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complex communication needs: when someone is unable to use
speech alone to meet their daily communication needs

augmentative and alternative communication: other ways of
communicating beyond speech, such as gestures, signs, picture
symbols, and speech-generating devices

communication partners: peers, paraprofessionals, and general and
special educators who have roles in supporting students and do so
through ongoing communication episodes

shared attention (joint engagement): episodes when students and
one or more of their communication partners are attending to the
same material or topic at the same time

scaffolding: a way for educators to provide support while students
master new concepts and skills

responsive interaction style: an approach where a communication
partner recognizes a student's body language, communication,
interests, or focus and then uses it to connect and communicate

comprehensible language input: modeling during conditions that
are optimal for learning and using slightly advanced communication

aided language modeling (augmented input, aided language
stimulation or AAC modeling): an approach where a communication
partner uses the AAC device themselves (educators or peers use the
device too)

graphic symbols: visuals that represent spoken words

conversational exchanges: the back-and-forth input and output of
language between communication partners

SNUG communication: communication partners avoid creating
prompt dependency and ensure they are not being too directive

time delay strategies: setting up an opportunity to communicate
and then pausing to give the student ample time to respond

least to most prompting: encouraging less direct or intrusive
supports for communication

Communication Partner Strategies

A Glossary of Terms



            Communication is a basic human need and right for all people. Many

students with disabilities have complex communication needs – that is, they are

unable to use speech alone to meet their daily communication needs, and they

benefit from augmentative and alternative communication (AAC). AAC refers to

other ways of communicating beyond speech, such as gestures, signs, picture

symbols, and speech-generating devices. Tools such as speech-generating

devices or picture symbols are referred to as aided AAC because they involve

something other than the student’s body. Communication support through AAC

enables students to communicate more effectively with others, build language

and literacy skills, participate more fully in their schools and communities,

decrease challenging behaviors, and make meaningful progress in the general

curriculum.

Communication Partner Strategies to
Support Students Using Speech-

Generating Devices in Inclusive Settings
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            The Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center on Augmentative and
Alternative Communication (RERC-AAC) estimates that approximately 95% of
individuals with cerebral palsy, 80% with Down syndrome, 50-60% with autism,
and 50-60% with other intellectual and developmental disabilities have complex
communication needs and would benefit from AAC. 

 Cerebral palsy and
complex communication

needs 

Autism spectrum
disorder and complex
communication needs 

Down syndrome and
complex  communication

needs 

  Other intellectual and
developmental

disabilities and complex
communication needs 

Specific Disabilities and the Rate of Complex Communication Needs



             Learning to use aided AAC such as a speech-generating device is like
learning a new language. Despite all the evidence for the effectiveness of AAC,
its potential is often not fully realized because communication partners have
not fully learned how the system works and how best to use it to support a
student. Becoming proficient in aided AAC takes time, consistency, and
support. Many educational teams face challenges, which can result in AAC
systems being under used or not used at all. 

One challenge educational teams may face is that educators
may not feel well-trained in supporting the learning,

participation, and belonging of students learning to use
speech-generating devices in inclusive settings. 

            Students with complex communication needs can and deserve to be full
participants in their school and classroom communities. This means the
people around them need to protect and promote their right to communicate.
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            Communication partners such as

peers, paraprofessionals, and general and

special education teachers all have

important roles in supporting students in

inclusive school settings. Without support,

well-meaning communication partners may

inadvertently do things that hinder students

and fail to help students become known,

accepted, supported and valued

participants in their school.  They also can

lead to abandonment of AAC devices.  This

research brief focuses on the effective

communication strategies listed on the right

hand column of the chart below.

Communication Partner Errors Effective Communication Strategies

providing few
opportunities for

students to communicate

dominating
communication turns and

being overly directive

establishing shared
attention within

meaningful activities

providing high-quality
language input

asking too many yes/no
questions

supporting students'
communication

opportunities

Effective Communication Partner Strategies



            Communication is inherently
social and therefore linked to joint
engagement – a term that refers to
episodes when students and one or
more of their communication
partners are attending to and/or
interacting with the same materials
or topics over some time. 
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 A student and peer are jointly
engaged when they look at a

book together in the classroom
library – they both show

attention to the book and one
another as they point out

pictures, turn the pages, and as
the student attends to their peer

reading sections of the book.

            Shared attention is the
foundation for communication
exchanges, whether in the
classroom, the lunchroom, or on
the playground. Because students
with complex communication
needs often have difficulty with
joint engagement, it is important
that their communication
partners offer support and
scaffolding.

            Supporting joint engagement first involves arranging the environment to
ensure students have meaningful shared learning and social activities with their
communication partners – such as through cooperative learning arrangements,
invitations at the playground or in the lunchroom, center rotations with
engaging activities, or peer support arrangements in the classroom. Within these
shared activities, one of the most effective ways communication partners can
scaffold joint engagement is by being responsive to the student.

Establishing Shared Attention
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            A responsive interaction style is one where a communication partner
recognizes the interests, body language, communication, and attentional focus
of the student, and then builds interactions around these leads from the
student. For example, a peer or teacher communication partner might:

 notice how the child with a disability is playing with a toy;
 play the same way with a similar toy; and then,
 talk about the toy and what they are doing.

When communication partners build interactions around the interest and
attention of the student, the interaction will last longer, and students will be
more motivated to learn and engage.

Imagine the conversation connections happening by way of this
adult-child interaction. What might be some of the responsive

interactions occurring (where the communication partner
recognizes the interests, body language, communication and

attentional focus of this child and builds the connections
around these leads from the student)?



Providing Language Input

            Students learn language through their experiences, particularly through

language input. But, not all language input is equal. Language acquisition

theories emphasize the importance of comprehensible input, meaning that

language modeling happens during conditions that are optimal for learning.

What are these conditions? Communication partners should give language

input that is:

slightly more advanced than the student’s current level
(sometimes referred to as +1); and,
compelling, which means that the language is about
something meaningful and interesting to the student.

These conditions relate to the idea of responsiveness described on page 5.
That is, communication partners provide optimal language input for students
with complex communication needs when this language input takes place
during meaningful, back-and-forth interactions with the student – using
language to build on the communication attempts of the student and to follow
their focus of attention.
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A peer or paraprofessional could
pair speech with icons on a

speech-generating device to
model important descriptive

words during a lesson the teacher
is leading about composing and
decomposing numbers – high-
impact words such as MORE,

LESS, SOME, and ALL.

            For students who are learning to use speech-generating devices, another

critical aspect of providing optimal language input is for the communication

partner to use the communication device themselves. This strategy is often

known as aided language modeling, but it also goes by other names –

augmented input, aided language stimulation, and AAC modeling. When a

communication partner uses aided language modeling, they use words

(symbols) on the speech-generating device as they talk with the student. Their

focus is not on prompting the student when they use the device, but rather on

providing language input using the same mode they expect students to use to

produce language output.
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            Aided language
modeling demonstrates
to students that speech-
generating devices are
valued and useful ways
of communicating, and
it can also help students
build connections
between spoken words,
graphic symbols, and
the things they
represent.



Supporting Communication Opportunities

            Communication partners should also support students’  contributions to

conversational exchanges. It can be helpful to remember that the purpose of

communication is for students to be able to say what they want to say, not just

to produce  the “right” response. Many people have talked about this idea

through the acronym SNUG. 
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             Supporting SNUG communication means 
that communication partners avoid creating 
prompt dependency and ensure they are not 
being overly directive. Instead, they provide 
meaningful communication opportunities by 
offering choices, asking thoughtful questions 
(not just “test” questions that they already know the answer to), and using
time delay strategies, which means setting up an opportunity to communicate
and then pausing to give the student enough time to respond). 

Spontaneous
Novel
Utterance
Generation



The key is that communication partners provide the right level
of support that promotes (rather than hinders) students’

learning, confidence, and desire to communicate. 
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             Providing meaningful communication opportunities does not mean
avoiding prompting altogether. Students learning to use speech-generating
devices typically do benefit from prompting and direct teaching. In fact, multi-
component AAC interventions involving prompting or other teaching strategies
alongside aided language modeling are generally more effective than
interventions focused on the teacher using the device alone. The key is that
communication partners provide the right level of support that promotes
(rather than hinders) students’ learning, confidence, and desire to
communicate. One effective way to do this is through least-to-most prompting.
As shown in the figure on page 10, least-to-most prompting involves allowing
students to communicate on their own before providing support, and then it
involves providing the least-intrusive support before prompts that are more
direct or intrusive.
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Bringing It Together: Working as an Educational Team

            Using aided AAC such as a speech-generating device is a learning process
not just for students with complex communication needs, but also for all of
their communication partners. In inclusive school settings, communication
partners such as peers, paraprofessionals, and general and special education
teachers have important roles including: 

supporting and scaffolding joint engagement within shared
activities; 
providing high-quality language input, including through aided
language modeling; and,
ensuring and supporting students’ communication opportunities.

             Educational teams should keep in mind that communication partners
often do not use these strategies unless they are supported. Further, simply
telling peers, paraprofessionals, or teachers about these strategies is likely
insufficient. Instead, the following key components should be taught to the
communication partner to support them: 

ensuring communication partners’ interest and motivation;
providing clear explanations of strategies;
modeling the strategies (such as by using video modeling);
giving opportunities to practice with targeted feedback; and,
offering continued support and partnership until mastery. 

Working together as an educational team
to support communication partners can
ensure that students with complex
communication needs have what they
need to be full participants and valued
members of their classroom and 
school communities – that their 
right to communicate is 
protected and promoted.
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OPEPP Mission
 

The Ohio Partnership for Excellence in Paraprofessional Preparation (OPEPP)
helps districts build the capacity to include and leverage paraprofessional
educator expertise effectively.

OPEPP Services

The OPEPP model is built upon the Council for Exceptional Children’s
Standards for Paraprofessional Preparation. These standards recognize the
significance of paraprofessional educators in the improvement of teaching and
learning for all students.

OPEPP uses a tiered model to offer no-cost targeted and customized support to
school districts and other educational organizations interested in examining
and improving their use of paraprofessional services to support student
learning. OPEPP offers a variety of professional learning opportunities to all
educators and agency personnel interested in participating. OPEPP resources
are designed to help teachers, paraprofessional educators, and others respond
to the complex demands of their work, and to work together to overcome
challenges and help all students, including those with disabilities and learning
difficulties, attain mastery in academics and other areas of life. More
information about OPEPP learning modules and workshops, technical
assistance and professional development packages, and additional resources is
available through the OPEPP website at https://www.opepp.org/.
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