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Terminology
We strive to use neurodiversity affirming 

language in our practice and in our 
presentations.  We also attempt to learn as much 

as we can from AAC users and autistic 
individuals themselves about the terminology 
they prefer.  This means we do not use “person 
first language”. You may hear other terms you 

are not familiar with but know that we are 
intentional in our language and mean our words 
to be as respectful as possible to autistic people 

and to AAC users. 



Learning Objectives
1. Define “psychosocial competence” and its role in 

self-determination and self-advocacy.

2. Discuss at least three strategies that can be put 
into place across the span of a school age 
population to promote self-determination and 
self-advocacy.  

3. Describe the role of social-emotional 
development in promoting adequate 
self-determination and self-advocacy skills in 
AAC users.



Where do we 
work?

New Horizons Regional 
Education Centers

● Regional Public Day program
● Serves six surrounding school divisions 
● Elementary, Middle and High school 

campuses
● Ages 5 to 22
● Center for Autism and ED/ID program
● All students use some form of AAC



Why are we 
talking about 
this?

Levels of self determination and self 
advocacy are evidence based indicators 
of post-secondary success.

Light & McNaughton, 2015



Why are we 
talking about 
this?
2006:
Individuals with developmental disabilities: 4-5x more likely to be 
victims of a crime
Sexual assault: 10.7x
Robbery: 12.7x
Women with developmental disabilities: 50% have been sexually 
assaulted at least 10x           
2018:
Women with intellectual disabilities were 12x as likely to be victims of 
sexual assault as women without intellectual disabilities.              
                                                        

Huer, 2006; NPR, 2018



Why are AAC 
users more 
vulnerable??

Hartman & Sheldon

● Power differential
● Physical isolation
● Smaller social network
● Reduced choice & control
● Reduced ability to report



What part do we play 
in making AAC users 
more vulnerable?

We prioritize “compliance”.
We often ignore or downplay opinions.



Communicative Competence is 
our ultimate goal!

Linguistic

Social Strategic

Operational Psychosocial

Light, 1989; Dorney & Erickson, 2019



Psychosocial competence targets 
self-determination and 

self-advocacy.

Light, Arnold, & Clark, 2003; Light & 
McNaughton, 2014

    Motivation

    Resilience      Attitude

Confidence



Components of Self-Advocacy and 
Self-Determination

Access to robust communication 
system

Student choices and opinions

Communication partner training

Connection to role models

Social emotional language 
development

Light & McNaughton, 2014
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What makes a communication 
system robust?

Word forms 
(grammatical 

markers)

Multimodal (gestures, 
facial expressions, 

pictures, writing, etc.) 
Vocabulary (core, fringe 

and pre-stored 
messages)

Letter access

Organized in a 
systematic way

Ability to grow with the user
Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; Praactical 

AAC, December 2021



The Role of Literacy



Literacy includes writing!

Literacy can be incorporated 
into all instruction.

Educate stakeholders that our 
students with complex 

communication needs can 
“write”-there are NO 

prerequisites!

Remind stakeholders that 
writing is a part of literacy. 

Familiarize stakeholders with 
alternative methods for 

“writing.”



● Predictable Chart Writing
● Device keyboards with word 

prediction
● Adapted keyboards
● Alternative pencils

How to make 
writing 

accessible

Project-core.com



Components of Self-Advocacy and 
Self-Determination

Access to robust communication 
system

Student choices and opinions

Communication partner training

Connection to role models

Social emotional language 
development

Light & McNaughton, 2014



Zangari, 2017



How do we make it work?!?

Self-acceptance Self-regulation Advocacy for 
the Students

Zangari, 2018



How are you helping 
students know their 
goals and actively 
meet their goals?

Are you a team player? 
How is the team 

working together 
toward development of 

self-advocacy?

Are peers an active 
part of therapy? Are 
you pushing in and 

shaping group 
behavior?

Are you using tools, such 
as the Communication 
Bill of Rights, to assess 

and develop 
self-advocacy for 

students?

Questions to consider…

Dann, 2019



Acknowledge and Honor

We do not always 
have to comply, 

but we always need 
to acknowledge.

Shows that we 
respect him/her.

Try to understand 
the “why.”

Villegas, 2021; Zangari, 2018 



The Language Lady, 2020 



“People with intellectual disabilities are 
generally taught from childhood up to 
be compliant, to obey, to go along with 

people. Because of the intellectual 
disability, people tend not to believe 

them, to think that they are not credible 
or that what they are saying, they are 

making up or imagining…And so for all 
these reasons, a perpetrator sees an 

opportunity, a safe opportunity to 
victimize people.”

-Nancy Thaler



Restraint and Seclusion Litigation-
Fairfax County Schools

Requires ALL students 
who use AAC to have 

their AAC available and 
have hands free to use it 

where feasible.

Requires that 
communication be 

addressed in plan to 
reduce restraint and 

seclusion.

1 2

Communication First, 2021



Ensure student is aware 
of his/hers modes of 

communication.

Honoring Multimodal  
Communication

The AAC Coach

Model how to use 
together, in different 

contexts and with 
different communication 

partners.



Project-core.com



Consider Equity

Corbin, 2021; IISC, 2016

Ensure competence of an 
individual is NOT 

doubted due to his/her 
modes of communication.



NEURODIVERSITY 

Preferences and what 
is hard may differ 

across his/her peers 
and staff (sensory 

inputs, such as lights, 
touch and sound)

Self-awareness

Being comfortable 
with the word 
autism-what that 
means to him/her



LessonPix



Components of Self-Advocacy and 
Self-Determination

Access to robust communication 
system

Student choices and opinions

Communication partner training

Connection to role models

Social emotional language 
development Light & McNaughton, 2014



How?

Senner & Baud; Kent-Walsh & Binger; project-core.com

What other approaches 
do you like?

ImPAACt



What do we teach?

Art and value of 
arguing and 
negotiating

Let them argue!



What do we teach?

Behavior is the 
earliest form of 

advocacy!



What do we teach?

HEARING your 
students is an effective 
de-escalation strategy



How we do it during group 
therapy…

Zangari, 2017



How we do it in real time…



Communication Partner Accountability

Communication Environment Checklist, Authentic Expression, L.L.C.; The AAC Agreements Clearing House



Provide a variety of training opportunities.
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Light & McNaughton, 2014



Connection 
important for 
student, staff 
and families

YouTube videos 
of first person 

account

Peer models 
in our 

classrooms

Television/stream
ing has provided 

access

“This is Not About 
Me” available 

through 
vimeo.com

Connection to Role Models
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Light & McNaughton, 2014



Social Emotional  
Development

Zones of RegulationKimochis

kimochis.com



Social Emotional Development

RESULTS?



Considerations…

Alexithymia: lack of 
awareness of internal 
emotional states

Because
AAC devices: Program 
a button for 
“because” and/or “I 
need” on the feelings 
page.

I need



Our work on 
narrative skills is 
critical for all of 
our students!

Considerations…



Components of Self-Advocacy and 
Self-Determination

Access to robust communication 
system

Student choices and opinions

Communication partner training

Connection to role models

Social emotional language 
development

Light & McNaughton, 2014
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Thank you for joining us today!
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Neimijer, Marco This Is Not About Me (September 1, 2021); available to rent at vimeo.com.
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