot of load. That's a lot of stress. So, I'm just going to use my button. But I get to lead that joke of the day. So yeah, lots of simple, fun ideas. 
Lisa Archibald
Wow. Wow, wow. All right. I feel like I could listen to you the whole afternoon, but I better draw us to a close there. Lindsay, thank you so much for sharing all of your expertise with us. I've so enjoyed all our conversations and learning about that. I wish now I had double checked what my final questions were from our, because I feel like I might ask the same one. Is there your top tip or your outside activities? I'm not sure you have a preference. I think we talked about outside activities.
Lindsay Sharpe
I’m not sure, but let's do a top tip. Sure. Let's do a top tip on being a school-based S-LP, honestly is have fun. That sounds simple, but honestly, it's been very hard. It's been a hard few years, I think in schools. And I'll say that very honestly, just lots of kids with lots of needs and I just love my job. But we all get bogged down by that as school S-LPs, paperwork and caseload, and all of meetings. So many meetings. But then I bring my fart machine and my balloon toy car and my slinky, and I bring it and I do a session with my AAC users where we just laugh and giggle and have the best time. And I remember why I do this work. So, my number one tip is “find some way every single day just to have fun with your kids.” 
Lisa Archibald
Oh, that is a great tip. Boy, I wish I could hang out with you a lot more, Lindsay. It's good times. Absolutely. Thank you so very much for sharing.
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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