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Framing Question:
When an AAC goal is met, how has the student’s school day actually changed?
The Problem: 
What We Measure ≠ What Matters
AAC intervention and research in school settings has historically focused on discrete communication skills, especially requests, rather than meaningful participation.
· Most AAC studies emphasize communication skill instruction (e.g., requesting) over:
· academic learning
· social participation
· AAC is often implemented:
· outside classrooms
· in isolated, decontextualized settings 
The Result:
· Students may:
· meet AAC goals
· demonstrate “progress”
· …but experience little meaningful change in participation in:
· classroom routines
· academic tasks
· peer interactions
The Hidden Assumption: The “Prerequisite Model”
· School-based AAC often reflects an implicit assumption:
· Students must learn to use AAC before they can participate.
· However:
· Students may spend time learning AAC instead of using it in real contexts 
· This delays or restricts:
· peer interaction
· academic access
· classroom participation
· Under this assumption, participation becomes contingent on skill mastery, rather than the goal of intervention.
What Is Participation (in School Contexts)?
· Participation is not a single behavior. It includes:
· In academic routines
· answering, commenting, questioning
· demonstrating understanding
· contributing ideas
· In social contexts
· initiating and sustaining interactions
· building relationships
· expressing humor, identity, and opinions
· In classroom life
· engaging in group work
· participating in routines
· accessing curriculum alongside peers
· Yet, current AAC interventions often prioritize:
· requests, which are:
· brief
· transactional
· interaction-ending 
Participation Requires Opportunity (Not Just Skill)
· AAC outcomes depend on:
· access to AAC systems
· meaningful interaction opportunities
· trained communication partners 
· Barriers include:
· delayed or limited AAC access
· reduced peer interaction opportunities
· limited partner training
· systems that do not support authentic communication 
Ethical Foundation: Communication as a Right
· The njc-communication-bill-rights.pdf emphasizes that individuals have the right to:
· participate across settings as full communication partners
· interact socially and build relationships
· express preferences, opinions, and feelings
· access communication supports at all times 
· AAC goals that prioritize only requesting do not reflect these rights.


Rethinking AAC Goals: From Skills → Participation
· Key Shift
· From:
· discrete behaviors
· isolated accuracy
· To:
· meaningful engagement
· context-based participation

Concrete IEP Goal Examples
❌	Before (Skill-Based Goals)
The student will request preferred items using AAC in 4/5 opportunities.
The student will produce 3-symbol utterances with 80% accuracy.
The student will respond to WH-questions with 80% accuracy.

✅ After (Participation-Focused Goals)
Example 1: Classroom Engagement
During classroom activities (e.g., morning meeting, group work), the student will use AAC to contribute at least one relevant comment, question, or idea per activity across 3 different routines, on 4/5 days.

Example 2: Academic Participation
During grade-level instructional activities, the student will use AAC to demonstrate understanding (e.g., answering, summarizing, commenting) using multimodal communication, with supports as needed, across 3 curriculum areas.
Example 3: Peer Interaction
During structured and unstructured peer activities, the student will use AAC to initiate and sustain interactions (e.g., greetings, comments, responses) with at least one peer in 2 contexts per day.

Example 4: Self-Advocacy & Autonomy
During classroom routines, the student will use AAC to express preferences, ask questions, or repair communication breakdowns in naturally occurring situations across the school day.

Why these are stronger:
· tied to real contexts
· reflect participation roles
· are observable and measurable
· align with academic and social outcomes
· reflect student rights and autonomy

Writing Measurable Participation Goals
· Effective goals should:
· align with assessment and academic standards
· include observable behaviors and meaningful contexts
· avoid vague or non-functional targets 
· Measurement options:
· frequency (e.g., contributions per activity)
· context-based observation
· rubric-based performance (for complex skills)
· generalization across settings 


From Deficit to Person-Centered Planning
· A participation-focused approach should:
· center student voice, strengths, and goals
· draw on real-life contexts and environments
· prioritize agency and belonging 
· Person-centered planning supports:
· meaningful, individualized goals
· alignment with student interests and identity
· increased engagement and participation 

Quick Clinical Checklist
· Ask of every AAC goal:
· Does this occur in a real classroom routine?
· Does it involve other people (peers/teachers)?
· Does it support academic or social participation?
· Would achieving this goal change the student’s day?
· If the answer is unclear → rethink the goal.

Take-Home Message
AAC is not the goal. Participation is the goal.
If a student meets their AAC goal, we should see:
· increased engagement
· expanded communication roles
· greater access to learning
· stronger relationships
If we don’t see these outcomes…
we are measuring the wrong thing.
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