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Diving into the Deep End:
A Parent’s Immersion in AAC 
Technology
As we begin the 2012-2013 school year, the Family 
Center on Technology and Disability is pleased to 
bring you the insights of Dana Nieder of New York 
City, a parent and former teacher and the author of 
the blog Uncommon Sense.  

Ms. Nieder is the mother of four-year-old Maya who 
is experiencing a so-far undiagnosable inability to 
vocalize, as well as fine and gross motor challenges. 
Through her blog, Ms. Nieder records her strug-
gles, discoveries, and the resources she has found 
to be most helpful in navigating through the maze 
of challenges that are all-too-familiar to families 
of children with physical, sensory, and/or cogni-
tive impairments. Readers of her blog benefit from 
Ms. Nieder’s generous sharing of photographs and 
videos documenting Maya’s experiences. (This link 
- http://niederfamily.blogspot.com/p/our-commu-
nicationaac-journey.html - takes you to the blog’s 
section on communication/AAC; the navigation for 
the site is on the right-hand side of the page.)  

A former public school teacher in Baltimore and 
charter school teacher in the South Bronx section 
of New York City, Ms. Nieder had limited profes-
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sional experience with assistive technology (AT) 
more than a decade ago as a middle school science 
teacher. “I had one class that was heavier than the 
others in IEPs and we had a handful of visually im-
paired students. The only technology we used con-
sisted of large photocopies; we’d turn in the kids 
worksheets in the morning to the special ed coor-
dinator and they would make large photocopies of 
them. That was it for AT.”

Today, however, Ms. Nieder and her husband, who 
teaches at a charter school, KIPP Academy, in the 
South Bronx, face the same AT information hurdles 
confronted by so many parents of young children 
with disabilities: a confusing array of choices and 
limited time and available expertise to sort through, 
understand, and select from among them.

While she blazes a trail for Maya, who attends a 
Manhattan pre-school administered by the New 
York City Department of Education, Ms. Nieder is 
not shy about telling the blogosphere what she has 
learned. “My luck in encountering the right people 
and information at the right time convinced me to 
begin my blog. My hope is to provide information 
to families and others who have not been as lucky 
as I have.” 

Dana Nieder earned a bachelor’s degree in zoology 
from Connecticut College prior to obtaining a mas-
ters degree in teaching secondary science at The 
Johns Hopkins University. None of her academic or 
teaching experience, she says, adequately prepared 
her for Maya’s vocal impairment and the challenges 
that ensued.  However, that experience did give her 
the skills to spend countless hours conducting, and 
then sharing, research to overcome those challeng-
es and to help Maya, and other children, fully par-
ticipate at school, at home, and in the community 
with the use of assistive technology, from low- to 
high-tech.  

We invite you to share this edition of FCTD’s Tech-
nology Voices with your colleagues and the families 
you serve. 

§ §

Lea el mas nuevo  
Recurso en Español de FCTD

(Read FCTD’s newest Spanish Resource)

Soluciones de Tecnologia de Asistencia
(AT Options Fact Sheet)

En este recurso encontraras:
•	 Preguntas fundamentales que deben ser 

consideradas en la identificación de dis-
positivos útiles para sus hijos

•	 Ejemplos ilustrados de algunas opciones 
de TA disponibles

•	 Símbolos indicando si un aparato es de 
alta tecnología, media tecnología, o baja 
tecnologí

•	 Una lista de productos con información 
sobre vendedores
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Uncommon Communication 
Challenges Require Uncommon 

Sense

An Interview with Dana Nieder  
of New York City, parent of Maya,  

blogger and former teacher.

The Mars Rover, with its 
mission to explore and 
help others understand 
an uncharted territory by 
collecting, analyzing and 
disseminating its find-
ings, has nothing on Dana 
Nieder. Ms. Nieder, a for-
mer teacher, tends to the 
personal and education 
needs of four-year-old 
Maya while awaiting a 
diagnosis that would explain Maya’s lack of vocal 
capability. Two years ago Ms. Nieder found herself 
in a similar position to the Rover: a stranger in a 
strange land where every foot of terrain overflows 
with new information, that must be sifted through 
and understood on the fly. Her journey has mean-
ing for every parent of a child with a disability as 
they face a new school year, some receiving their 
first exposure to the world of special education, as-
sistive technology (AT), and Individualized Educa-
tion Programs (IEPs). 

For Ms. Nieder, the first round of information 
gathering was aimed at defining Maya’s disability, 
which takes the form of global developmental de-
lays, especially an inability to vocalize. The first 
signs of Maya’s developmental delays were not no-
ticeable until she was between six and nine months 
old. Still undergoing extensive testing, so far to no 
firm result, Maya has a normal brain MRI, karyo-
type, FISH (fluorescence in situ hybridization) and 

microarray. She has experienced two surgeries dur-
ing which her adenoids were removed and ear tubes 
were inserted. According to Ms. Nieder, “Maya’s 
hearing raises questions – in behavioral testing she 
appears to hear normally, which contradicts a se-
dated auditory brainstem response (ABR) showing 
mild-to-moderate hearing loss.” 

Recently, Ms. Nieder explains, a gene mutation was 
found during genome sequencing that may be the 
source of the delays.  At least six months of testing 
lie ahead before those findings are confirmed or dis-
counted.  In the meantime, she points out, it’s time 
for another school year, Maya’s last at her current 
school – a therapeutic two-year nursery school -- 
before she must move on to a kindergarten environ-
ment and a new set of challenges. 

Although Maya can speak only one or two words, 
she communicates through signs, gestures, sounds, 
communication boards and, increasingly, via an 
iPad app that allows her to construct complete sen-
tences.   

“I WasTotally Lost”
If medical information gathering has so far pro-
duced murky and inclusive results, the family’s ex-
perience in assembling information to launch and 
navigate the  earliest stages of Maya’s education, 
including a quest for the most appropriate com-
munication devices, has been far more rewarding, if 
equally stressful. Their initial experience with the 
school system and its myriad requirements and pro-
cedures, meetings and paperwork, was daunting. It 
was, unfortunately, an experience familiar to thou-
sands of families of children with disabilities.  Ms. 
Nieder says that she thought often of the families of 
the students she had taught in Baltimore and New 
York City. “So many were recent immigrants who 
spoke little or no English and here I was, a former 
educator, totally lost.”

Dana & Maya
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Her initial exposure to AT occurred in January 2011 
when Maya was nearly three years old. “I had never 
heard of assistive technology or augmentative com-
munication.  When I was discussing Maya’s commu-
nication struggles, the leader of my support group 
referred me to Mark Surabian, an AT practitioner 
who is an instructor at Pace University’s School of 
Education in Manhattan in the hope that he could 
enlighten me on communication issues and tech-
nology.” Mr. Surabian was able to direct Ms. Nieder 
to several researchers who had published material 
that might apply to Maya’s need for augmentative 
communication.  

That was the good news. The bad news, she recalls, 
“was that I located several speech therapists but 
none was an authority on AAC (augmentative and 
alternative communication).” This was, and contin-
ues to be, a surprise to her. “I live in New York City 
and I’ve yet to find a speech-language pathologist 
who specializes in AAC, who could guide us through 
the process of selecting appropriate AAC for Maya, 
and then could support us as we learn to use the 
device and incorporate it at home and school.”  Last 
fall, however, Maya received an AT evaluation un-
der the auspices of the New York City Department 
of Education. “At that point we’d been experiment-
ing with Proloquo2go (http://www.assistiveware.
com/product/proloquo2go). I brought that app to 
the evaluation to demonstrate that Maya was able 
to navigate through the folders. I’d researched com-
munication devices and knew which ones I wanted 
her to experiment with to see which worked best 
for her.” 

Nevertheless, she continues, “I was told by the 
NYC DOE officials at the eval that Maya was not 
yet ready for a dynamic device.  They said she was 
only ready for the 32-word/symbol set, in which she 
touches a symbol and says the word. I disagreed. I 
thought she was ready. For pre-schoolers, however, 

the official mind-
set appears to 
remain fixated 
on simple, static 
devices. During 
the evaluation, 
the evaluator, 
although very 
nice, was just not 
hearing what I was trying to explain. She said, ‘I 
give this device to children when I meet with them 
in the evaluation. I sit the children down and show 
them where colors and verbs are and they then 
demonstrate to me that they can make sentences.  
If they’re successful, this is the device for them to 
use.’  My response was, ‘That’s never going to hap-
pen with a three-year-old. You can’t do that in two 
hours. If she can handle a 32- symbol set at this 
meeting she’ll need something bigger to grow into 
and last the school year. Finally, I just said to the 
official, ‘Thanks, let’s put that on the IEP’ and I de-
cided to figure out the rest myself. And that’s what 
I’ve done, by trial and error, research and explora-
tion.”

The device finally approved for Maya (http://www.
enablemart.com/Catalog/AMDI-Inc/Tech-Speak) 
holds 32 words. Her current device however, is her 
iPad with AMDi iAdapter iPad cover (http://amdi.
net/index.php?route=product/product&product_
id=111) and Speak for Yourself app, which cur-
rently provides constant access to 496 words “and 
she can, and frequently does, turn on the ‘babble’ 
function which opens up all of the words (around 
11,000).” Clearly, 
Ms. Nieder as-
serts, Maya was 
ready for more 
than 32 words. 
“Imagine being a 
child like Maya 

http://www.assistiveware.com/product/proloquo2go
http://www.assistiveware.com/product/proloquo2go
http://www.enablemart.com/Catalog/AMDI-Inc/Tech-Speak
http://www.enablemart.com/Catalog/AMDI-Inc/Tech-Speak
http://amdi.net/index.php?route=product/product&product_id=111
http://amdi.net/index.php?route=product/product&product_id=111
http://amdi.net/index.php?route=product/product&product_id=111
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sitting down in a classroom and having someone 
else choose the words that you were able to say – 
and there are only 32 words. How frustrating, and 
kind of insulting, that would be if you were capable 
of using more than the allotted words. Although 
this device is appropriate for some children, it’s in-
appropriate for Maya.” 

The AMDi iAdapter iPad cover, she says, “is the 
best case that I’ve seen for a young child who is us-
ing the iPad as a communication device. We have a 
plastic keyguard for the app, attached to the case 
with Velcro. Prior to the keyguard, we were using a 
made-at-home glove to prevent Maya from acciden-
tally hitting the wrong buttons with her knuckles, 
which was impeding her ability to start effectively 
communicating with the iPad.” Maya began work-
ing with the app in January of 2012 when she was 
three years, seven months old.  

This fall Ms. Nieder will 
meet again with the NYC 
DOE AT evaluators for a 
reappraisal. “I’ll tell them, 
‘This is the device we are 
using and I want to add it 
to the IEP, and now I have 
plenty of video to support 
my desire.’”

Assessments: An Often Unwieldy Means to 
an End
On the whole, she remarks, her opinion of the 
school system’s assessment process is not high. 
“Frankly, it hasn’t proven to be very useful -- yet.” 
Admittedly, she concedes, “Maya is very difficult 
to assess, mainly because she is unable to vocalize, 
which makes many of the assessment questions ir-
relevant.  I know parents who have been devastated 
by assessments because the results can appear to 
be very dire on paper and because assessments are 

often incapable of effectively evaluating children 
when the kids either can’t communicate or they are 
incapable of performing basic physical functions, 
such as independent walking. The result is that the 
assessment ends at the bottom of the first page of 
the PT [physical therapy] assessment.”

She regards assessments as necessary and blames 
her science background for her occasional low 
opinion of them.  “My science training compels me 
to gravitate toward the flaws in any information 
gathering process, including assessments. To me as-
sessments are just a means to an end. I know Maya 
needs therapy. Even if an assessment says she’s at a 
six-month level I know what she’s really capable of. 
I don’t let the process upset me.” 

From a teacher’s perspective, she says, “the assess-
ments provide only so much information, which is 
often very outdated by the time a teacher sees it. 
For example, Maya’s assessments were done in No-
vember before she started pre-school the following 
September. That’s a huge time span. Many teach-
ers have similarly outdated assessment information 
about many of the special needs students in their 
classes. I can’t imagine that information that out-
dated could be very helpful when trying to plan for 
your class before the year starts.”

Maya’s IEP? No Sweat. Getting After-School 
Services? A Challenge
According to Ms. Nieder, Maya obtained an IEP be-
fore she began her two-year pre-school. “Surpris-
ingly, the IEP wasn’t our major challenge. Our fo-
cus was making sure she got into a good pre-school, 
which she did, thankfully – and then obtaining the 
after-school services I thought she needed.” 

Ms. Nieder began the IEP process with some ap-
prehension.  “The members of my support group – 
other moms with kids who have disabilities – cau-
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tioned that the content of an IEP is dependent on 
the personality of the school district official who is 
sitting in front of you on any given day.” Initially, 
she said, “this was frustrating for us. Last year we 
were told, ‘You can have the special school for your 
child but nothing else.’ I could live with that at that 
stage because Maya was so young. She was accus-
tomed to taking a two-hour nap each day – but the 
school doesn’t nap. She doesn’t sleep on the bus so 
she would arrive home exhausted. I decided not to 
jeopardize her place at the school for services that 
she might be too tired to fully utilize.” Ms. Nieder 
will meet soon with a different NYC DOE official 
“who we were randomly assigned to this year and 
who happens to be very considerate. When I first 
met with her she said, ‘I see you want to add servic-
es. We just have to complete a few forms and evalu-
ations and then we can meet again soon to make 
the appropriate arrangements.’ We’re lucky in this 
round but luck should not be a determining factor 
in this process, which becomes more complicated 
because Maya still doesn’t have a diagnosis.” 

The Nieders had an Individualized Family Services 
Plan (IFSP) for early intervention before an IEP was 
obtained for Maya. “Our IFSP process was good. 
Maya was nine months old when the process be-
gan.  At IFSP meetings we were told that Maya was 

allowed certain therapies. That was fine with me 
and my husband. A year later it was time to revisit 
the IFSP. I brought Maya with me to the meeting. 
I was unaware that it was not the norm to bring 
your child to these official meetings. I had a day 
off from work but no babysitter so I brought her. 
Fortunately, the official who was supervising the 
meeting had her eyes on Maya, and after watching 
her said to me, ‘You should have more services than 
you’ve had.’ My response was, ‘How am I supposed 
to know that?’ She asked if we needed any special 
instruction but I didn’t even know what special in-
struction was. This exchange shows why the pro-
cess is often an enigma to parents.” 

Parent to Teacher Back-to-School Informa-
tion Flow
Each school year brings with it elements of new-
ness, but when children with impairments enter a 
new school or a new phase of their education every-
thing is truly new.  Parents often find themselves 
with questions for which there are no easy answers, 
such as, ‘What information ought to be conveyed to 
teachers about my child?’ and ‘Should that informa-
tion be conveyed before the onset of the school year 
or after the school year begins?’ 

Says Ms. Nieder, “When I was teaching I had 140-
150 students in a general education environment. 
I would have been swamped if every parent had 
called me before school and started to talk about 
their child, whether or not the child had special 
needs. Speaking as a parent of a child with special 
needs, however, I definitely want to communicate 
with my daughter’s teacher before the school year 
begins.” 

This desire is especially pronounced among par-
ents of non-verbal children, she notes. “Otherwise, 
without that parent-teacher orientation, the first 
day of school is too scary because a parent has no 
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idea what will happen. To make a difficult situa-
tion even more difficult, some children, depending 
on their impairments, may not be able to tell their 
parents anything after the school day. This is es-
pecially true for a very young child. Maya is start-
ing to use her talker to tell me some details about 
her day at school, but she’s four years old, so who 
knows what really happened in school because I 
can’t vouch for the accuracy of Maya’s report.”

Before the school year began last year – and again 
this year – Ms. Nieder provided much information 
to Maya’s teacher. “I sent a booklet about her and 
about the signs she uses. I made a video dictionary 
of her signs. One of my major concerns on the first 
day of school was the sign she used for water, push-
ing her open hand against her cheek. The thirstier 
she is the more pronounced that motion becomes; I 
didn’t want her teacher or school officials to think 
that she was hitting herself so I created a trans-
lation guide to help her teacher interpret Maya’s 
sounds and gestures. 

“Maya is very stubborn so I included a few tips on 
how we deal at home with her stubbornness. I in-
cluded my email address, the URL for my blog and 
other contact information. I created another book-
let providing information on how to use Maya’s 
talker, how to add words and how to turn it off if 
it’s not working and other essential operational in-
formation. 

“It can sometimes be touchy for a teacher to deal 
with a parent who is a former teacher. I want to 
be as helpful as possible without stepping on any 
toes or appearing too aggressive or demanding or 
obnoxious in any way. Each section of each booklet 
or information piece I prepared was prefaced by an 
explanation that the information contained therein 
had proven to be effective for us but also that we are 
happy to hear any teacher input about what other 

approaches might prove to be effective as well. It’s 
important for parents to communicate with teach-
ers but once a school is selected that school needs 
the space to fulfill its responsibilities without be-
ing micromanaged by parents.”  

In short, she explains, “Information concerning the 
child’s favorite color and her favorite subjects, for 
example, should be delivered to the teacher and 
school in the child’s backpack after school begins. 
Other more pressing issues, like how parents com-
municate with their child and safety issues, should 
be addressed with the teacher before the start of 
the school year.”    

Speaking as both a former teacher and as a parent, 
Ms. Nieder encourages teachers to seek useful in-
formation from family members. “The parents are 
most familiar with the child. If I am a teacher who 
for the first time has students with a range of dis-
abilities in her class I would want to quickly con-
tact the parents of those children. I’d ask about 
how the child’s previous teacher resolved specific 
situations. I’d want to know how that teacher made 
a textbook more accessible. I’d ask about modifica-
tions that have been effective at home that might 
also be effective in a classroom environment.” That 
type of information, stresses Ms. Neider, helps 
teachers meet the education and skill goals of each 
child.  

Home-School Communication: “Everyone Should 
Have Reasonable Expectations”
After school be-
gins Ms. Nieder 
r e c o m m e n d s 
that a balance be 
struck between 
parents’ desire 
to communicate 
with teachers 
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and the teachers’ heavy communication responsi-
bilities. “We were so lucky this past year because 
Maya was in a tiny class and the teacher was ex-
cellent. Her teacher wrote in Maya’s communica-
tion notebook four times a week. She responded 
to emails quickly and thoroughly. As a result, the 
communication flow was easy from both directions. 
Maya had a different teacher for summer school and 
the communication flow was more constricted.” 

Maya’s class has increased to 8 students this year, 
Ms. Nieder explains, and she’s concerned about how 
difficult the transition may be for Maya. “The class 
is more advanced and the teacher will have more on 
her plate because there are not as many aides in the 
room. Maybe my husband and I will make a chart to 
tape to Maya’s notebook every day, a checklist, or 
some other method to enhance the parent-teacher 
communication flow. We certainly understand the 
burden on the teacher to try to communicate with 
everyone, but our child can’t talk so teacher-parent 
communication in certain areas is critical. For ex-
ample, if Maya experiences a normal day at school 
we don’t need to know the details, but we do want 
to know if she used her device or was able to com-
municate in another way.”

Remembering that what’s best for the child is also 
best for parents and teachers, she says, eliminates 
or at least reduces the potential for an adversari-
al relationship between families and school per-
sonnel. The objective, she emphasizes, “is to help 
streamline the relationship and the flow of commu-
nication so that teachers feel as if their communica-
tion responsibilities are manageable and that par-
ents can acquire enough information to support the 
teacher at home.”

Dana’s Favorite Tech Tools
Having spent several years investigating AAC op-
tions for Maya, Ms. Nieder knows, at this point, 

what she likes. She shares her family’s experience 
with a number of communication devices and apps 
(applications) on her blog Uncommon Sense.  

Initially Maya tried Proloquo2Go on an iPad before 
moving on to other tools, including Boardmaker 
(http://atclassroom.blogspot.com/2008/12/board-
maker-activity-downloads-and-at.html). In chroni-
cling her experience with Boardmaker, Ms. Nieder 
has posted photos of some of the boards she cre-
ated. She felt it was important to mimic the format 
of the boards that Maya’s teachers used in school. 
She also created theme-specific boards for use on 
class field trips. In a blog post about the “Word 
Book” Ms. Nieder created for Maya, she provides 
step-by-step instructions along with photos, that 
describe how she made the book using  the Board-
maker program, a laminator, a 3- ring binder, and 
Velcro (http://niederfamily.blogspot.com/2011/10/
introducing-word-book-or-how-to-make.html).

Ultimately, the AT tool 
that worked best for 
Maya was an iPad AAC 
app called Speak for 
Yourself.  To adapt the 
tablet for the hands of 
a then-3 year old with 
fine motor limitations, 
the Neiders purchased 
an AMDi iAdapter (a 
protective case) and a 
plastic keyguard.

In her January 9, 2012 post, Ms. Neider describes 
why Speak for Yourself works so well for Maya 
(http://niederfamily.blogspot.com/2012/01/search-
is-over-weve-found-our.html).  Among the reasons 
are the program’s core word organization, its ease 
in programming, and the stable navigation system.  
Readers of Uncommon Sense are treated to regular 

http://atclassroom.blogspot.com/2008/12/boardmaker-activity-downloads-and-at.html
http://atclassroom.blogspot.com/2008/12/boardmaker-activity-downloads-and-at.html
http://niederfamily.blogspot.com/2011/10/introducing-word-book-or-how-to-make.html
http://niederfamily.blogspot.com/2011/10/introducing-word-book-or-how-to-make.html
http://niederfamily.blogspot.com/2012/01/search-is-over-weve-found-our.html
http://niederfamily.blogspot.com/2012/01/search-is-over-weve-found-our.html
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video updates of Maya’s progress in communicating 
increasingly complex sentences with the device.
To bolster her own research Ms. Nieder attended 
the 2012 ISSAC (International Society for Alterna-
tive and Augmentative Communication) conference 
and came away agog. “I saw all sorts of devices, like 
wheelchair mounts, eye-gaze technology, switches 
and other gadgets that I don’t know much about 
but which appeared to be very cool.  I was surprised 
by the accessory devices that aren’t very technical. 
For example a company produced bracelets with 
the AAC symbols for ‘eat’, ‘drink’ and ‘bathroom’. 
That was clever. I saw various iPad stands that I’d 
never seen before in mainstream use. 

“Each time I spied an intriguing gadget I asked 
myself, Why haven’t I heard of this device before? 
There are many parents who would want to know 
about these devices. Even a list of the manufacturers 
participating in the conference would be helpful to 
parents if the company URLs were supplied so that 
parents could easily access those sites. But when 
I’d visit a company’s booth I was asked, ‘Are you a 
speech therapist?’ No, I’d reply. Then I was asked, 
‘Do you work in a school?’ No again. I’m just a par-
ent. The company reps were very nice. They’d give 
me a catalogue. I’d ask, ‘Do you sell privately?’ They 
replied, ‘Normally, we don’t – but we’re happy to 
sell to anyone; private orders can be placed.’ I asked, 
‘How do parents find your company?’ Through the 
school systems, I was told. If there’s no storefront 
for these devices, if parents only recognize the four 
most popular iPad cases, for example, and they 
don’t know that this company also makes a range 
of disability-related educational products then par-
ents will never make the connection and selling op-
portunities will be lost as well as opportunities for 
parents and children to acquire very useful but less 
mainstream equipment. It should not be so difficult 
to find these devices.” 

In a marketplace where technology proliferates, she 
comments, “It’s difficult for parents on their own 
to know where to look for the most appropriate de-
vices. I’m not a novice at Internet research. I know 
how to google and find what I need to find when I 
need to find it. But it’s often difficult to figure out 
where to go. It’s also time- and energy- consuming 
when I have many other child-related responsibili-
ties.” 

A Parent Sums Up: “There Must Be a Balance”
Thinking of parents set-
ting out on the journey in 
which she has become im-
mersed, Ms. Nieder says, 
“It is very easy to become 
overwhelmed by it all. I 
asked myself thousands 
of times in exaspera-
tion, ‘How am I supposed to figure this out?’ There 
are 400 iPad apps to sort through and 20 kinds of 
speech therapy. What’s the most appropriate? It’s a 
daunting way to begin what can be, and often is, a 
precarious journey along a rock-strewn path.”  

Her message to parents for whom this adventure is 
brand new is the following: “Everything you are do-
ing right now is more productive and easier than 
what you were doing earlier in the journey because 
of the knowledge that has somehow been acquired 
along the way. In other words, do not hold yourself 
to a ridiculous standard or think, ‘I won’t be able to 
do this.’”

She has more advice: “Parents should be aware that 
sometimes it’s fine to do nothing too! Parents do 
not have to be in a state of constant frenzy. I know 
there are some parents who believe they can’t do 
anything because everything is so overwhelming. 
And other parents throw themselves into doing ev-
erything, causing perpetual anxiety. There has to 
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RESOURCES

ARTICLES
Adaptation Strategies: Augmentative/Alterna-
tive Communication Strategies
Pre-Kindergarten Program for Children with Disabil-
ities, Miami-Dade County Public Schools (2011)
This online resource provides a strategy template to 
pre-K teachers for incorporating AAC use in their 
classrooms. The authors provide specific, step-by-
step advice on how to interact with young children 
who are non-vocal.  Among their recommendations 
designed to aid teachers and caregivers in selecting 
appropriate words, phrases or messages for inclusion 
on a child’s voice output device or language board are 
the following: 
•	 Listen to verbal children as they play. You will 

notice that they do a lot more than label the ob-
jects around them. They talk about what they see 
and what they are doing (“I make car go fast!”). 
They request objects (“Put it on top”) and actions 
(“Come here”) from children and adults around 
them. And they make comments about their ac-
tivities (“I like it”, “Uh-oh”, or “Yuck!”). Be sure to 
include these types of messages for children using 
augmentative communication. 

•	 For beginning AAC users, use concrete objects 
and actions that will allow an immediate and re-
inforcing response, such as: “More cookie”, “Rock 
me again”, “Let me see the picture”. Pay special 
attention to actions as they can be just as moti-
vating (if not more so) than objects. 

•	 Include vocabulary for specific activities avail-
able in the classroom (“Knock them down” in the 
block area) and for activities you have planned 
(“It’s sticky!” for a gluing activity at small group). 

The authors encourage teachers to model device/
board use by pointing to the appropriate messages as 
they are spoken, to provide cues and allow appropri-

be a balance.” 

She says that friends and other parents often tell 
her, “You’re always doing something and I’m not 
– and you’re blogging about it.” Her response is, 
“I don’t blog about the nights I’m watching TV! “ 
After all, she says, “I’m not doing this 24/7. There 
are moments, sometimes many moments, where I 
am actually sitting quietly, doing little or nothing.” 
However, she admits, “I feel better when I’m busy 
pushing ahead. I want to feel as if I have some con-
trol over this process. If a parent feels more produc-
tive and more abreast of the process by staying busy 
then by all means keep busy. On the other hand, if a 
parent has reached the point where she says to her-
self, ‘I can’t do this; I’m burning out. I need to just 
be a mom.’ Then be a mom. Most of us have periods 
of both, including me and my husband. For months 
I’ll keep a feverish pace, and then I come to a stop 
because I know I need a break.” 

For now, Ms. Nieder is able to research speech and 
AAC issues primarily while Maya is at school.  By 
October, however, she is scheduled to give birth to 
a son. “After that,” she laughs, “all bets are off!” 

   
§ §
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ate wait time for student responses, to practice the 
prompt hierarchy and to provide “immediate and 
consistent feedback.”  http://prekese.dadeschools.
net/AS/aac.html

WEBSITES
Apps 4 Children with Special Needs
This website is a resource for families of chil-
dren with special needs who are looking for well-
designed iPhone, iPad and iTouch apps. The site 
provides reviews and instructional videos illus-
trating app functions. With app trials typically 
not permitted, the videos provided on this site en-
able potential purchasers to view an app in opera-
tion.  The website also raises funds to provide iPads 
for children with special needs who have regis-
tered at the site. Applications are available online.  
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5232\
*As we went to press, this website was not available  
online. Hopefully it is a temporary problem.

Speech-Language Neighborhood: Apps and Ideas 
for SLPs and Parents
This site was created by a speech language patholo-
gist to share her experiences using the iPad in speech 
and language therapy. The author provides a synop-
sis of the apps she uses regularly and describes how 
she employs each in therapy with students. App 
categories include articulation, expressive/recep-
tive language, grammar, pragmatics and augmenta-
tive communication. The site also makes available 
a MasteryConnect widget that identifies Common 
Core standards in math and language arts by grade.  
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5358

Bridging Apps
Sponsored by Easter Seals of Greater Houston, this 
website is a second iteration of Special Needs Apps 
for Kids (SNApps4Kids.org). The current version in-
cludes apps for iOS and Android devices, featuring 

a Getting Started section with a video introduction 
and sections specific to parents, therapists, teachers, 
doctors, institutions and developers. The Programs 
section includes pilot projects related to IEP develop-
ment, mobile device training and certification, speak-
ing engagements and AT evaluations. A prime feature 
of the site is the Insignio app tool which allows the 
user to search for apps based on areas of interest and 
skills. Users can add apps and evaluate apps added by 
others. The website focuses on the user rather than 
the device and on skills rather than age or diagnosis. 
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5391

AAC Intervention
Authored by veteran AAC specialist Carolyn Mus-
selwhite, this site includes strategies to incorporate 
AAC into daily communication. The site’s Tip of the 
Month section highlights downloadable tips and 
worksheets encouraging communication facilitated 
by no-, low- and high-tech strategies. Links include a 
blog providing quick tips and AAC product reviews. 
Another link connects users to Dr. Musselwhite’s 
Livebinders website (http://www.livebinders.
com/) which helps users to file digital information.  
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5316

BLOGS
Uncommon Sense
By Dana Nieder
Uncommon Sense (2012)
In this photo- and video-rich blog, Ms. Nieder de-
scribes her family’s experience as they put together 
a communication strategy for daughter Maya, who 
is non-verbal. Ms. Nieder models excellent parent-
ing and teaching behavior as she helps Maya learn 
how to use an AAC device to communicate her needs, 
wants, and thoughts.  The website includes specific 
instructions on how to create several low-tech aids 
as well, including a magnetic chalkboard wall, a let-
ter hallway, and portable picture-based communica-
tion tools. http://www.fctd.info/resources/5298

http://prekese.dadeschools.net/AS/aac.html
http://prekese.dadeschools.net/AS/aac.html
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5232
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5232
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5232
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5232
 http://www.fctd.info/resources/5358
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5358
http://www.SNApps4Kids.org
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5391
http://www.livebinders.com/
http://www.livebinders.com/
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5316
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5298
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Special Education Strategies and More
Authored by Florida special education teacher Mi-
chelle Yoder, this blog chronicles her experiences 
teaching pre-K and third grade students in self-con-
tained classrooms. Aimed at introducing at-home 
learning opportunities to educators and parents, Ms. 
Yoder’s blog outlines many strategies and resources 
related to curriculum, classroom management, direct 
instruction, early intervention, inclusion, social skill 
building, positive behavior support and the need for 
creative thinking and independent learning. 
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5349

OT Tools for Public Schools
Geared to the needs of teachers, therapists and par-
ents, this blog spotlights ways to help students im-
prove fine motor and self-help skills and emphasizes 
creative classroom adaptations for sensory-based and 
ergonomic needs. Most of the concepts addressed in 
the blog are created from everyday, inexpensive ma-
terials. http://www.fctd.info/resources/5257

§ §

Assistive Technology in Action

The Family Center on Technology and Disability 

(FCTD) and PACER Center are pleased to an-

nounce the release of our new assistive tech-

nology awareness series, AT in Action.  Funded 

by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office 

of Special Education Programs (OSEP), this 

fully-captioned video series is designed to 

strengthen awareness of AT devices that help 

individuals with disabilities participate fully 

in school, at home, and in the community.  

In this first video, you’ll meet Sam Graves, a 

young man with cerebral palsy who, with the 

help of AT, is a successful college student, 

blogger, and sportsman.  We invite you to 

view and share this video with your colleagues 

and the families you serve.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYmfrrY4Hfk

 

http://www.fctd.info/resources/5349
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5257
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYmfrrY4Hfk
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KNOWLEDGE NETWORK 
MEMBERS

Early Childhood Connections for Infants,  
Toddlers and Families
Affiliated with the Division 
of Developmental Disabili-
ties, Colorado Department of 
Human Services, this orga-
nization offers supports and 
services for family members, 
service providers and system 
partners. Family members re-
ceive information on the value 
and benefits of early intervention, including infor-
mation on eligibility criteria and the design of in-
tervention plans, receipt of services and the means 
available to ensure a successful transition from 
early intervention to school-based services. Service 
provider resources focus on identification, refer-
ral, evaluation, eligibility, early intervention and 
the Individual Family Services Plan (IFSP). Service 
partners can access information about pertinent 
laws, regulation and policies. Relevant state agen-
cies and statewide projects are identified. 

For additional information, contact:
Early Childhood Connections for Infants, Toddlers 
and Families
Colorado Department of Human Services, Division 
of Developmental Disabilities
3824 West Princeton Circle
Denver, CO 80236
Phone: (303) 866-7657
Contact: Ardith Ferguson, Program Coordinator
Email: Ardith.Ferguson@state.co.us
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/10746

Afforda Speech 

Afforda Speech provides access to affordable and 
transportable AT solutions, especially AAC de-
vices.  Products are available in the following cat-
egories: picture/symbol AAC devices; miniature 
wearable text-to-speech (TTS) devices; portable 
keyboard TTS; external PS/2 keyboard TTS, PDA-
operated TTS; and barcode scanner-operated TTS. 
The company’s website includes an FAQ section. 
For additional information, contact:
Afforda Speech
812 Proctor Ave
Ogdensburg, NY 13669
Phone: (888) 866-1668 (toll free); (613) 744-1971
Fax: (613) 744-3513
Contact: Mr. R. Hu
Email: info@affordaspeech.com
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/8703

Alexicom Tech

Designed by parents of an AAC user and speech 
pathologists, Alexicom is a user-friendly Internet-
based AAC system that evolves as a user’s needs 
change.  The cost is $40; there are no required con-
tracts. For further information, contact:
Alexicom Tech
2009 North 7th Street
Phoenix, AZ 85006
Phone: (602) 696-6421
Fax: (602) 954-7947
Contact: Marti Baio, Support@AlexicomTech.com 
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/12855

mailto:Ardith.Ferguson%40state.co.us?subject=
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/10746
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/8703
mailto:Support%40AlexicomTech.com?subject=
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/12855
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Bright Minds Institute (BMI)

BMI is a multidisciplinary diagnostic and treat-
ment center for children with learning challenges 
and special physical needs. The center provides ad-
vanced diagnostic testing and medical management 
for all levels of learning, attention deficits (ADD/
ADHD), autism, speech and language disabilities 
and sleep disorders. In addition, BMI aids children 
with seizures, physical needs, gross motor delays, 
sensory integrative dysfunction, motor-planning 
deficits and balance and coordination impairments. 
The center’s rehabilitation program includes tradi-
tional physical, occupational and behavioral thera-
pies. 

For more information, contact:
Bright Minds Institute 
350 Sansome Street, Suite 1000
San Francisco, CA 94104
Phone: (415) 561-6755
Fax: (415) 561-6759
Contact: Fernando Miranda, M.D., Neurologist 
Email: info@brightmindsinstitute.com
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/10816

Augmentative Communications, Inc. (ACI) 
A partner of the 
RERC on Com-
munication En-
hancement (http://
aac-rerc.psu.edu/), 
ACI produces AAC resources for for individuals 
with complex communication needs and the pro-
fessionals who work with them.  ACI’s primary 
publications are Augmentative Communication 

News (ACN) (http://www.augcominc.com/index.
cfm/acn.htm) and Alternatively Speaking (http://
www.augcominc.com/index.cfm/as.htm).  ACN is a 
quarterly newsletter focusing on consumers, equip-
ment, government, research and case studies. Pub-
lished three times annually, Alternatively Speaking 
is an international, consumer-written and consum-
er-edited eight-page presentation of AAC issues 
from a consumer perspective. 

For more information, contact:
Augmentative Communications, Inc.
One Surf Way, #237
Monterey, CA 93940
Phone: (831) 649-3050
Fax: (831) 646-5428
Contact Sarah W. Blackstone, President
Email: info@augcominc.com
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/8724

Brookes Publishing Company (BPC)
BPC special-
izes in resources 
concerning early 
childhood, early 
intervention, in-
clusive and special education, developmental dis-
abilities, learning disabilities, communication and 
language, behavior and mental health. BPC titles in-
clude undergraduate and graduate level textbooks, 
professional references and practical handbooks, 
curricula, assessment tools and family guidebooks 
and videos. 

For additional information, contact:
Brookes Publishing Company
P.O. Box 10624
Baltimore, MD 21285
Phone: (800) 638-3775
Fax: (410) 337-8539
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/11964

mailto:info%40brightmindsinstitute.com?subject=
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/10816
mailto:info%40augcominc.com?subject=
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/8724
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/11964
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Upcoming evaluation of the  
Family Center on Technology  

and Disability 

The Center on Disability at the Public Health 
Institute has contacted and invited all newsletter 
readers to complete an annual evaluation survey.  
There are still a few days to submit your answers.  
We hope you will participate in these evaluation 

activities.  
Your opinions count!

 

2012 FCTD 
AT Resources CD-Rom

FCTD’s 2012 Assistive Technology CD 
is a valuable resource for parent workshops and 
conferences, professional development events, 
pre-service education classes, and many other 

venues.  

To order the CD, please visit
http://www.fctd.info/show/order_form.

Cherab Foundation 
The Cherab 
F o u n d a t i o n 
is a global 
nonprofit or-
ganization specializing in improving education and 
communication skills of children with speech and 
language delays and disorders, including verbal and 
oral apraxia. The foundation assists in the develop-
ment of new therapeutic approaches, preventions 
and cures for neurologically-based speech disor-
ders. 

For further information, contact:
Cherab Foundation
P.O. Box 8524
Port St. Lucie, FL 34952-8524 
Phone: (772) 335-5135
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/6903

§ §

http://www.fctd.info/show/order_form
http://www.fctd.info/organizations/6903

