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1. Introduction  

In the past several years, practitioners working with children with complex 

communication needs have been seen a rapid change in the philosophies and practice of 

augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) (Hourcade et al., 2004; Light & 

McNaughton, 2014; Zangari, 2017a). One of the most significant changes is vocabulary size 

and composition, particularly in AAC systems provided to beginning communicators with 

complex communication needs. It is now common for AAC systems to offer a large 

vocabulary containing both core and fringe words from the offset. Prior to this shift, it was 

common practice to provide children who were considered to have intellectual disabilities 

with restricted AAC systems that allowed them to make only simple choices or requests for 

items or activities in their immediate environment. These systems typically had a small 

vocabulary, usually representing common or preferred objects (Adamson et al., 1992; Bondy 

& Frost, 1994). The symbols were often introduced gradually, with the child being required 

to show that they could discriminate between the symbols that they already had and use them 

in a functional way, before more were provided (Adamson et al., 1992; Cafiero, 2001). 

Essentially, the providers of AAC systems were the gatekeepers of language. The child 

therefore had little autonomy over what they could communicate, and had to prove their 

ability at each step before they had access to more language (Bondy & Frost, 1994). AAC 

systems were often composed of mainly concrete content words and were primarily set up to 

enable requesting (Iacono et al., 2016; Yorkston et al., 1988). The adults managing the AAC 

system had total control over the vocabulary that the child could learn and use. The 

underlying assumption was that the child had limited abilities and had to learn their new 

language step by step, in an order determined by the adults around them (Zangari et al., 

1994). 
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Although such systems still exist and are in use, for example, the Picture Exchange 

Communication System (PECS)  (Logan et al., 2017), it is now more usual for children with 

complex communication needs to start their AAC journeys with much larger initial 

vocabularies, allowing them the potential to use a range of communicative functions far 

beyond requesting (AssistiveWear, n.d.; Porter & Cafiero, 2009; Zangari, 2015). Many 

experts in the field of AAC now advocate that children with complex communication needs 

should be viewed as having the potential for communicative competence when AAC is 

introduced (Hourcade et al., 2004; Light & McNaughton, 2014). It is widely accepted that 

one aim of introducing AAC is to give the child some immediate communicative autonomy, 

with a long term goal that they will eventually achieve their full communication potential, 

which is now thought to be something that cannot be assessed or guessed at beforehand 

(Light & McNaughton, 2012; Mirenda, 2008, 2017). The use of a core vocabulary of high 

frequency words that are often flexible in use and serve a grammatical purpose, combined 

with fringe vocabulary featuring more personalised, concrete words, has become the favoured 

approach across a variety of both low-tech and high-tech systems (Van Tatenhove, 2009; van 

Tilborg & Deckers, 2016). 

The preferred instructional approaches for children with complex communication 

needs who are learning to use AAC have also shifted from highly structured methods applied 

in clinical settings (Bondy & Frost, 1994) to more naturalistic strategies that integrate 

components from behavioural, developmental and social interactionist theories (Gevarter & 

Zamora, 2018; van der Meer & Rispoli, 2010). The context for AAC implementation has 

moved from clinical settings to everyday environments and natural routines (Gevarter & 

Zamora, 2018), and communication partners are now encouraged to model and use the AAC 

system when they interact with the child, alongside spoken language (Biggs et al., 2018; 
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paucity of research is particularly noticeable for the use of larger, core based, AAC 

vocabularies with early symbolic communicators (Laubscher & Light, 2020; Light et al., 

2019). The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA) have defined 

evidence-based practice as a combination of knowledge from high quality and current 

research evidence with professional expertise and client preferences (American Speech-

Language-Hearing Association, 2005). Practitioners who value the principles of evidence-

based practice would find that the research component is lacking for some of the current 

recommended AAC systems (Light et al., 2019; Thistle & Wilkinson, 2015). 

My Journey to Research 

I hold both speech and language therapy and social work qualifications. As a social 

worker in the UK, I supported families who were affected by disability. This allowed me to 

see first-hand the effects that living with a child who has complex needs can have on a 

family. As a speech language therapist in the UK, I worked in a Sure Start centre, setting up 

and running prevention and early intervention communication programmes for families with 

young children who were socially and economically disadvantaged. This, along with my 

social work experience, contributed to my development as a holistic practitioner, one who is 

keen to work alongside families in a collaborative manner, to empower them to be full 

partners in the process. 

For the past 14 years I worked in a special school in Aotearoa New Zealand, and I 

saw the difference that AAC can make to children with complex communication needs. Over 

this time, I helped to bring about a shift within this school towards a different approach to 

communication. This is a shift that I have seen reflected in the wider Aotearoa New Zealand 

specialist school community and in AAC support services in general. There has been a move 

away from more behaviourally based communication interventions such as PECS (Bondy & 

Frost, 1994), and instead, a shift towards more naturalistic AAC systems that are 
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implemented in a way that more closely mirrors the process of typical language acquisition. 

In the school I worked at, staff were expected to always carry a 77-cell core board with a 

large fringe vocabulary, and this system is used school wide as well as a wide range of 

personalised AAC technologies for individual children. Staff were trained to point to the 

symbols on the board as they interact with the children; this is called aided language 

modelling (ALM). As the children settle into school and their communication is assessed 

more thoroughly, they often change to a more individualised system that suits their specific 

needs. All  the AAC systems used in the school utilise core vocabulary to some extent. 

Anecdotally, I observed that this shift has led to some very successful outcomes, with 

teaching staff expressing more enthusiasm about supporting and working with AAC in their 

classrooms, and children expressing themselves more frequently and using a wider range of 

communicative functions. Many children have learned to communicate using a core board 

with fringe vocabulary, and then moved on to either using spoken language, or a more robust 

AAC system such as a Pragmatically Organised Dynamic Display (PODD) book (Porter & 

Cafiero, 2009) or an app on a speech generating device (SGD). Some students have had more 

success using the core based LAMP Words For Life app combined with the LAMP therapy 

approach (Halloran & Halloran, 2006). Over time, I became concerned by the limited 

research supporting the use of core-based systems with large vocabularies, particularly with 

beginning communicators who have complex communication needs. In terms of evidence 

based practice, the core-based AAC systems introduced in many specialist schools in 

Aotearoa have mostly been received well by both families and school staff and can be argued 

to have strong clinical reasoning to underpin them (American Speech-Language-Hearing 

Association, 2005). However, as discussed previously, there is a lack of high quality, current 

research to back up the widespread use of these systems. This is what motivated me to 

undertake research in this area.  
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Given the above context, my aim was to contribute to the research base around AAC 

practice, including the central role of parents as communication partners, the provision of 

training and coaching for parents, and the use of AAC systems with larger, core-based 

vocabularies with early communicators. My study sought to explore the impact of a parent 

training and coaching approach when introducing an initial AAC system: a 77-cell core board 

with a large fringe vocabulary. This study followed the journey of six children and their 

mothers in detail over a year, as they implemented a core board to support communication. It 

explored areas that have experienced recent changes or are currently lacking in research 

evidence, including introducing larger, core based AAC vocabularies with beginning 

communicators, parents as the main interventionists, parent training and coaching in AAC, 

the use of different AAC instructional strategies, the development of different communicative 

functions when using AAC, using AAC in everyday routines and contexts, and finally, 

generalisation and maintenance. 

Research Design Rationale 

Once I started to consider a research project in earnest, I realised that it would be a 

complex undertaking. The more complexity and the larger the vocabulary offered by an AAC 

system, the more difficult it becomes for researchers to accurately track the outcomes of 

implementation. Complex AAC systems may take longer for children to learn and to use the 

system to its full potential. Systems with large vocabularies aim to offer a closer experience 

to spoken communication, which is difficult to predict or apply experimental control to. The 

success of earlier or simpler AAC systems could be measured to some extent because they 

only provided a limited range of options for the child and often only supported the use of 

requesting, or labelling (Tager�ËFlusberg & Kasari, 2013). However, although these systems 

were easier to measure, they had the disadvantage that they limited the development of 

communication and were likely to be abandoned over time (Light et al., 2019). 
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fully capture all the factors involved in introducing an AAC system with a large vocabulary 

that is intended for use across different environments and communication partners. In this 

research, I was keen to capture realistic and holistic AAC implementation, across a range of 

everyday activities. I was also hoping to capture the potential for AAC to be used to support a 

a range of communicative functions. 

In my professional experience, I have seen many examples of skilled speech language 

therapists managing to achieve communication success for a child with a new AAC system in 

a short space of time, sometimes within minutes. Replicating this success across home, day 

care settings, and classrooms is much harder to achieve, but it is essential for long term AAC 

use. I wanted to explore what is needed to achieve this more useful outcome. I knew from 

experience and from researching the literature, that implementing an AAC system with a 

child is a complex process, and to be successful, the main communication partners (i.e., 

parents or caregivers) would need to learn a set of skills and strategies. Further reading 

suggested that this required more than just basic training; I would need to use a coaching 

approach that was maintained over time with the parents of each child for the highest chance 

of success. This understanding of the importance of coaching communication partners, 

alongside the desire to use a naturalistic and holistic approach to AAC implementation that is 

also family centred and routines based, led to the development of an AAC support 

intervention named Empowering Parents for AAC (EP-AAC). This is a comprehensive 

training and coaching package for parents of young children who are using a core board for 

the first time, and it formed the central component of my study. 

 Alongside the development of the EP-AAC intervention, I considered the most 

effective ways to gather evidence and measure progress. The nature of the intervention, 

carried out over a full year, would allow access to a range of rich data sources over a 

prolonged time, which would be valuable to tell the story for each individual family, as well 





SUPPORTING PARENTS TO USE A CORE BOARD 27 
 

 

methods employed in this study. Chapter 5 will address the first research question and 

provide a detailed and personal account of the journey for each case, weaving together the 

personal experiences of each parent and myself as the researcher, using the full scope of the 

quantitative and qualitative data collected throughout the year of the study. Chapter 6 will 

provide the cross-case analysis, which specifically addresses research questions two, three 

and four. The thesis will conclude with chapters 7 and 8, the discussion and conclusion. The 

discussion will draw together common themes and explores factors of interest that came out 

of the study. The conclusion will summarise the key points, as well as describing the clinical 

implications, limitations of the study, and future directions for research. 

Summary 

This chapter has provided a background of current AAC practice and the issues of 

some pertinent gaps in the research relating to this. It has provided information about my 

personal journey to research and the rationale behind the research design. It concluded with a 

brief overview of the study, and the thesis. The next chapter will provide a review of the 

literature. 
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2. Review of the Literature  

Introduction  

This chapter will consider literature that is relevant to this research study. 

Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) is a field where practice often moves 

ahead of research (Hourcade et al., 2004), so it was necessary to cast the net wide when 

considering relevant literature. Therefore, the review will include some grey literature 

sources as well as the scientific literature, as there are many well-written, current, and 

informative on-line articles relating to AAC systems and strategies.  

This review will start by examining the general evidence for the use of AAC, 

particularly in the early years. It will then explore the barriers and supports to the 

implementation of AAC with children who have complex communication needs, because 

these factors were instrumental in shaping the design of the intervention used in this study. 

Consideration of these supportive factors led to the conclusion that parents and caregivers 

must be central to any AAC intervention for pre-school children. Therefore, the next section 

will  look at the important role of communication partners in AAC implementation. This will  

lead on to literature that examines the most effective ways to support parents and caregivers: 

training and coaching. The next section will cover evidence-based skills and strategies that 

communication partners need to learn to support their child to use AAC successfully.  

Having considered all these factors that provide support to AAC implementation, the 

literature that relates to the specific AAC system used in this study will be examined, i.e., a 

core board with fringe vocabulary. This will include literature that covers the current debate 

relating to the selection of vocabulary in AAC systems, including the use and prioritisation of 

core and fringe vocabularies in AAC systems; cultural considerations for AAC in Aotearoa 

New Zealand; considerations about design features such as size, organisation and layout, use 



SUPPORTING PARENTS TO USE A CORE BOARD 29 
 

 

of colour, and motor planning factors. Finally, the gaps in the current literature will be 

highlighted, with reference to how this study will gather evidence in these areas. 

The Use of AAC in Early Intervention 

The field of AAC is relatively young, tracing its earliest roots back to the 1950s. The 

idea that communication is a human right first started to emerge in the 1970s, but there was a 

persistent concern that the introduction of AAC may inhibit the development of spoken 

language (Zangari et al., 1994). AAC was therefore usually regarded as a last resort after 

traditional speech therapy had failed. This view has changed over the past 20 years and AAC 

is now regarded as a first line of support for children with complex communication needs 

(Romski et al., 2015). 

The idea that the use of AAC may prevent the development of potential speech has 

been undermined by many studies (e.g., Langarika-Rocafort et al., 2021; Romski et al., 2010; 

Walters et al., 2021). There is continually growing evidence of the benefits of AAC in early 

intervention (e.g., Branson & Demchak, 2009). Romski et al. (2015) carried out research that 

examined 70 different studies from 1985-2014 relating to AAC and young children and found 

strong evidence that the implementation of AAC with pre-school children improves 

communication, language development, speech development, and may improve the 

development of early literacy skills. AAC use has also been linked to improvements in the 

receptive language skills of children (Dada et al., 2021). Despite growing evidence of the 

benefits of early AAC implementation for children with complex communication needs, 

practitioners report that many AAC systems introduced to families are not successful. The 

reasons for this will be examined in the following section. 
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In summary, researchers who have investigated the factors that contribute to the 

success or failure of AAC have identified several reasons why AAC systems may be 

abandoned. These factors covered a range of personal and environmental factors, as well as 

the design of the AAC system itself. The need for effective and ongoing support for 

communication partners was a common theme, and this will be examined in more detail in 

the following section. 

Parent Mediated Therapy 

Many researchers and practitioners in AAC have promoted the idea that parents and 

caregivers are key to the success of an AAC system for children with complex 

communication needs (Johnson et al., 2006; Romski & Sevcik, 2005; Sawyer et al., 2022; 

Shire & Jones, 2015). Parents usually spend the most amount of time with the child (Binger 

et al., 2008; Starble et al., 2005) and cover the widest range of daily activities and contexts 

(Johnston et al., 2004; Nunes & Hanline, 2007). Moreover, families have repeatedly asserted 

that they want to be well trained (Baxter et al., 2012; Parette et al., 2000). Parents have the 

potential to make effective therapists for their children, (Roberts et al., 2019; Roberts & 

Kaiser, 2011) and are capable of learning supportive strategies regardless of their background 

or socio-economic status (Brian, Solish, et al., 2022). Kaiser and Roberts (2013) cautioned 

that, for parent training to be successful, parents need to be motivated to learn the strategies 

and have time to implement them. Moorcroft et al. (2019b) found evidence that parents may 

not always have the resources to support AAC implementation whilst caring for a child with 

additional needs. 

Without the full inclusion of communication partners in the process, children are 

likely to resort to less desirable behaviours to communicate (Bingham et al., 2007) and the 

skills they have learned in therapy are unlikely to be maintained over time and contexts 

(Bruno & Dribbon, 1998). Communication partner training is therefore integral to the process 
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committed families are at risk of abandoning an AAC system without the right training and 

support, and if they are not fully involved in the process (Parette et al., 2000). 

Furthermore, learning to support a child with complex communication needs to learn 

to use an AAC system is not an easy or straightforward process. There are many different 

skills and strategies required that need to be applied with thought and care (Baxter et al., 

2012; Ganz et al., 2013). These skills are not intuitive to most people and need to be taught 

and practised over time (Kent-Walsh et al., 2015; Sigafoos, 1999). As Brown and Woods 

(2016) pointed out, it is not enough to learn a script or a set of strategies. Parents must 

understand how the strategies work, so they can adapt them as the children develop and 

change. They must learn how to apply the strategies flexibly and reflect and make decisions 

based on all the different factors in each routine, and they must embed this way of thinking 

into everyday life. Children with complex communication needs can be unpredictable in their 

learning and actions, and this may require the parents to learn the full extent of strategies, and 

apply them with nuance and skill (Kaiser et al., 1995). 

Kent-Walsh, Binger and Malani (2010) acknowledged the frustration that might be 

felt by practitioners working in the field of AAC when they perceive that parents or other 

communication partners are not providing opportunities for their children to use their 

systems, or not supporting them with the correct techniques. However, they reminded 

practitioners that there are many skills to learn when supporting children who use AAC, and a 

quick demonstration or instruction session is unlikely to be sufficient for these skills to be 

embedded. They concluded that communication partners need systematic instruction to learn 

new skills, with a strong active learning component. Brian, Solish, et al. (2022) reminded 

professionals that interventions need to be flexible and mindful of time-constraints and the 

needs of individual families. 
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al., 1992; Rosa-Lugo & Kent-Walsh, 2008), albeit with sometimes limited follow up on 

maintenance of the strategies after the intervention is complete. 

It is now widely recognised that young children with complex communication needs 

benefit from the early implementation of AAC systems (Light & Drager, 2007; Romski & 

Sevcik, 2005; Romski et al., 2010). Professionals working with these children in the early 

years may be introducing AAC to families for the first time. The shift to a more family 

centred model fits well with current recommendations around AAC implementation, which 

advise a high level of family involvement, choice and decision making (Parette et al., 2000; 

Stoner et al., 2013). Speech language therapists and other professionals supporting AAC 

implementation in the early years need to carefully consider how they support families of 

children who use AAC to have the necessary skills and information to make the process 

successful. 

Many researchers in the field of early intervention have highlighted the importance of 

working collaboratively with families, to build their capacity and confidence, as well as using 

routines and activities that are seen as priorities by the families themselves (Brown & Woods, 

2015; Friedman & Woods, 2012; Mataiti et al., 2016; Parette et al., 2000). Brown and Woods 

(2015) commented that working with families in this way aligns well with adult learning 

principles of capacity building and active learning. Mataiti et al. (2016) argued that the 

traditional view of professionals holding the knowledge and expertise can be disempowering 

to some families. A professional working with families may come with more knowledge of 

specific early intervention strategies and might therefore initially lead the structuring of the 

sessions, but over time the caregivers will be facilitated to reflect, learn, and act 

independently and will become empowered to fully support their child. Other authors, for 

example, Rush et al. (2003), have stressed the need to recognise parents as experts on their 

children.  
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curriculum. The researchers in these studies had often developed an evidence-based 

intervention that they wanted to teach to parents so they could perform it accurately and 

consistently. Kemp and Turnbull pointed to similarities between this approach and traditional 

parent training, but with the addition of a coaching element that allowed for practice in 

context with direct feedback. In this approach, the interventionist chooses the home routines 

and materials needed for practice sessions and coaching is used to support the parents to 

achieve implementation fidelity. The most common coaching practices used in this style of 

coaching were identified as modelling and directive feedback. Many studies described a 

hybrid of these approaches that fell somewhere in the middle of this spectrum. It is interesting 

to note that all the studies included in this synthesis, regardless of where they fell on this 

coaching spectrum, reported that parents developed mastery of the strategies at the time of 

the intervention as well as improved outcomes for the children, albeit without significant 

maintenance data for many studies. 

Many researchers have described specific protocols used during coaching sessions. 

Friedman and Woods (2012) observed that early intervention providers are often unsure 

about what constitutes coaching, and therefore struggle to provide a consistent service in this 

area. This observation was also made by Pellecchia et al. (2022) who evaluated coaching 

sessions for parents of autistic children and found that there were high levels of inconsistency 

across providers, as well as low incidence of coaching behaviours. Friedman and Woods 

(2012) proposed an operationally defined set of definitions for coaching behaviours. These 

were formed by observing videos of practitioners in early intervention undertaking coaching 

in real life contexts and comparing their activities to lists of prescribed coaching behaviours. 

The behaviours they observed during coaching sessions included: general conversation and 

information sharing (scene setting), observation, demonstration, direct teaching, caregiver 

practice with feedback, joint interaction (both coach and parent working with the child at the 
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systematic literature review conducted by Clarke (2021), found similar gaps relating to the 

quality and quantity of coaching interventions in professional development for early 

childhood teachers (kaiako) in Aotearoa New Zealand. It appears that the use of coaching is 

growing in the early childhood sector, but to date, there is little research to explore how it is 

being implemented and whether it is effective. 

Despite the definitional and implementation challenges around coaching that are 

described in this section, its use is widely recommended to increase skills and confidence in 

parents and caregivers. Coaching offers a collaborative approach that respects the 

contributions of individual families, and, in the New Zealand context, it provides families 

with opportunities for self-determination and independence that is in keeping with the 

provisions laid out in Te Tiriti o Waitangi (Mataiti et al., 2016). The next section will 

examine using training and coaching methods in combination. 

Training with Coaching 

Most experts in the fields of early intervention, education, and AAC are in agreement 

that a short-term training model is not the most effective way to achieve long term change in 

adult learners (Kent-Walsh & McNaughton, 2005; Knoche et al., 2013; Kraft et al., 2018; 

Wetherby et al., 2014). Adult learning studies have shown that to be effective, intervention 

programmes must include active learning, multiple opportunities to practise, and time to 

reflect and problem solve (Trivette et al., 2009). Some families will not benefit from group 

training alone, as there are many adult and child factors that can affect outcomes. Barton and 

Lissman (2015) recommended following up group-based training with individual coaching, 

especially when families are experiencing challenges such as mental health issues, poverty, 

and disability. There are benefits to group training; it can allow time for parents to support 

each other, and it can be cost effective and an efficient way to share information (Kaiser et 
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variables that are applied consistently across participants (Kazdin, 2011), so this would limit 

the flexibility that can be used in training and coaching methods, as well as the contexts and 

routines in which they are applied. Secondly, there are a limited number of evidence based 

strategies that have been shown to support the communication of children who use AAC 

(Biggs et al., 2018), and they usually need to be applied with reasonable consistency and in a 

particular way to achieve success, so there is less scope for communication partners to choose 

what works for them. These skills and strategies are often not intuitive; learning them in a 

structured way may reduce frustration and increase success for the communication partners 

(Kent-Walsh, Binger, & Malani, 2010). Lastly, intervention services in AAC tend to be 

overstretched, and there is a need to find delivery models that are both effective and time 

limited. Therefore, longer term, intensive, or wholly relationship-based coaching models 

could be unrealistic (Kent-Walsh, Binger, & Malani, 2010; Light et al., 1992).  

Research studies in the AAC literature have involved training a range of 

communication partners. Most frequently, studies have reported on training parents or family 

members (e.g., Barrett, 2021; Binger et al., 2008; Bruno & Dribbon, 1998; Kent-Walsh, 

Binger, & Hasham, 2010; Nunes & Hanline, 2007; Rosa-Lugo & Kent-Walsh, 2008; Starble 

et al., 2005). Others have reported on training teaching assistants (Binger et al., 2010; 

Bingham et al., 2007), behavioural therapists (Ganz et al., 2013), or a whole school team 

including a teacher and a parent (Snodgrass & Meadan, 2018). In the early years, and when 

AAC is first being introduced, parents or caregivers are generally viewed as the key 

communication partners (Barrett, 2021; Goldbart & Marshall, 2004; Starble et al., 2005). 

Kent-Walsh, Binger and Malani (2010) differentiated between the skills and strategies 

that are taught to communication partners. They defined a skill as an ability that is acquired 

over time, such as learning to wait for a child to take a turn. In contrast, they defined a 

strategy as a combination of skills that are used in a predictable fashion, such as a prompt 
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home routines, in collaboration with the family, building the intervention around their 

priorities. 

Most studies that described communication partner interventions for children who use 

AAC used a combination of training and coaching. Some had a group training component 

(Ganz et al., 2013; Kent-Walsh, Binger, & Malani, 2010; Snodgrass & Meadan, 2018), and 

others delivered the training component on an individual basis (Binger et al., 2008; Binger et 

al., 2010; Nunes & Hanline, 2007; Stiebel, 1999). All reported using some degree of one-on-

one practice and feedback in real life contexts. In their qualitative investigation of what 

families want from AAC professionals, Parette et al. (2000) found that parents often wanted 

professionals to act as trainers and educators. They expressed a need to be taught how to use 

the AAC system and preferred this educator role over a collaborator role.  

Training and Coaching Summary 

With parents and caregivers identified as the most important communication partners 

during the implementation of an AAC system with pre-school children, the need to support 

parents in this complex role has been emphasised both in research and practice literature. 

Parents and caregivers need support to learn the strategies that help make AAC 

implementation successful. The differences between training and coaching, with emphasis on 

adult learning styles and the effective practices to influence behaviour change, can inform 

how parent support interventions are developed. This literature strongly contributed to the 

design of the EP-AAC intervention used in this study, with its use of initial instructional 

group workshops and ongoing, collaborative, and family-centred coaching sessions. Findings 

in the literature that coaching needs to be ongoing over time to be effective were also 

accounted for when developing the intervention. The next section will examine the literature 

that describes specific supportive strategies for communication partners, which formed the 

basis of the instructional component of the EP-AAC intervention in this study. 
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interventions for three groups of pre-school children with complex communication needs. 

Sixty-two children were randomly assigned to one of three groups, and then provided with 

different interventions aimed at eliciting the same target vocabulary. The first two groups 

involved the use of a speech generating device, and the third group focused on using spoken 

language. In group one, the children were exposed to aided language modelling of the target 

words on the AAC system. In group two, the children were prompted to use the AAC system 

using gestures, verbal prompts, and physical prompts. The children in group three were 

provided with spoken word models and then prompted to copy. All the children attended 

several clinic appointments, and then had continued sessions in the home, supported by their 

parents who had been trained in the intervention. The children in group three made little 

progress overall. The children in the first two groups, who had access to AAC, made 

significant progress in production of the target words. This progress was not only observed 

with the AAC device, but also in spoken productions. This study provided evidence for the 

use of ALM as a successful supportive strategy, as well as providing evidence that AAC has 

a useful role in improving communication for children in the early years. 

More recently, there have been three systematic reviews that have examined the 

effects of aided language modelling, each with a slightly different focus and scope of interest. 

Sennott et al. (2016) carried out a review with a specific focus on ALM  in naturalistic 

interactions. They examined all studies since 1989 that have included ALM  as the main 

strategy for supporting the language acquisition of children with complex communication 

needs and found that the use of ALM had led to improvements in four areas: pragmatics, 

semantics, syntax, and morphology. The studies examined provided evidence that aided 

language modelling within naturalistic contexts, and sometimes in combination with other 

interaction strategies, led to observable gains in both receptive and expressive language. The 
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attending and looking at the AAC system. She recommended that modelling needs to be done 

at the correct pace for the child, depending on their level of ability. The amount of modelling 

should vary depending on the proficiency of the child. She suggested that beginning 

communicators will need just one or two key words modelling in an utterance, whereas more 

advanced communicators will need more words and more syntax demonstrated.  

Aided language modelling is an ongoing process, rather than a one off, time limited 

intervention. Cafiero (2001) noted that the young man in her study lost skills over the school 

holidays and returned with a reduced vocabulary. She put this down to the fact that the 

holiday staff were not trained in aided language modelling. This finding was echoed by Beck 

et al. (2009) who observed that the participants in their study used less AAC in the final four 

weeks, when there was no aided language modelling by communication partners. Binger and 

Light (2007) found that the children in their study continued to use multi-symbol utterances 

in the maintenance phase of their study, but they still cautioned against stopping ALM  as 

children will continue to need to see new models in different contexts to continue making 

progress and developing new language skills. 

In summary, aided language modelling is a well-researched AAC intervention 

strategy that has proven results in developing AAC language skills in children with complex 

communication needs and aligns with theories of typical language acquisition. It is not 

necessarily an easy technique for communication partners to learn and use and needs to be 

used in combination with a range of other language intervention strategies. Successful 

implementation will depend on good initial training and ongoing support. This strategy may 

not be helpful for some children, and further research is needed to explore the reasons for 

this, as well as alternative interventions for these children. 
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Creating Opportunities for Communication 

The practice of setting up and enhancing communication opportunities for children 

with delayed language skills or complex communication needs has a firm base in the 

scientific literature stretching back over many years (Kaiser & Roberts, 2013). These 

strategies are often referred to as milieu or enhanced milieu teaching. This strategy group is 

not unique to the field of AAC, and has been commonly used by professionals working in the 

field of communication difficulties for some time (e.g., Prizant & Wetherby, 1985; Sussman, 

1999). A recent systematic review of naturalistic intervention strategies for children who use 

AAC found that the use of milieu teaching strategies was both commonly used and associated 

with positive outcomes (Gevarter & Zamora, 2018). 

Kaiser and Roberts (2013) describe a range of strategies that fall under the auspices of 

milieu teaching, including several that directly relate to increasing the likelihood that the 

child will attempt to communicate. These include choosing preferred play items, joining in 

with the play, environmental arrangement strategies such as toys that need assistance, or 

inadequate portions, expectant delay, and providing choices. These strategies have been used 

successfully with children to increase their communication attempts and taught to parents and 

other communication partners for many years. 

Children who require AAC to communicate may present as reluctant communicators 

for a number of underlying reasons, including their diagnosis, or a sense of helplessness from 

many failed communication attempts (Light et al., 1992; Light & McNaughton, 2014; 

Mirenda, 2008). Additionally, communicating using AAC usually requires more effort than 

natural speech (Dukhovny & Thistle, 2017; Light et al., 1985). Children with complex 

communication needs who are provided access to an AAC device will usually require 

additional supports to communicate, as with other children who have developmental language 

delays and disorders, and there are several studies that have achieved successful outcomes 
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when combining these strategies with the implementation of an AAC system (Gevarter & 

Zamora, 2018).  

Prompting 

Another aspect of milieu communication strategies described by Kaiser and Roberts 

(2013) is the use of prompting. They describe a range of prompts from an expectant wait, a 

strategic question, or an instruction to communicate. The use of prompting in AAC can be 

controversial, because of associations with a lack of autonomy, or the use of compliance, 

which does not fit well with the concept of natural communication (Roberts, 2020). Some 

widely used AAC systems have advocated the use of physical prompting combined with 

withholding and error correction, which may have caused frustration for children, and do not 

reflect natural communication development. This type of prompting has often been associated 

with AAC for autistic children (Roberts, 2020). Other experts in the field of AAC remain 

cautious about some forms of prompting, expressing concerns that it may lead to prompt 

dependence (Porter & Cafiero, 2009; Zangari, 2017b). However, when used sensitively, 

prompting is a naturalistic strategy that has been shown as an effective way to encourage 

children who are learning to use AAC to communicate (Gevarter & Zamora, 2018; Holyfield 

et al., 2017). 

Romski et al. (2010) carried out one of the few randomised control trials within the 

field of AAC, examining the effects of different AAC instructional techniques. Two of the 

three groups of young children in their study were introduced to a speech generating device, 

and then exposed to either adults using aided language modelling, or adults prompting them 

to use the device to communicate. The children who were prompted experienced prompts 

such as gestures to the device, instructions to use the device to communicate, or physical 

prompts. Both groups of children learned to use the AAC device to communicate target 
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were favoured for children with intellectual disabilities (Zangari et al., 1994). Later came the 

introduction of aided AAC systems, however these often only offered a limited vocabulary of 

mainly nouns (Mirenda, 2008; Zangari et al., 1994). AAC systems were often composed of 

mainly concrete content words and were primarily set up to enable requesting (Yorkston et 

al., 1988). AAC practice has continued to evolve rapidly, and it is now increasingly common 

for young children with complex communication needs to use AAC systems that have a much 

larger and richer initial vocabulary (Farrell, 2015; Porter & Cafiero, 2009; Romski & Sevcik, 

2005; Zangari, 2015). One of the most notable changes has been the inclusion of core 

vocabulary words in beginning AAC systems (Bean et al., 2019; van Tilborg & Deckers, 

2016), however this has not been without controversy. 

Choosing an initial vocabulary for an AAC system is a multifactorial process, and it 

can be difficult for practitioners to incorporate all the recommended considerations, as 

experts and researchers prioritise different components that are sometimes in conflict with 

each other (Laubscher & Light, 2020). Bean et al. (2019) provided a tutorial for practitioners 

that laid out some of the important considerations when choosing AAC vocabulary for 

children whose literary skills are emergent. They recommended the following: including a 

variety of word classes, using developmentally appropriate vocabulary, including vocabulary 

that allows for modelling by the communication partner, including vocabulary that supports a 

range of communicative functions and can support social interactions, including vocabulary 

that allows for the development of grammatical structures, and considering factors related to 

layout and access. 

The Inclusion of Core Vocabulary in AAC Systems 

The use of aided AAC systems with early communicators who have complex 

communication needs has increased since the end of the last century, and the nature of the 

typical vocabulary has changed in that time (Hourcade et al., 2004). Whilst earlier systems 
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favoured smaller vocabularies of mainly nouns (Mirenda, 2008; Yorkston et al., 1988), more 

recent systems have favoured larger initial vocabularies, with a strong emphasis on the 

inclusion of core vocabulary (Zangari, 2015). Many practitioners now prioritise core 

vocabulary over fringe vocabulary, as it has been promoted as universal and flexible (Frick 

Semmler et al., 2023; Laubscher & Light, 2020; van Tilborg & Deckers, 2016). This has been 

a cause for concern amongst proponents of a balanced approach to vocabulary selection, or 

those who are concerned that it may not be developmentally appropriate for early symbolic 

communicators (Laubscher & Light, 2020; Light et al., 2019). This section will consider 

factors relating to the inclusion of core vocabulary in AAC systems for children. 

Core vocabulary, by definition, consists of the highest frequency words used by a 

group of people. Deckers et al. (2017) proposed that core vocabularies account for up to 80% 

of all words used in different communication contexts. Core vocabulary lists contain most of 

the words that perform specific syntactic functions such as pronouns, conjunctions, 

prepositions, auxiliary verbs, modals, determiners, interjections, and adverbs, alongside other 

high frequency words. Deckers et al. found that for young children, the core vocabulary is 

often described in the literature as containing approximately 20-50 words, rising to between 

200-400 words for adults. Core vocabularies are comparatively small, change little over time, 

contain structural words and provide the grammatical framework for language (Balandin & 

Iacono, 1998; Boenisch & Soto, 2015; Yorkston et al., 1988).  

In recent years, the use of core vocabulary words has become increasingly common as 

a basis for vocabulary selection in AAC systems, and many commercially available AAC 

apps feature a home page containing mainly core vocabulary words, with links to pages of 

fringe vocabulary (Boenisch & Soto, 2015; Laubscher & Light, 2020; McCarthy et al., 2017). 

A variety of low-tech, core-based, communication boards are now used with children with 

complex communication needs. Core vocabulary is not new in the world of AAC, but its use 
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their AAC system (Biggs et al., 2018). Communication partners will typically model more 

language than the child is currently using, and in order to do this, they will need a vocabulary 

that exceeds the current abilities of the child. Porter and Cafiero (2009) recommended the use 

of large, well organised vocabularies to facilitate aided language modelling.  They proposed 

that the vocabulary must be large enough to express a full range of intents, messages and 

topics that happen naturally across contexts. Quick et al. (2019) also recognised the 

importance of vocabulary for ALM; this study compiled a core vocabulary list from language 

used by mothers with babies and toddlers, with the idea that this should be considered for 

inclusion in AAC systems for early communicators. 

Dodd and Gorey (2014) described an intervention model for AAC systems that 

included a vocabulary with both core and fringe words. They recommended continual use of 

ALM by communication partners, modelling both core and fringe. This is echoed by Deckers 

et al. (2017), who pointed out that children manage to learn conceptually more difficult words 

because they are used so frequently by the communication partners across all environments. 

If children are to learn to use these words on their AAC system, they need to see them 

modelled frequently, and not just hear them spoken. If they are not available on the system, it 

seems likely that the adults will model less consistently using the AAC device. 

In their tutorial on vocabulary selection, Bean et al. (2019) recommend a balanced 

approach to vocabulary selection, one that takes account of the developmental stage of the 

child, but also includes a range of core and fringe vocabulary that reflects natural language 

acquisition. They remind practitioners of the importance of including verbs and other word 

classes so that early word combinations are possible. This balanced approach will allow 

children to develop and maintain social interactions and lead to communication for a range of 

different purposes. 
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study by Cafiero (2001) observed that the child copied different communicative functions 

when these were modelled by the adults around them. Chavers et al. (2021) found that 

prompting was a useful teaching strategy for encouraging autistic children to use AAC for 

social purposes. Bourque and Goldstein (2020) carried out a study that taught children to use 

modelling and prompting to encourage their autistic peers to communicate. This led to the 

autistic children using their AAC devices to communicate beyond simple requesting. 

Layout, Design, and Motor Planning 

The design and layout of an optimal AAC system for children with complex 

communication needs has been the subject of debate for several years within the scientific 

literature (Light et al., 2004; Light et al., 2019; Wilkinson & Jagaroo, 2004). Some experts in 

the field advocate for systems that present consistent symbols fixed in place, usually in a grid 

formation and preferably unchanging over time in order to increase the role of motor 

planning and memory (Halloran & Halloran, 2006; Van Tatenhove, 2009). Other AAC 

experts feel that early symbolic communicators need a different approach and benefit from 

contextual information provided by visual scene displays such as line drawings or photos that 

contain familiar items and situations (Drager et al., 2003; Light et al., 2004; Light et al., 

2019). AAC systems that integrate larger amounts of core vocabulary, particularly low tech 

versions, almost always favour a grid layout (Zangari, 2013). 

Children who use AAC ideally need to learn the location of all the symbols on an 

AAC system to use it to its full potential. Boenisch and Soto (2015) suggested that one 

benefit of core vocabulary is that it is stable and unchanging. This means that it is usually 

displayed consistently on an AAC system, helping with fluency and automaticity through 

learned motor plans. This should benefit both the AAC users and their communication 

partners when they are modelling (Dukhovny & Gahl, 2014; Halloran & Halloran, 2006). 
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The role of motor planning when accessing a core vocabulary that is fixed in position 

is worth considering further. The communication partners of a child who uses AAC can often 

feel daunted by the larger vocabulary sizes associated with an AAC system that uses core 

vocabulary (Jonsson et al., 2011). However, the stability of core vocabulary words that do not 

change over time provide the benefit of specific motor patterns associated with accessing 

familiar, high frequency symbols or word combinations. This ability to learn motor patterning 

is exploited by AAC apps such as LAMP Words for Life, which helps children build up a 

repertoire of specific motor patterns to access a stable, core vocabulary alongside fringe 

words that can be personalised (Bedwani et al., 2015). Children using this app to 

communicate eventually learn a series of unique motor plans, one for each word that they 

access, with the idea that visual scanning and recognition of individual symbols will be 

unnecessary for many of the high frequency words (Halloran & Halloran, 2006). 

Van Tatenhove (2009) also supported the importance of motor skills and the 

development of automatic patterns. In her manual for the Pixon Project, which relates to core 

communication boards, she highlighted how, through repetition of use, children can learn a 

range of phrases without having to seek out and find individual symbols through visual 

recognition. In addition, Thistle and Wilkinson (2015), proposed that consistent location and 

motor planning play an important role in learning to access a symbol on an AAC system 

alongside symbol recognition. These ideas of consistency in motor plans on AAC systems 

over time are somewhat at odds with the idea that early symbolic communicators require a 

specific, developmentally appropriate vocabulary displayed in contextually relevant pictures, 

as suggested by Drager et al. (2003) for example, as this layout would presumably have to 

change as the child requires more language, requiring the learning of different motor plans. 

Many AAC systems that employ a grid format, use an adaptation of the Fitzgerald 

Key, a colour coding of grammatical functions that was originally used with deaf children 
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(Thistle & Wilkinson, 2009). Wilkinson et al. (2022) considered design features of grid based 

AAC systems in a recent study involving 10 people with Down Syndrome. Their results 

suggest that background colours on symbols can help with visual location. They also found 

that having space between symbols was helpful for faster and accurate visual location, but 

this would come at the cost of vocabulary size due to space limitations in low tech AAC. 

They acknowledged that this feature may be mitigated as a person becomes more familiar 

with the layout of an AAC system.  

Bean et al. (2019) acknowledged that some children may find the presence of many 

symbols distracting initially, and questioned whether masking symbols could be an effective 

way to deal with this. This would allow for just the target symbols to be displayed in the grid, 

until the child gains more confidence and competence with their AAC system. The authors 

present case studies of children using LAMP Words for Life, which has a large core and 

fringe vocabulary that can be masked while the child is learning. This method provides 

access to a large vocabulary over time with symbols that stay in place for the learning of 

consistent motor plans. 

In summary, the process of choosing and organising the vocabulary for an AAC 

system for beginning communicators is complex and involves many factors, some of which 

seemingly conflict with each other. The vocabulary needs to be developmentally appropriate, 

but also contain language for communication partner modelling and for learning. A variety of 

word classes will allow for a range of communicative functions and the development of 

grammar and word combinations, but this may also overwhelm an early symbolic 

communicator. Colour coded, grid-based layouts with consistent vocabulary that does not 

change over time will allow the development of automatic motor plans but will also provide 

vocabulary that is not required initially in a format that may be inappropriate for very young 



SUPPORTING PARENTS TO USE A CORE BOARD 79 
 

 

learners. There are often additional factors relating to cost, availability, and professional 

knowledge. 

The 77-cell core board with fringe vocabulary used in this study is used widely across 

Aotearoa New Zealand as a beginning AAC system. It has the core words arranged on a grid 

system grouped together with colour coding according to grammatical parts of speech. The 

core symbols are fixed in place and do not change over time. The extensive fringe vocabulary 

is attached at the top of the board in layered strips organised by semantic categories, with tabs 

to help with navigation. The fringe vocabulary was personalised over time for each family in 

this study. This layout allowed for the learning of motor plans for the high frequency core 

words on the main board but did mean that access to fringe vocabulary could be slow and 

inefficient. 

Opportunities for Further Research 

The use of AAC interventions, particularly with children with complex 

communication needs, is a challenging research area because of the heterogeneity and low 

incidence of the population involved (Light & Drager, 2007). One of the most commonly 

identified areas for more research is the use of communication partner strategies across a 

wider range of activities and routines in a variety of naturalistic contexts (Binger et al., 2010; 

Kent-Walsh, Binger, & Malani, 2010; Rosa-Lugo & Kent-Walsh, 2008). Other authors (Light 

& Drager, 2007; Nunes & Hanline, 2007; Shire & Jones, 2015) have highlighted the need for 

further research involving pre-school children who use AAC, and particularly children who 

have had no prior experience of AAC. In their systematic review, Shire & Jones only found 

two studies that included children with no prior AAC use. Light & Drager stated that future 

research needed to look at better support for parents implementing AAC systems with young 

children and beginning communicators.  
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Literature Review Summary 

This literature review started by examining the evidence for the use of AAC in early 

intervention. There is strong evidence that AAC is beneficial to the development of 

communication skills in young children with complex communication needs, which is why 

pre-school children were the focus of this intervention. The review considered the factors 

required for successful implementation of AAC and found that involvement of key 

communication partners is extremely important. The literature about parent training and 

coaching was considered in detail, and this helped to inform the design of the EP-AAC 

intervention used in this study. This study is centred around a comprehensive training and 

coaching intervention for parents, using collaborative, family-centred coaching based on the 

evidence provided in the current literature. Next, the strategies required to support AAC were 

explored; the evidence from this analysis formed the basis of the instructional content of the 

intervention in this study. The review then moved on to consider the complex and sometimes 

conflicting evidence relating to AAC systems, both vocabulary and design. This information 

is relevant to the choice of AAC system used in this study. Finally, the review described the 

gaps in the current research in these areas. Having considered this body of literature, I used 

the information to form a research design that would address many of the areas that are 

lacking in research, and I designed an AAC intervention that was grounded in evidence. The 

next chapter will describe this intervention in more detail.  
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3. The Empowering Parents for AAC (EP-AAC) Intervention  

This chapter will provide a detailed description of the intervention that was designed 

and carried out during this research. This was the activity around which each individual case 

study was based. This intervention, named Empowering Parents for AAC (EP-AAC), was 

grounded in the literature reviewed in the previous chapter, particularly with reference to 

supportive AAC strategies, the role of parents in implementation, using a naturalistic 

approach, and coaching over a longer period. The EP-AAC intervention started with a more 

intensive 9-week training and coaching programme for the parents; this consisted of four 

group workshops and four coaching sessions. This was followed by an extended maintenance 

phase that continued to the end of a year, see Figure 3.1 below.  

Figure 3.1 Diagram Showing Structure of EP-AAC Intervention 

Diagram Showing Structure of EP-AAC Intervention 
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At the start of the EP-AAC intervention, each family received a 77-cell core board 

with a comprehensive, general fringe vocabulary. The parents were encouraged to complete 

lists for fringe vocabulary relevant to their child, so this vocabulary was fully personalised by 

the end of the first 9 weeks. One parent from each family then received training and coaching 

with the aim that they would learn a specific set of evidence-based strategies that they could 

use to help their child learn to communicate with the core board. 

EP-AAC Workshop Presentations and Resources 

This intervention provided four group workshops that were set up primarily for initial 

information sharing and instruction. For the workshop content, information from the current 

literature described in the previous chapter was combined with professional experience; this 

led to the inclusion of four groups of evidence-based strategies that have been found to 

support children to use AAC to communicate. These strategy groups were taught separately 

in workshops of approximately 2 hours each, delivered fortnightly over 8 weeks. The 

workshops were designed to be engaging and interactive, with a balance between information 

sharing, discussion, demonstration, practice and planning for home, which aligned with 

recommendations made by Trivette et al. (2009) from their research synthesis on successful 

adult learning methods. Each workshop concluded with time and support to write up an 

action plan for home practice, which formed the basis for the next coaching session. 

Refreshments were provided at each workshop, and there was a 20-minute comfort break 

halfway through. The content of each workshop will be presented in detail in the next 

sections. 

Workshop Resources 

At the start of the first workshop, all the parents received a folder to store paper 

resources in. These included a paper copy of each slide show, with space for note taking, a 

personal fringe list prompt sheet, and action plans. The personal fringe list had prompts in the 
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some of the strategies during role plays. The workshop concluded with support to write up 

the next action plan, with a focus on creating communication opportunities.  

Workshop Three 

This workshop covered the strategy of prompting and introduced the parents to the 

idea of a prompting hierarchy. The workshop started with a recap of the strategies introduced 

so far, and a chance to share good news or challenges. The workshop covered different types 

of prompts, when to prompt and when to model or wait, and included several videos and 

opportunities to practise. The workshop concluded with support to write up the next action 

plan, with a focus on prompting.  

Workshop Four 

This was the final workshop and covered the strategy group of responses: different 

ways to respond when a child uses AAC to communicate. As before, this workshop started 

with a recap of the strategies so far, and a chance to share news from home. The workshop 

covered three different ways of responding to children and provided guidelines for when to 

use each type of response strategy (see Figure 3.2). These strategies were demonstrated in 

videos, and the parents had opportunities to practise through role play. The workshop 

concluded with support to write up the fourth action plan, with a focus on response strategies. 

A summary sheet describing all four strategy groups was supplied; see Figure 3.3. The 

parents were also provided with the end of intervention survey to take away and complete at 

home. The four PowerPoint presentations for the group workshops can be viewed in the 

addendum under the headings EP-AAC Workshop 1-4. 
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Figure 3.2  Response Strategies 

Response Strategies 

 

Figure 3.3 Strategy Summary Sheet 

Strategy Summary Sheet 
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The AAC System 

The 77-cell core board with fringe vocabulary used in this study is adapted from the 

original Pixon core board (Van Tatenhove, 2009), and is the standard core board used widely 

across Aotearoa New Zealand (Bell & Thomas, 2017). The core boards were provided to the 

parents with a strap so they could be worn across the body, and the fringe was attached at the 

top by split rings for ease of use. A masked core board simplified down to 12 pictograms was 

attached to the back. This was intended for use in the early stages of implementation if the 

parents were feeling overwhelmed by the amount of potential vocabulary to model. The 

parents were encouraged to bring the core board with them for each workshop for use in 

practice activities. The core board and masked core board used can be viewed in Figures 3.4 

and 3.5 below. 

Figure 3.4 The Core Board used in the Intervention. 

The Core Board used in the Intervention 
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Figure 3.5 Masked Core 

Masked Core Board 

 
 

 

The EP-AAC Coaching Protocol 

Coaching was a central component of the EP-AAC intervention, providing an 

opportunity for parents to practise the new strategies with feedback. During the intervention 

phase, there was a coaching session either in the home or another preferred location within a 

week after each workshop. The parents completed the action plan for these coaching sessions 

at the end of each workshop, with support if required. Each coaching session focused on the 

strategy group that had been covered in the previous workshop, although other strategies may 

have been practised at the same time. During the maintenance phase, there was more 

flexibility about which strategies to focus on for coaching, and these coaching sessions often 

looked at integrating different strategies together, or generalising skills across a range of 

activities. An overview of the coaching process can be viewed in Figure 3.6 below. 
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Figure 3.6 Overview of the EP-AAC Coaching Process 

Overview of the EP-AAC Coaching Process 
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The EP-AAC Coaching Protocol (Brydon, McLaughlin, et al., 2021) can be found in 

the addendum. The coaching protocol is unique to the EP-AAC intervention but is informed 

by the work and coaching models associated with Friedman and Woods (2012); Rush and 

Shelden (2011); Snyder et al. (2015) and Woods (2008). The protocol was also influenced by 

a workshop on the Practice Based Coaching approach (Snyder et al., 2015) held at Massey 

University and run by Associate Professor Tara McLaughlin, particularly around the way 

feedback was delivered, how the action plans were used, and the use of video reflection and 

feedback. The protocol provides a detailed set of instructions to ensure that the coaching 

process was replicated over all six cases and over time. Coaching is intended to be 

personalised, flexible, and to meet the needs of each individual parent; the protocol was 

designed to allow for variation and flexibility within a set framework. This framework 

included action planning, observation (usually video recording), reviewing the video whilst 

focussing on specific strategy use, positive and constructive feedback, reflective 

conversation, and problem-solving conversations.  

It was anticipated that parents would arrive with different skills and abilities and have 

different needs during the coaching process. In anticipation of these differences, the coaching 

protocol addressed how to gauge the confidence and awareness of the parents at the start of 

each coaching conversation, and then adapt the responses; see Table 3.1 below for examples. 

This insight aimed to shape the response of the coach and tailor the coaching in terms of how 

much positive feedback was required in comparison to constructive feedback, and also the 

specificity of the questions to be used (Conklin et al., 2018; Kaiser et al., 2007; Rush & 

Shelden, 2011). The term confidence in this situation referred to how the parent was 

responding to the coaching process, including being observed and receiving feedback. If they 

appeared to be anxious or hesitant, this might indicate lower confidence, and the coach would 

respond with higher levels of positive feedback. Awareness referred to their ability to 
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Figure 4.1 below is a diagram that illustrates the key components of the main study. 

As can be seen in the figure, the study was conducted over the course of a full year and 

included baseline, intervention, post-intervention, and maintenance phases. Six pre-school 

children with complex communication needs and their parents participated in the EP-AAC 

intervention during the main study, which involved a 9-week intervention phase followed by 

a 43-week maintenance phase lasting until the end of the year. Quantitative and qualitative 

data was collected throughout the study year, starting at baseline.  

To ensure the EP-AAC intervention was fit for purpose, it was developed following a 

thorough review of the literature. After the EP-AAC intervention and data collection 

materials were created, they were trialled in a small pilot study involving two parent and 

child dyads. Feedback and experience from the pilot study allowed for further development 

of these materials. Following on from the pilot, the main study (as outlined above) was 

conducted. Further details about case study design, the EP-AAC intervention and data 

collection materials, pilot study, and main study are presented in the sections that follow. 
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Figure 4.1 Overview of Key Components of Main Study 

Overview of Key Components of Main Study 
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with the case history taking and baseline assessment at the start of the year and finished with 

the semi-structured interview at the end of the year. 

This case study used mixed methods data collection and analysis. Both quantitative 

and qualitative data were collected throughout the duration of the study, and the results and 

analysis were then used to provide in-depth evidence for comparative analysis (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2017). Mixed methods research is underpinned by the theory of pragmatism, 

which supports the belief that a valid design is one that works in a particular context and will 

also provide benefits to the participants. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) explained that 

pragmatism places a high regard for the reality of human experience, and therefore supports a 

naturalistic and flexible approach to research that align with my own values when 

approaching this research, as described in the introduction. Combining the flexibility of 

mixed methods and the in-depth nature of case study research has provided unique 

methodological advantages to address the complexity of the research problems and issues 

(Plano Clark et al., 2018). 

Learning to communicate, either using spoken language or AAC, is a deeply complex 

event that requires examination from many and varied perspectives (Light, 1999). The 

families in this research were very diverse but had one thing in common: their children had 

complex communication needs. The children were either not speaking or were using very 

little spoken language at ages three or four, but that is where their similarities ended. They 

had different diagnoses, different home environments, different day care arrangements and 

very different personalities. Their parents were equally diverse. This study required a 

research design that was rooted in pragmatism, allowed for flexibility and change, whilst 

remaining rigorous and replicable. A mixed method, multiple case study allowed the flexible 

structure that provided a positive and supportive experience for the participants as well as 
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capturing the rich detail and nuance involved when a young child learns to communicate 

using AAC. 

Preparation and Development of the EP-AAC Intervention , Resources, and Data 

Collection Tools 

The materials used for the EP-AAC intervention and data collection in the main study 

were developed, tested, and refined over a period of 18 months. This required the 

development of the group workshops and accompanying materials. A coaching protocol was 

developed, as well as a systematic observation coding manual to ensure accurate coding of 

the quantitative data. Once these materials were drafted and prepared, a pilot study of the EP-

AAC intervention was carried out and the materials were tested and refined after this. The 

entire process of development is outlined in Figure 4.2 below. 

Figure 4.2 Development of the Tools and Resources for the EP-AAC 

Development of the Tools and Resources for the EP-AAC 

 

The Pilot Study 

The pilot study was intended as an opportunity to trial the EP-AAC intervention 

(without the maintenance phase), including the four workshops with two coaching sessions, 

alongside the second survey, paper resources, coaching protocol, and the observational tools 

for coding. The participants for the pilot study were recruited from the special school where I 

was working at the time and consisted of two parents of children in the new entrant class who 

had complex communication needs. The parents attended four workshops at school and 
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In all six cases, the mothers elected to be the participating parent in the study. Five of the 

mothers worked full time, and one mother (Sarah from case 3) was a full -time law student. 

All the children had both parents living at home at the start of the study year. Emma, the 

mother from case 1, was pregnant at the start of the study year. 

Ethical Considerations 

This was a complex and lengthy study that generated many points to consider in terms 

of ethics. My understanding of the nature of the ethical considerations evolved and deepened 

as the study progressed. This study demanded a high level of commitment from the 

participants over a considerable time, and even though it was made clear that they could leave 

the study at any time, the parents demonstrated a high level of investment in completing the 

research, even if it was challenging for them. Even after their involvement in the study was 

completed, it was necessary to maintain contact to check for video consents, and to provide 

them with drafts of the case studies for checking. I am extremely grateful to all the 

participants in this study for their persistence and investment in the research over what was a 

very challenging time in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Before the start of this study, I completed a full ethics application and gained approval 

from the Massey University Human Ethics Committee. A copy of the Human Ethics 

Committee approval letter is available in Appendix 14. This approval covered the 

considerations of informed consent, risk of harm, Te Tiriti o Waitangi, privacy and 

confidentiality, and conflicts of interest. These areas will be examined in more detail below. 

Informed Consent. The children in this study were of pre-school age and had 

complex communication needs, so were not able to provide informed consent. Their parents 

were supplied with detailed information sheets at the start of their involvement (see Appendix 
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Figure 4.3 Overview of the Main Study, Including Data Collection 

Overview of the Main Study, Including Data Collection 
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Recruitment of Participants 

�x Initial screening via phone calls 
�x Met with prospective families, 

provided detailed information about 
study, including written information 

�x Informed / voluntary consent gained 

Interactive Group Workshop 1 

Covered: Introduction to core / fringe 
vocabulary and core board, ALM strategies, 
planning for first coaching visit.  Core board 
provided, along with course folder and 
resources. 

Interactive Group Workshop 2 

Covered: Creating communication 
opportunities.  How to set up a social routine / 
people game.  Action planning for coaching 
visit. Session two resources provided. 

 

 

Interactive Group Workshop 3 

Covered: Prompting Strategies. Action planning 
for coaching visit. Reminded about coaching 
protocol. Session three resources provided. 

 

Interactive Group Workshop 4 

Covered: Response strategies. Action planning 
for coaching visit. Using the core board during 
shared story time. Session four resources 
provided. 

 

   
   B

as
el

in
e 

P
ha

se Baseline measures 

- Case history taken, including current 
communication skills 

- Initial survey completed by parent 
- 10 minute baseline video with assessment 

boxes and core board  

Coaching Session 1 

Home visit �t 
planned activity, 
coaching protocol 
followed, focus on 
ALM 

Data Collection �t Parent 

Completed home journal 
Completed core tally sheet 
 

Data Collection �t Researcher 

10 minute video. Field notes / 
coach log / reflective journal 

Coaching Session 2 

Home visit �t 
planned activity, 
coaching protocol 
followed, focused 
on creating 
communication 
opportunities 

Data Collection �t Parent 

Completed home journal 
Completed core tally sheet 
 

Data Collection �t Parent 

Completed home journal 
Completed core tally sheet 
 

Data Collection �t Parent 

End of intervention survey to 
complete at home 
 
 

Data Collection �t Researcher 

10 minute video. Field notes / 
coach log / reflective journal 

Data Collection �t Researcher 

10 minute video. Field notes / 
coach log / reflective journal 

Data Collection �t Researcher 

10 minute video. Field notes / 
coach log / reflective journal 

 

Coaching Session 3 

Home visit �t 
planned activity, 
coaching protocol 
followed, focused 
on use of 
prompting 

Coaching Session 4 

Home visit �t 
planned activity, 
coaching protocol 
followed, focused 
on response 
strategies 

Data Collection �t 
Researcher 

Weeks 12, 24 and 52 �t 
further 10 minute video 
recordings for quantitative 
data.  

Continued with coach logs 
and reflective journal. 

 

Continued Coaching 

Bi-monthly home-based 
coaching continued up to the 

one year mark. 

Data Collection �t Parent 
and Research Assistant 

Semi-structured interview 
at the end of the study (1 
year from start)  
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Intervention Phase of the Main Study 

The core board was provided to each family at the start of the EP-AAC intervention. 

The parents attended four group workshops and had four coaching sessions in the home, or at 

a place of their choice. Multiple sources of quantitative and qualitative data were collected 

throughout. 

End of the Intervention Phase 

The intervention phase concluded after four workshops and four coaching sessions. 

By this time, there had been five systematic observations, including the baseline observation. 

The parents were supplied with the second survey to complete at the end of the intervention 

phase. This is described in the data collection section below. 

The Maintenance Phase 

After completion of the intervention phase, individual coaching continued until a year 

had passed from the start of the intervention. Coaching was delivered on a bi-monthly basis 

and focused on parent led goals and practice of strategies in routines of importance to the 

family. The child participants in this study were going through a period of rapid development 

and change, and the intervention introduced several strategies to be used over a range of 

contexts and routines, so ongoing coaching was necessary to support maintenance. 

During the maintenance phase, COVID-19 reappeared in Aotearoa New Zealand, and 

there were many disruptions during this time. The families involved in the research also 

experienced life events such as birth, marriage, bereavement, separations, and a house move. 

There were some disruptions to the timing of coaching sessions due to COVID-19, and the 6-

month systematic observation took place later than planned. All the families remained in the 

study until 8 months, and five families maintained their involvement until the end of the year. 
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(Yoder & Symons, 2010). This meant addressing issues of consistency and stability, which 

can be hard to achieve in a home environment with a young child. Parents were made aware 

from the start of their involvement that they would need to have a quiet area in the house for 

these recordings and have an additional person on hand to look after any other children. 

When each data collection visit was planned with the parent, consideration was made for the 

time of day, whether the child would be tired or hungry and whether support would be 

available. It was planned that if the child was distressed or uncooperative, the data collection 

would be postponed. In the event, this was never necessary, although on some occasions the 

child needed a little time to settle before the recording began. 

Whilst the coaching sessions gave parents the opportunity to try using the strategies in 

any environment and in any daily routine, the data collection observations needed to be more 

tightly controlled to maintain consistency over time (Yoder & Symons, 2010). It was 

intended that the parents would carry out a similar activity with their child every time over 

the eight observations. For this to be successful, the activities needed to be highly motivating 

to keep the child reliably engaged for 10 minutes. This led to the development of two 

observation boxes prior to the study year. Originally it was intended that each parent would 

select one of the two boxes and stick with this box over the study year, but it transpired that 

items were mixed across boxes according to child preference. The two boxes were 

transparent storage containers and contained items that are often highly preferred by pre-

school children. The first box contained toys and books and the second box contained 

favourite snacks, drinks, and books. The toy box contained a range of fun toys, including 

some that were likely to require help from an adult and some toys that were more suited to 

imaginative play. The snack box had favourite foods and drinks that were personalised to 

each child, and presented in containers that were difficult for children to open. Figure 4.4 

below illustrates some of the items contained in the two boxes. 
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Figure 4.4 Examples of Contents of Observation Boxes 

Examples of Contents of Observation Boxes 
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Systematic Observations 

Each case had eight systematic observations of 10 minutes each, recorded over the 

year. The first stage in the analysis of this data was a full transcription of the video, and the 

assignation of communication turns to help with the coding process. Many coded behaviours 

could only be counted once during a single turn according to the manual; therefore, it was 

necessary to clearly show the turns in the transcript for each observation. A typical 

communication turn started with the adult providing an invitation for the child to 

communicate (e.g., asking a question), followed by some form of intentional communication 

from the child, and concluded by a response from the adult. There were many variations on 

this, but each turn had to contain an intentional communication attempt by the child. Some 

turns started with a spontaneous communication attempt by the child, whilst other turns 

contained several attempts to get the child to communicate on the part of the adult.  An 

example of a transcript is shown below in Figure 4.5. 

Figure 4.5 Example of Observation Transcript 

Example of Observation Transcript

 





SUPPORTING PARENTS TO USE A CORE BOARD  

 

120 

Figure 4.6 Example from Adult Observation Tool 

Example from Adult Observation Tool 
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Figure 4.7 Example from Child Observation Tool 

Example from Child Observation Tool 
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Figure 4.8 Percentage of Agreement for Adult Behaviour Coding 

Percentage of Agreement for Adult Behaviour Coding 

 

Figure 4.9 Percentage of Agreement for Child Behaviour Coding 

Percentage of Agreement for Child Behaviour Coding 
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Interview and Survey Data 

Castleberry and Nolen (2018) describes five steps in the process of thematic analysis: 

compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding. These steps will be 

used to describe the process of thematic analysis employed in this study. Thematic analysis of 

the interview and survey data was supportive of both individual case analysis and write up as 

well as the cross-case analysis described in the sections following the steps of thematic 

analysis.  

Compiling. This is the process of preparing the data for analysis. The interview 

recordings were transferred to a hard drive and were initially run through some transcribing 

software to elicit rough transcriptions. I then transcribed the interview data myself, using the 

transcriptions produced by the software as a starting point. Transcribing the interview data 

provided the opportunity to become familiar with it before starting the process of thematic 

analysis.  

Disassembling. This involves separating out the data. Once the interviews were 

accurately transcribed, I printed out the transcripts, and added the open question answers 

from the second surveys. I read through these scripts several times until they were highly 

familiar. I then started to highlight sections of text that stood out as important and made notes 

in the margins about the meanings that I was reading in the text. I was starting to develop a 

sense of emerging ideas and categories, and it was helpful for me at this point to represent 

this in hand drawn diagrams; an example of one of these is shown in Figure 4.10 below. I 

planned to use NVivo software to help with the process of thematic analysis, but I have 

always found it helpful to represent complex ideas in the form of mind maps initially.  
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Figure 4.11 Diagrammatic Representation of Thematic Analysis 

Diagrammatic Representation of Thematic Analysis 
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Figure 4.12 Diagrammatic Representation of Thematic Analysis Continued 

Diagrammatic Representation of Thematic Analysis Continued 
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could be understood on its own terms first. After this, cross case analysis was 

comprehensively applied to further explore and confirm the relationships between cases. The 

use of visual representations of the quantitative and qualitative data in the form of graphs and 

diagrams allowed for interpretations across cases based on the commonalities and differences 

that emerged (Bazeley, 2013). This process began with the thematic analysis of the 

qualitative data using NVivo, which highlighted patterns in the qualitative data across cases. 

This analysis continued as I wrote up the individual cases and continued to observe and 

synthesise patterns across the cases. By this time, I was highly familiar with both the 

quantitative and qualitative outcomes and was already aware of patterns within the 

quantitative data. I based the cross-case analysis around three of my research questions. The 

first research question, pertaining to the individual journey for each family had been 

comprehensively addressed in the case study write-up. The second and third research 

questions addressed the quantitative outcomes for the parents and children, while the fourth 

research question mainly drew on the qualitative data obtained from the surveys, interviews, 

and field notes. 

Summary 

This chapter has covered the background and choice of research design for the study. 

It outlined the main phases of the study, and the resources and materials that were developed 

for it. It provided details about the pilot study and how this contributed to the development of 

the main study. The main study was described in detail, including participants, recruitment, 

ethical considerations, data collection, and analysis. The process of writing the case studies 

and the method for cross case analysis was described. The next chapter will describe the 

individual journeys experienced by the six families presented as case studies. 
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Figure 5.1 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���R�I���(�P�P�D�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���7�D�X�J�K�W���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V 

Frequency of �(�P�P�D�¶�V��Use of Taught Strategies 

  

Figure 5.2 Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Emma 

Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Emma 
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board for more social purposes, which may have been in response to Emma modelling a 

broader range of communicative functions on the core board (Figure 5.6). 

Figure 5.6 Different Communicative Functions Used by Blaine  

Different Communicative Functions Used by Blaine  

 

Shortly after this data collection visit, I received an excited text from Emma, (Figure 5.7). 

Figure 5.7 Text Message from Emma 

Text Message from Emma 
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insightful, and I agreed. Emma has the confidence now to disagree with me at times 

and use the strategies to suit her situation. 

In the time leading up to the 6-month data collection, Blaine continued to increase his 

use of spoken language. Although some high frequency core words were produced accurately 

now, Blaine became harder to understand as his vocabulary grew and he put more words 

together. He had a diverse range of interests that he liked to talk about, and many of the 

words he needed were not available on the fringe strips. Blaine had already started to use 

symbols creatively to try to explain what he meant, and in these maintenance coaching 

sessions, Emma and I talked through ways to help him to do this more, including using 

shapes, colours, feelings, describing words, and the first letter in the word on the alphabet 

fringe strip. The 6-month data collection was slightly delayed until the end of the COVID-19 

lockdown. Emma chose to stick with snack time elements. She continued to maintain the 

taught strategies, again improving her percentage of modelled words. Blaine used the core 

board frequently, including more multi-symbol utterances (Figure 5.9) 

Figure 5.9 Number of Symbols Blaine Used in Sequence 

Number of Symbols Blaine Used in Sequence
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language skills very fast, and by 6 months into the study, she no longer needed to use the core 

board. By this time, she was using phrases and a range of vocabulary, and was easy to 

understand. This was completely unexpected for both Kate and me, and the focus of coaching 

changed by necessity to language enrichment strategies. By the end of the year, Grace was 

talking in sentences and was a full partner in conversation (Figure 5.12). 

Figure 5.10 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���R�I���.�D�W�H�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���7�D�X�J�K�W���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V 

Frequency of �.�D�W�H�¶�V��Use of Taught Strategies 
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Figure 5.11 Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Kate 

Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Kate 
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Kate decided to exclude the bubble machine from the second data collection, as she 

wanted Grace to explore different toys and activities. Although Grace explored the items 

available, she appeared to be in a more oppositional mood, and sometimes refused to use the 

core board when prompted. Kate tried to introduce a colour identification and matching game 

when Grace selected coloured lollies; Grace responded by rejecting the lollies and moving on 

to a different item. Kate tended to prompt her to use the core board when she communicated 

non-verbally, and this had the effect of frustrating Grace on this occasion. Kate also wanted 

Grace to try to open some lollipops for herself, so a significant amount of time passed whilst 

Grace struggled with the wrapper. These factors meant that Grace pointed to less symbols 

than last time (Figure 5.12) and all of these were prompted (Figure 5.14). 

Figure 5.14 �*�U�D�F�H�¶�V���3�U�R�P�S�W�H�G���9�H�U�V�X�V���6�S�R�Q�W�D�Q�H�R�X�V���&�R�U�H���%�R�D�U�G���8�V�H 

�*�U�D�F�H�¶�V���3�U�R�P�S�W�H�G���9�H�U�V�X�V���6�S�R�Q�W�D�Q�H�R�X�V���&�R�U�H���%�R�D�U�G���8�V�H 
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Figure 5.20 Percentage of Words Modelled by Sarah on Core Board  

Percentage of Words Modelled by Sarah on Core Board  

 

Figure 5.21 �(�O�L�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���6�\�P�E�R�O�V���D�Q�G���6�S�R�N�H�Q���:�R�U�G�V  

�(�O�L�¶�V��Use of Symbols and Spoken Words  
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Figure 5.22 �(�O�L�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���0�X�O�W�L-Symbol Phrases 

�(�O�L�¶�V��Use of Multi-Symbol Phrases 
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needed some scaffolding to help her identify the strategies she was using, Sarah was now able 

to lead the coaching conversation more and recognised what she was doing that helped Eli. 

In the final data collection, Sarah continued to demonstrate a high level of skill at 

using all the strategy groups (Figure 5.19). She had always maintained a high level of aided 

language modelling, and this time was no exception at 24% of all words spoken (Figure 

5.20). Sarah had told me that Eli usually performs differently when he is filmed and was 

using the core board more in day-to-day life. However, he still used 33 symbols in the 10 

minutes (Figure 5.21), including different communicative functions and a range of core and 

fringe vocabulary, as shown in Figure 5.25. 

Figure 5.25 �(�O�L�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���&�R�U�H���D�Q�G���)�U�L�Q�J�H���9�R�F�D�E�X�O�D�U�\ 

�(�O�L�¶�V Use of Core and Fringe Vocabulary 
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support Eli to learn to use a core board. This was a year with many significant events for the 
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Ashley also indicated that she was excited to be the key person assisting Regan with the core 

board, and that it made sense as she was with him the most but expressed concern about 

having the time to do it. 

Baseline Data Collection 

The living area was quite busy with other adults and children when time came to take 

the baseline video recording, so I asked if we could move to a quieter room. Regan did not 

settle immediately, but eventually started to explore the two assessment boxes which Ashley 

opted to have open and available. The core board was available on the floor but not used. 

Regan remained mostly silent during the 10 minutes, solemnly exploring the toys on his own 

agenda, and eating the snacks. He licked the flavour off each chip before eating it in a 

thoughtful manner. He was unable to open the food containers and passed them to Ashley 

without looking at her or commenting. Ashley sat beside Regan and was mostly quiet. She 

occasionally attempted to draw his attention to a toy in an unobtrusive way, but Regan always 

ignored these attempts and did his own thing. He smiled briefly when she made the whoopee 

cushion work but did not look at her or request a repeat. When he passed Ashley containers, 

she made some attempts to get him to make a clearer request, by holding the container and 

asking him if he wanted help, then waiting. Regan did not respond to these prompts, and 

eventually Ashley opened each container. There was no clear, intentional communication 

from Regan during these 10 minutes, and Ashley mainly sat back and allowed him to explore. 

Overview of the Intervention  

Ashley and Regan remained in the study for 8 months. Ashley completed the 

intervention phase and part of the maintenance phase, then a series of challenging life events 

eventually made it too difficult for her to continue. The 6-month data collection was 
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Figure 5.27 Percentage of Words Modelled by Ashley on Core Board 

Percentage of Words Modelled by Ashley on Core Board 

 

Figure 5.28 �5�H�J�D�Q�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���6�\�P�E�R�O�V���D�Q�G���6�S�R�N�H�Q���:�R�U�G�V 

Regan�¶�V��Use of Symbols and Spoken Words 
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Figure 5.34 �$�V�K�O�H�\�¶�V���7�K�L�U�G���&�R�U�H���7�D�O�O�\ 

�$�V�K�O�H�\�¶�V���7�K�L�U�G���&�R�U�H���7�D�O�O�\ 
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Ashley was now having to manage the children with less support and was continuing with 

full -time work. Eventually we managed to find two activities that could work for them both. 

This was to be the last time that I saw Ashley and Regan during the study year. After 

this, the family caught COVID-19 and were unwell for a while. It became more difficult to 

get in touch with Ashley, and eventually I received a text to say that she would not be able to 

continue as a participant. I was very sorry to lose them from the study but appreciated how 

hard she had worked to continue as far as she did at such a difficult time. 

Barriers and Supports 

Ashley did not take part in an interview at the end of the study, so the information 

about what helped her to support and maintain the core board with Regan, and what obstacles 

they encountered, is gleaned from her survey data, and from our many in-person 

conversations and is represented in Table 5.4 below. Ashley was a dedicated participant 

during the initial intervention who embedded the strategies and used them without the need 

for conscious thought by the end of the intervention phase. She continued to make progress 

and support the core board daily until a combination of a family break up, moving house and 

COVID-19 lockdowns and illness, made it too difficult to continue. It is likely that these 

unexpected and difficult circumstances are the main reasons why this family left the study 

and may not have continued to use AAC. Ashley has had the opportunity to read this case 

story and agreed that it is an accurate representation of what happened. 
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use it. By the end of the intervention phase, Tina was no longer using the core board at all, 

and the core board was only brought out for use in the home, at specific times (Figure 5.38). 

During the maintenance phase, after a significant event where Tina could not get her 

message across and became very upset, Puja had the realisation that Tina would benefit from 

some form of alternative communication, and her feelings towards using the core board 

changed. The family still only used the core board in the home, but Puja used it more 

frequently outside of coaching and data collection visits. Tina became less reluctant to use it 

and began to point to some high frequency symbols accurately, as well as exploring other 

symbols (Figure 5.38). Puja also began to use some sign with Tina. By the end of the year, 

Puja was confident and highly skilled at using all the supportive AAC strategies and Tina was 

using the core board to communicate at home some of the time. 

Figure 5.36 F�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���R�I���3�X�M�D�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���7�D�X�J�K�W���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V�� 

Frequency of Puja�¶�V��Use of Taught Strategies  
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Figure 5.37 Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Puja 

Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Puja 
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frustrated to hear this, because she was making so much progress with the core board. I kept 

my frustrations to myself. 

At the final data collection at the end of the year, both Puja and Tina were relaxed and 

enjoying interacting with each other. Puja modelled some signs as well as pointing to 

symbols on the core board. She used all the strategies consistently and with skill (Figures 

5.36 and 5.37). Tina used the core board more than any previous data collection, pointing to 

18 symbols over the 10 minutes (Figure 5.38). As well as making requests, Tina 

spontaneously pointed to family members that had visited the day before to make a social 

comment as shown in Figure 5.44. She used the core board to communicate spontaneously 

more than any previous data collection (Figure 5.45) 

Figure 5.44 �7�L�Q�D�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���'�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���)�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�V 

�7�L�Q�D�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���'�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���)�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�V 
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Jo also indicated that she was excited to be the key person assisting Dallas, as she knew him 

best. The parents did not have many questions about the study. 

Baseline Data Collection 

It was quite challenging to find a quiet space to record the baseline video; Luke did 

not want to be left out and had to be distracted by his father. He could be heard crying 

throughout the video. The open plan nature of the house meant that Dallas kept leaving the 

area to show different toys to his brother, which led to further outraged crying from Luke. Jo 

selected the toy box, and then sat and let Dallas help himself to any of the toys. She took a 

mostly passive role, even when he was operating the bubble machine and spilling bubble 

mixture on the floor. For his part, Dallas seemed to expect to have control of the toys; he was 

independent and did not readily seek help. Jo sometimes tried to draw his attention to 

particular items, but mostly allowed him to sort through and play with the toys without 

interfering. She sometimes commented on what he was touching or named items for him. 

Dallas explored the toys, but particularly favoured the bubble machine, which he ran 

around the room with, and frequently left the room to fire bubbles at his brother. He often 

spilled the bubble mix and returned for a top up. He communicated frequently, for a range of 

purposes, using single, intonated vowel sounds and gestures. Jo was responsive to all his 

communication attempts but did not direct or join in with his play. Towards the end of the 

recording, when Dallas was looking at the toy microwave, Jo asked him to locate different 

items of food, which he was able to do immediately. The core board was available but not 

used by either of them. 
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Figure 5.46 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���R�I���-�R�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���7�D�X�J�K�W���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V 

Frequency of Jo�¶�V��Use of Taught Strategies 

 

Figure 5.47 Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Jo 

Percentage of Words Modelled on Core Board by Jo 
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Figure 5.50 Proportion of Core and Fringe Words Used by Dallas 

Proportion of Core and Fringe Words Used by Dallas 

  

Figure 5.51 Different Communicative Functions Used by Dallas 

Different Communicative Functions Used by Dallas 
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Jo did not have an activity planned for coaching, so I suggested a play dough activity, 

which I provided. I took some video of Jo and Dallas playing and observed that Jo was no 

longer modelling on the core board or encouraging Dallas to use it. When Jo watched the 

video back, she commented that she needed to point at the board more. We then talked 

through how much Dallas is talking and how this compares to other children his age. I 

pointed out that Dallas is bright and probably has much more that he wants to say. I 

suggested that continuing to use the core board would help him to learn more words and give 

him a way to communicate more than he can with speech alone. I then shared the graphs from 

the first five data collections, highlighting how she used the strategies successfully, and how 

quickly Dallas had made progress with both talking and using the core board. I particularly 

highlighted how he built up to four-word sentences over time. Jo appeared interested in this 

data and said she would like to start using the core board with him again. I helped her to set 

some realistic goals and choose activities for practice that would fit with her busy life. Two 

weeks later, I was delighted to receive the text shown in Figure 5.57 below.  

Figure 5.57 Text Message from Jo 

Text Message from Jo 

 

This was the first time Jo had sent me a message without me contacting her first.  
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Figure 6.1 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���$�O�O���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V���'�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���������0�L�Q�X�W�H���2�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V 

�)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���$�O�O���6trategies During the 10 Minute Observations 
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Figure 6.2 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���$�L�G�H�G���/�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H���0�R�G�H�O�O�L�Q�J���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�\ 

�)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���$�L�G�H�G���/�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H��Modelling Strategy 
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Figure 6.3 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���&�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���2�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�L�H�V���I�R�U���&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V 

Frequency Count of Parent�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���&�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���2�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�L�H�V���I�R�U���&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V 
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Figure 6.4 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���3�U�R�P�S�W�L�Q�J���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V 

Frequency Count of Parent�V�¶���8�V�H���R�I���3�U�R�P�S�W�L�Q�J���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V 
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unanimously stated that they had enjoyed meeting parents with similar children in response to 

the open question about the workshops in the second survey. 

Figure 6.6 �3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���6�X�U�Y�H�\���$�Q�V�Z�H�U�V���5�H�O�D�W�L�Q�J���W�R���6�N�L�O�O�V���D�Q�G���&�R�Q�I�L�G�H�Q�F�H 

�3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���6�X�U�Y�H�\���$�Q�V�Z�H�U�V���5�H�Oating to Skills and Confidence 
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Figure 6.9 �)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���&�R�U�H���%�R�D�U�G���6�\�P�E�R�O�V���'�X�U�L�Q�J���2�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V 

�)�U�H�T�X�H�Q�F�\���&�R�X�Q�W���R�I���&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���&�R�U�H���%�R�D�U�G���6�\�P�E�R�O�V���'�X�U�L�Q�J���2�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V 
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Figure 6.10 Frequency Count of Spoken Words Used by Children During Observations (omitting cases where children remained non-speaking) 

Frequency Count of Spoken Words Used by Children During Observations (omitting cases 

where children remained non-speaking) 
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Figure 6.11 �6�H�F�R�Q�G���6�X�U�Y�H�\���'�D�W�D���U�H�O�D�W�L�Q�J���W�R���&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q 

�6�H�F�R�Q�G���6�X�U�Y�H�\���'�D�W�D���U�H�O�D�W�L�Q�J���W�R���&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q 

    

Detailed �,�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���R�Q���&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���8�V�H���R�I���$�$�&���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H���6�W�X�G�\���<�H�D�U 
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Figure 6.12 Percentage of Communicative Functions Used by Children During Observations 

Percentage of Communicative Functions Used by Children During Observations 
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Figure 6.13  Percentage of Core and Fringe Words Used by Children 

Percentage of Core and Fringe Words Used by Children During Observations 
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