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Vanessa is a hardworking fourth-grade student 

with significant cognitive disabilities and 

complex communication needs. She uses an 

augmentative and alternative communication 

(AAC) device that offers about 60 graphic 

symbols that represent high-frequency words 

(e.g., “different,” “look,” “some”) on the main 

page. Her device also includes additional 

personalized and topic-specific vocabulary that 

is represented graphically and organized by 

category (e.g., people, clothing, sports) across 

dozens of linked pages. Vanessa communicates 

with her teachers and peers using gestures, 

idiosyncratic signs, and primarily single words 

on her AAC device—occasionally she will link 

together two or three words. The words 

available on her device contribute to her ability 

to demonstrate what she knows about a topic 

and express what a topic makes her think about 

or how it relates to her life and personal 

experiences. Mr. Blythe, Vanessa’s English 

language arts (ELA) teacher, introduces and 

teaches his class new vocabulary words every 

week. Mr. Blythe recognizes how important it is 

to build new conceptual understandings through 

vocabulary instruction in order for his students 

to read with comprehension and make crucial 

connections during class activities and 

discussion. He worries about Vanessa benefiting 

from the vocabulary instruction given her 

current receptive and expressive language 

abilities and the limited repertoire of words she 

has available for expression on her AAC device. 

He is trying to identify ways to better support 

Vanessa to expand her receptive and expressive 

vocabulary and provide appropriate access to 

grade-level content in ELA alongside her peers.

Learning and using new vocabulary is an 
essential part of comprehensive ELA 
instruction. All students—including those, 
like Vanessa, who participate in an 
alternate assessment based on alternate 
achievement standards as a result of 
significant cognitive disabilities (SCD)—
need to understand the meaning of 
essential words to successfully 
comprehend what they are reading and 
hearing (Beck et al., 2013; Erickson, 2017; 
Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020; Wright 
& Cervetti, 2016). To learn new 
vocabulary, students with and without 
disabilities require direct vocabulary 
instruction aimed at teaching the (a) 
meanings of words in varied contexts, (b) 
relationship between new words and 
known words, and (c) spelling of words 
(Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2007; 
McKeown, 2019).

According to the U.S. Department of 
Education, Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitation Services (OSERS; 2015), 
students with SCD are a diverse group 
who receive special education services 
under a variety of eligibility categories 
(e.g., autism, intellectual disability, 
multiple disabilities) and require 
extensive, repeated, individualized 
instruction and support, substantially 
adapted materials, and targeted instruction 
to acquire, maintain, and transfer skills 
across settings. By definition, students 
with SCD are unable to achieve grade-
level academic standards, even with 
appropriate instruction and 
accommodations (Thurlow et al., 2019); 
however, like for all students with 
disabilities, the Individuals With 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; 2004) 
and the current Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (2015) require their 
involvement in and progress toward 
grade-level standards (OSERS, 2015).

With this understanding in mind, Vanessa’s 

team developed her individualized education 

program (IEP) to align with grade-level 

standards and included specific supports to 

make it possible for her to be involved in the 

full scope of the grade-level curriculum (e.g., 

direct and indirect speech-language services to 

build skills and support their application and 

use in the classroom). They also recognized 

that maximizing her opportunity to learn must 

involve instruction that extends well beyond the 

specific goals on her IEP (Taub et al., 2017).

Although vocabulary instruction is an 
important part of grade-level standards 
across content areas for all students, there 
is a clear and pressing need for receptive 
vocabulary instruction for students with 

SCD and complex communication needs 
(CCN), because fewer than half of this 
group of students can demonstrate 
understanding of basic phrases and 
sentences and very few can read or listen to 
extended text with comprehension 
(Erickson & Geist, 2016). Explicit receptive 
vocabulary instruction can support growth, 
yet it is often an undersupported area for 
students with SCD and CCN (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020). When vocabulary 
instruction is addressed, it is often with a 
narrow focus on learning specific words 
and identifying the associated graphic 
symbols for the purpose of expressive use 
on AAC systems (Beukelman & Light, 
2020). Although expressive communication 
is absolutely important for students with 
SCD and CCN, success across academic 
domains requires an emphasis on receptive 
vocabulary (Beck et al., 2013; Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020). The purpose of this 
article is to describe an approach to receptive 
vocabulary instruction for school-age 
students with SCD and CCN that involves 
both direct and indirect opportunities to 
learn new words. The approach is aimed at 
expanding students’ conceptual 
understandings related to new words 
through the use of evidence-based 
instruction (see Beck et al., 2013) and the 
high-frequency words (i.e., core vocabulary) 
that are generally available on AAC systems 
(Cross et al., in press; Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020; Van Tatenhove, 2009; 
Witkowski & Baker, 2012).

Receptive-Expressive 
Vocabulary Differences
The body of words students understand 
and draw upon in receptive tasks (i.e., 

“All students need to understand the meaning 

of essential words to successfully comprehend 

what they are reading and hearing.

“Learning and using new vocabulary is an essential 

part of comprehensive ELA instruction.
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listening and reading) is larger than that 
which they use for expressive tasks (i.e., 
speaking and writing; Owens, 2008), and 
this difference exists across the life span 
(Beck et al., 2013). By first grade, students 
without disabilities are estimated to have 
receptive vocabularies of 8,000 to 14,000 
words and expressive vocabularies of 
approximately 2,600 words (Anglin et al., 
1993); similarly, adults are estimated to 
understand twice as many words as they 
use (Brysbaert et al., 2016). There are 
known differences in the expressive and 
receptive vocabularies of children with 
various developmental disabilities (Davis 
et al., 2016), with smaller receptive-
expressive discrepancies for some children 
(McDaniel et al., 2018) and all reports 
lending support for the importance of 
building receptive vocabulary.

Students who use natural speech to 
communicate have access to the full 
repertoire of words they know for 
possible expressive use. In contrast, 
students, like Vanessa, who use AAC are 
constrained by the words and associated 
symbols others have selected and made 
available on their AAC system 
(Beukelman & Light, 2020; King et al., 
2015). The alphabet is the only symbol 
system that offers potential for AAC users 
to say anything in any given situation. 
There is no other symbol-based approach, 
including the most robust AAC systems 
available, that supports the range of 
utterances a student may wish to say 
(Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020). For 
students who are not yet able to spell, 
teams often make extensive efforts to 
program new words on AAC systems to 
then encourage expressive use as words 
are taught (Erickson, 2017). However, it is 
estimated that children learn three new 
root words per day and 3,000 to 4,000 
new words per year between first and fifth 
grades (Anglin et al., 1993; Nagy & 
Herman, 1987). It is impractical for a 
teacher like Mr. Blythe to configure access 
to vocabulary on an AAC system at a rate 
even remotely close to this. Likewise, 
adding a few hundred words per year risks 
burdening most AAC systems with overly 
complicated navigational requirements 
(Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2007). The 
alternative proposed herein involves (a) 
investing instructional time to build 
students’ receptive vocabulary; (b) 
leveraging the high-frequency, core 
vocabulary readily available on AAC 

systems to make connections and build new 
conceptual understandings to expand 
receptive vocabulary (Erickson, 2003; Van 
Tatenhove, 2009); and (c) teaching all 
students to spell and write so that one day, 
they will be able to use whatever words they 
wish (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020). As 
Yoder (2001) affirmed in reference to 
students like Vanessa, “There is no one who 
is too anything to learn to read and write” 
(p. 6). Students with significant disabilities 
who use AAC can learn to spell when 
provided instruction that is interactive, 
includes models, and focuses on functions 
rather than forms (Hanser & Erickson, 
2007; Sturm, 2012).

Building Receptive 
Vocabulary and 
Word Knowledge
The breadth and depth of a student’s 
receptive vocabulary is strongly related to 
reading and listening comprehension 
(Beck & McKeown, 2007; Scarborough, 
2001) and general academic achievement 
(Taylor et al., 2013). Developing deep 
understandings of words is an incremental 
process that occurs over multiple 
encounters and often involves learning 
multiple word meanings, understanding 
situations of use, and making associations 
between the new word and known words 
(Duff, 2019; McKeown, 2019). Direct 
vocabulary instruction, combined with 
indirect experiences within rich language 
environments, such as wide reading and 
experiences with text, is generally the 
most effective approach to vocabulary 

instruction (Marulis & Neuman, 2010) 
and forms the basis for students to 
develop their knowledge of words 
(McKeown, 2019).

Unfortunately, the literature regarding 
vocabulary instruction for students with 
significant disabilities regularly confounds 
concepts of word and symbol 
identification with meaning (Erickson 
et al., 2009; Erickson & Koppenhaver, 
2020). The result is that students are 
taught to match printed words with 
pictures, identify small sets of printed 
words (Hua et al., 2013), or discriminate 
graphic symbols (Lorah et al., 2014). These 
methods help students learn to identify 
small sets of words, but they fail to help 
students develop the kind of generalized 
understanding and use that are required to 
support text comprehension and academic 
achievement (Browder et al., 2006).

Building Interest and 
Making Connections

Getting students interested in and aware 
of words is essential to building a 
foundation for effective vocabulary 
instruction for students with (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020) and without 
disabilities (Beck et al., 2013). This 
involves helping students learn to 
recognize when they encounter unknown 
words, building interest in learning about 
those new words, and relating new words 
to known words. The connections 
students make between new words and 
known words will ultimately help them 
build the kinds of deep understandings 

“Developing deep understandings of 

words is an incremental process that 

occurs over multiple encounters.

“Getting students interested in and aware of 

words is essential to building a foundation 

for effective vocabulary instruction.
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that will make it possible for them to 
interpret the meaning of a word when it is 
encountered in a new context (Beck et al., 
2013; Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020).

There are many creative and effective 
ways to increase students’ awareness of 
and interest in learning new words. For 
example, students are more likely to be 
engaged and enthusiastic about learning 
new words when instruction is lively and 
interactive than when it is independent 
and rote (Beck et al., 2013). Lively and 
interactive activities may include (a) 
reading books together with interesting 
vocabulary, (b) taking time to note and 
explain new words as you read, (c) 
encouraging students to interact and talk 
about the book, and after reading, (d) 
discussing the contexts in which the 
words were used (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020). Students like 
Vanessa can successfully use their AAC 
systems to actively engage across activities 
like these by using the repertoire of 
vocabulary they have readily available. 
Although their talk using AAC is likely to 
be less complex compared with that of 
their naturally speaking peers, one-, 
two- and three-word utterances can be 
used to contribute to group discussions 
and demonstrate understanding of new 
vocabulary and associated concepts (Cross 
et al., in press; Erickson et al., 2021; Geist 
et al., 2014, 2020). A reliance on one- and 
two-word utterances is common for many 
students who use AAC (Beukelman & 
Light, 2020).

Selecting Words to Teach

One of the most important aspects of 
vocabulary instruction is choosing which 
words to teach (Beck et al., 2013, 
McKeown, 2019). With a sea of words to 
choose from, Beck and colleagues (2013) 
provide a helpful starting point by 
organizing words into three tiers based on 
words having different practical value in 
language. Tier 1 words (e.g., “go,” “more,” 
“cup”) are common words that the majority 
of children who use natural speech to 
communicate will learn through everyday 
interactions in meaningful contexts and 
without the need for explicit instruction, 
often before they enter school. For students 
with SCD and CCN, Tier 1 words are often 
explicitly taught as students begin learning 
to use the words and symbols on their AAC 
systems (Erickson et al., 2021). Tier 2 words 

(e.g., “perform,” “category,” “describe”) are 
common in written language and overlap 
with academic words that are useful across 
various domains (Beck et al., 2013). Tier 2 
words are important targets for vocabulary 
instruction for students with SCD and CCN 
because understanding these words can help 
them across oral and written language tasks 
(Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020; 
McKeown, 2019). Tier 3 words (e.g., 
“circumference,” “aorta,” “escarpment”) are 
domain specific and rare (Beck et al., 2013). 
Tier 3 words may be of perceived 
importance for a single academic lesson or 
unit, but they do not tend to be useful to 
students with SCD and CCN beyond those 
fleeting instructional lessons.

These tiers can help guide the focus of 
vocabulary instruction. However, the 
selection of the specific words to teach from 
week to week and lesson to lesson should 
also be guided by additional considerations, 
including the academic expectations for 
students and the specific topics and themes 
they are studying, reading about, discussing, 
and writing about. Teachers like Mr. Blythe 
can assess the value of teaching a word 
based on whether students are likely to (a) 
find it across texts and contexts, (b) use it to 
describe their own experiences through 
spoken or written forms, (c) relate it to 
known words, and (d) develop deep 
knowledge of it as one important dimension 
of the topic and theme being taught (Beck 
et al., 2013).

Mr. Blythe carefully reviews the vocabulary 

words used in the texts and topics he plans to 

cover in his weekly lessons and selects Tier 2 

words to teach based on the perceived value for 

helping students build their understanding, 

make crucial connections, and ultimately, meet 

academic expectations.

Connecting New to 
Known Words in AAC

Planning effective vocabulary instruction 
for students with SCD and CCN requires 
identifying how the words students have 
available on their AAC systems relate 
conceptually to the new vocabulary they 
are learning and how students can use 
existing vocabulary to express 
understandings of the new words and 
associated concepts (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020; Van Tatenhove, 
2009). In some cases, it is appropriate to 
add new words to a student’s AAC system, 
but before teams invest instructional time 

(both theirs and the student’s) in 
programming new words, they should 
unequivocally determine that the target 
word is likely to be highly useful for 
expressive communication purposes 
outside of the context of the lesson or unit. 
For example, Erickson (2003) described a 
student whose team diligently added new 
vocabulary words like “escarpment” to his 
AAC device week after week. The student 
learned to identify the words in response 
to definitions, but he rarely, if ever, used 
the words outside of quizzes and unit tests. 
As they shifted away from programming 
each new word on his AAC system, they 
found they could increase the number of 
words they targeted for explicit 
instruction. They also found that the 
student made more efforts to express a 
broader range of concepts as he learned to 
use the words already available on his AAC 
device to communicate about new words.

This process of linking known words 
to new words has been discussed in the 
AAC literature for many years. It has been 
described as a form of circumlocution 
(Erickson, 2003), as students who use 
AAC are taught to use available words or 
messages to convey the meaning of a word 
that is not available (Clarke & Schneider, 
2014). The most systemized version of 
this approach is known as descriptive 
teaching (Van Tatenhove, 2009; 
Witkowski & Baker, 2012). In descriptive 
teaching, adults use the words targeted for 
receptive vocabulary instruction by saying 
them and teaching students how to use 
the core words on their AAC systems to 
describe the concepts behind those target 
words. Regardless of the specific 
approach, the emphasis is on helping 
students learn to think flexibly about 
words on a conceptual level while helping 
them communicate understandings of a 
broad range of receptive vocabulary even 
when they do not have access to the 
specific words on their AAC systems.

Mr. Blythe considers how he can make 

meaningful connections to the words Vanessa 

uses every day to support her in learning Tier 

2 words. When he introduces the word 

“perform,” he describes its meaning using 

core-word combinations available to Vanessa, 

including “to do” and “to put on.” As he plans 

his vocabulary lessons, he takes a few minutes 

each week to jot down related high-frequency 

words so that he can be sure to make 

meaningful connections between the new 
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words he is teaching and the words his 

students are likely to already know.

Delivering Effective Receptive 
Vocabulary Instruction to 
Students With SCD and CCN

Beck, McKeown, and their colleagues 
(Beck et al., 2013; Beck & McKeown, 
2007; McKeown et al., 1985) provide an 
overview of features of effective, 
evidence-based approaches to vocabulary 
instruction. They recommend frequency 
intervals of approximately 10 words per 
week, with each word used at least 10 
times across varied contexts. They also 
recommend the use of a robust set of 
activities that are focused on going beyond 
definitions to engage students in thinking 
about the meaning of words and making 
connections between new words and 
known words (see Beck et al., 2013, pp. 
88–93). This body of work is adapted here 
to describe a weeklong instructional cycle 
aimed at helping teachers actively engage 
students with SCD and CCN using the 
words readily available on their AAC 
devices. The goals include dramatically 
increasing the rate at which students with 
SCD and CCN are introduced to new 
words, focusing on conceptual 
understanding of the words and 
emphasizing application and use.

A 5-Day Instructional Cycle

To help illustrate the proposed 
instructional cycle, the topic of community 
and associated theme of communities 

working together was selected in 
connection with the book The Birchbark 

House, by Louise Erdrich (1999), which is 
generally read in the upper-elementary 
grades (National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices & Council of 
Chief State School Officers, 2010). In fact, 
The Birchbark House is read frequently 
enough that various adapted versions of it 
are available to make it more accessible to 
students with SCD and CCN. For example, 
chapter-by-chapter versions that feature 
the main events can be found on Tar Heel 
Reader (https://tarheelreader.org/), an 
open-source, online library that includes 
more than 77,000 books. The topic, theme, 
and book will each be referenced 
throughout the following example.

Introducing target vocabulary (Day 1).  
On the 1st day of instruction, provide 
clear explanations of the target words and 
discuss how the words are used in the text 
and other contexts. Write the words for 
the whole class to see, and support 
students as needed in adding the new 
words to a personal list they will keep 
(Beck et al., 2013). Table 1 provides an 
example of words that might be targeted 
for the theme of communities working 
together and The Birchbark House. The 
table also describes the context where the 
words appear in adapted versions of the 
text on Tar Heel Reader, student-friendly 
definitions of the meaning of each word, 
and example core words that commonly 
appear on AAC systems that may be used 
to talk about and demonstrate 
understanding of each target word.

Meaningful opportunities to interact 
with the target words (Days 
2–4). After the vocabulary words have 
been introduced and talked about, 
maximize student opportunities to 
encounter and interact with the targeted 
words through a variety of direct and 
indirect instructional activities. The key is 
to offer repetition with variety so that 
students go beyond having narrow, 
definition-based understandings of the 
words and develop deep knowledge of 
their meaning and use (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020). Direct instruction is 
aimed at providing multiple exemplars, 
making meaningful connections to 
student background knowledge and 
experience with the concepts represented, 
and scaffolding instruction as student 
responses offer insights into their depth of 
understanding of new words. Activities 
involve students indicating relationships 
between known concepts and new words 
(e.g., a lost dog in relation to “rescue”) and 
using their personal experiences and 
familiar contexts from a story to describe 
relationships (e.g., talk about how “rescue” 
was used in the story). Table 2 provides 
examples of a range of instructional 
activities that could be used in 
combination to support students in 
developing knowledge of the meaning and 
use of new words.

Assessment (Day 5). As a final step, 
assess student knowledge of the new 
words by asking them to describe and use 
the new words in ways that extend beyond 
those used in instruction. Students like 

Table  1  Target Vocabulary, Use in Context, Definition, and Related Core Vocabulary

Target vocabulary
Use in the Tar Heel Reader 
version of the text

Student-friendly 
definition

Related core 
vocabulary

adopt She was adopted by a big 
family.

To bring someone 
into a family or group

take in; make one

protect Omakayas and her sister 
helped protect the corn.

To keep safe look out; stop; put on

rescue Omakayas rescues an injured 
crow.

To save something or 
someone

get help; give help

prepare When fall came, the entire 
family was busy preparing 
food for the winter.

To get ready make; do

collect Yellow Kettle collected 
berries.

To get things get all; get more; put in

https://tarheelreader.org/
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Table  2  Example Instructional Activities

Activity type Illustrated use Ideas for students with SCD and CCN

Examples,

nonexamples

“I am going to name some things. If I say 
something that you might rescue, give me a 
thumbs-up. If it is not, give me a thumbs-down.” 
Examples:

•• A baby bird

•• A lost dog

•• A shoe

After completing several examples, ask the 
students to work together to generate examples 
and nonexamples.

Choose a response to replace thumbs-up and 
thumbs-down that is accessible to the students with 
the fewest means of responding (e.g., look up or 
down, or left or right; a body movement; a single-
message voice output device; or another form of 
low- or high-tech AAC).

Word 
associations

“I have three words up on the board: ‘adopt,’ 
‘protect,’ ‘collect.’ I will read a sentence. You 
decide which word goes with the sentence.” 
Examples:

•• He has 50 postcards from his trip.

•• They got a new dog from the pound.

•• Put on your bike helmet.

After completing examples, ask the students to 
work in pairs or small groups to generate one or 
more sentences for each word.

After each sentence is read, point to and read 
the three words (e.g., say “adopt” and pause). 
Pause after each word to give students a chance 
to indicate that the word goes with the sentence. 
Students indicate “that’s the one” using any form 
of communication or action that is available to the 
student with the fewest means of responding (e.g., 
look up or down, or left or right; a body movement; a 
single-message device, or low- or high-tech AAC).

Generating 
situations, 
contexts, and 
examples

“Let me tell you some ways I use these words. 
On Sundays, I might tell Mrs. Blythe, ‘I am 
prepared for tomorrow’ to let her know I am 
ready for school.” After each example, say, 
“Write down one thing that might make you say 
[target word]. When you are done, share it with 
your partner.” When finished, compile student 
examples to display on the bulletin board.

Students use the existing vocabulary on their AAC 
system to talk about their relevant experiences (e.g., 
“prepared” = “before school”; “rescue” = “friend help 
me”). Working in small groups, a peer partner or 
supporting adult writes down the contributions made 
by the student using their AAC system, to then be 
added to the class bulletin board.

Word 
relationships

“Some of the words we’re learning are related. 
Think about this. How are ‘adopt’ and ‘rescue’ 
related?” After pausing to give the students a 
chance to think, say, “Someone might adopt 
an animal after rescuing it. A kitten might be 
adopted by a family and rescued from having 
to live outside. Let’s think about another. How 
are ‘collect’ and ‘prepare’ related?” Pause for 
responses and offer examples: “You might 
collect apples to prepare a pie.”

Students use related words on their AAC systems 
to describe how words might be related (e.g., “get 
apples to make pie”). As an alternative, the teacher 
could provide an array of word pairs and sentences 
with target words missing. Students select the 
appropriate word pair to complete each sentence 
using any form of communication or action that is 
available to them (e.g., look at the desired choice 
or use a body movement, a single-message device, 
or low- or high-tech AAC to indicate choice when 
presented).

Sentence 
generation

“Let’s practice using the words we’re learning. 
I’ll start a sentence, and you write the ending.” 
Examples:

•• I am going to prepare . . .

•• My family is going to adopt . . .

•• I will protect . . .

When finished, ask students to write one or 
more new sentences using the words.

Students complete the sentences using either 
(a) existing words on their AAC devices or (b) 
a pencil, keyboard, or some form of alternate 
access to all 26 letters to write completions. As 
an alternative, a teacher could provide an array of 
words and sentences that are missing the target 
words. Students select the appropriate target word 
from the array for each sentence using any form 
of communication or action that is available to 
them (e.g., look at the desired choice or use a body 
movement, a single-message device, or low- or high-
tech AAC to indicate choice when presented).

Returning 
to a story 
context

“Think about the ways the author used the 
words in the book. How did the author use the 
word ‘adopted’?” Read the paragraph aloud 
if needed. “How did the author use the word 
‘rescued’?” Read the paragraph aloud if needed. 
After finding each word, ask students to think 
about other words the author may have used.

Students use the vocabulary available on their AAC 
system to indicate and talk about examples of the 
target words being used in the story.

Note. SCD = significant cognitive disabilities; CCN = complex communication needs; AAC = augmentative and alternative 
communication.
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Vanessa can use the known words on 
their AAC systems to demonstrate 
knowledge of the new words. For 
example, they can use their words to 
describe how an umbrella might protect 
them (e.g., “water off”) or to talk about 
something they might rescue (e.g., “need 
help”; “animal”).

This 5-day cycle is intended as an 
example of an instructional sequence that 
applies evidence-based practices in 
vocabulary instruction. This instructional 
sequence can be effectively adapted for 
students with SCD and CCN to help them 
build a robust receptive vocabulary and 
expand their conceptual understanding 
and use of the words available on their 
AAC systems. Figure 1 offers a checklist 
of recommended components. Depending 
on the theme and topic, the words being 
targeted, and the activities being applied, 
the number of days in the sequence can be 
adjusted as appropriate.

Summary
Robust vocabulary instruction is an 
important part of comprehensive ELA 
instruction. Robust receptive vocabulary 
knowledge helps students comprehend the 
words they read and hear. Most students 

with SCD and CCN struggle to 
understand grade-level words, concepts, 
and texts. Explicit vocabulary instruction 
can play an important role in addressing 
this area of need. This is especially true 
when instruction is aimed at expanding 
their conceptual understandings of new 
words through participation in language-
rich instruction.

Addressing the receptive vocabulary 
needs of students with SCD and CCN calls 
for a greater investment of instructional 
time and an understanding of differences 
in expressive and receptive vocabulary. 
This requires an emphasis on building 
conceptual understandings of new words 
while leveraging the high-frequency 
words that are available on students’ AAC 
systems. In this way, students are 
explicitly taught to use known vocabulary 
to make meaningful connections and 
demonstrate their understanding of new 
vocabulary. The aim is successful 
comprehension in ELA and across other 
academic domains through a robust and 
expanding receptive vocabulary. Finally, 
vocabulary instruction should be one part 
of a comprehensive approach to ELA 
instruction, with substantial time and 
effort also devoted to reading and writing 
instruction so that one day students with 

SCD and CCN can use spelling and 
writing to bridge the gap between the 
words they know and the words they have 
access to use expressively.
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Figure  1  Checklist of components of vocabulary instruction for students who use augmentative and 
alternative communication

Student: 
Date: 
Teacher:

1.• Target Vocabulary:

• Target words selected • Student-friendly definitions generated

• Examples of use in reading materials • •Related high frequency (i.e., core) vocabulary 
available on the student’s AAC system

2.• Instructional Activities: 

• Multiple activity types (choose all that apply):

__•Examples/non examples __ Word associations

__•Word relationships __ Generating situations, contexts, and examples

__•Sentence generation __ Returning to a story context

__•Other(s): ________________________________________________________________

• Exemplars for each activity type connected to familiar contexts

3.• Assessment of Student Knowledge: 

• Student will describe new words • Student will use new words

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6303-4983
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6303-4983


8

TE
A

C
H

IN
G

 E
xc

ep
ti

o
na

l C
hi

ld
re

n,
 V

o
l. 

X
X

, N
o

. X

School of Medicine, University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC, and 
Karen Erickson, PhD, Director, Center for 
Literacy & Disability Studies, Yoder 
Distinguished Professor, Department of Allied 
Health Sciences, Professor, Division of Speech 
and Hearing Sciences, School of Medicine, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
Chapel Hill, NC.

Address correspondence concerning this 
article to Lori Geist, Center for Literacy and 
Disability Studies, 321 S. Columbia Street, Suite 
1100, Chapel Hill, NC 27599-7335 (email: 
lageist@unc.edu).

REfERENCES

Anglin, J. M., Miller, G. A., & Wakefield, P. C. 
(1993). Vocabulary development: A 
morphological analysis. Monographs of the 
Society for Research in Child Development, 
58, i–186. https://doi.org/10.2307/1166112

Beck, I. L., & McKeown, M. G. (2007). Increasing 
young low-income children’s oral vocabulary 
repertoires through rich and focused 
instruction. Elementary School Journal, 107, 
251–271. https://doi.org/10.1086/511706

Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2013). 
Bringing words to life: Robust vocabulary 
instruction. Guilford Press.

Beukelman, D., & Light, J. C. (2020). 
Augmentative and alternative 
communication: Supporting children and 
adults with complex communication needs 
(5th ed.). Brookes.

Browder, D. M., Wakeman, S. Y., Spooner, 
F., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., & Algozzine, B. 
(2006). Research on reading instruction 
for individuals with significant cognitive 
disabilities. Exceptional Children, 72, 
392–408. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/001440290607200401

Brysbaert, M., Stevens, M., Mandera, P., & 
Keuleers, E. (2016). How many words do we 
know? Practical estimates of vocabulary size 
dependent on word definition, the degree 
of language input and the participant’s age. 
Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 1116. https://doi 
.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01116

Clarke, V., & Schneider, H. (2014). Dynamic AAC 
goals grid-2. Dynavox. http://tdvox 
.web-downloads.s3.amazonaws.com/
MyTobiiDynavox/dagg%202%20-%20
writable.pdf

Cross, R., Erickson, K., Geist, L., & Hatch, P. (in 
press). Vocabulary selection. In L. Lloyd & 
D. Fuller (Eds.). Principles and practices in 
augmentative and alternative communication. 
Slack.

Davis, T., Lancaster, H., & Camarata, S. (2016). 
Expressive and receptive vocabulary 
learning in children with diverse typologies. 
International Journal of Developmental 
Disabilities, 62, 77–88. https://doi.org/ 
10.1179/2047387715Y.0000000010

Duff, D. (2019). The effect of vocabulary 
intervention on text comprehension: Who 
benefits? Language, Speech, and Hearing 
Services in Schools, 50, 562–578. https://doi 
.org/10.1044/2019_LSHSS-VOIA-18-0001

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 
1965, Pub. L. 114-95 (2015). https://www 
.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ95/PLAW-
114publ95.pdf

Erdrich, L. (1999). The Birchbark House. Hyperion 
Books.

Erickson, K. (2003). Reading comprehension in 
AAC. ASHA Leader, 8, 6–9.

Erickson, K. (2017). Comprehensive literacy 
instruction, interprofessional collaborative 
practice, and students with severe 
disabilities. American Journal of Speech-
Language Pathology, 26, 193–205.  
https://pubs.asha.org/doi/10.1044/2017_
AJSLP-15-0067

Erickson, K., & Geist, L. (2016). The profiles 
of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities and complex communication 
needs. Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication, 32, 187–197. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/07434618.2016.1213312

Erickson, K., Geist, L., Hatch, P., & Quick, 
N. (2021). Core vocabulary as a 
universal starting place. In B. Ogletree 
(Ed.), Augmentative and alternative 
communication: Challenges and solutions 
(pp. 253–282). Plural.

Erickson, K., & Koppenhaver, D. (2007). Children 
with disabilities reading and writing the four 
blocks way. Carson-Dellosa.

Erickson, K., & Koppenhaver, D. (2020). 
Comprehensive literacy for all: Teaching 
students with significant disabilities to read 
and write. Brookes.

Erickson, K. A., Hanser, G., Hatch, P., & Sanders, 
E. (2009). Research-based practices for 
creating access to the general curriculum 
in reading and literacy for students with 
significant intellectual disabilities. Monograph 
prepared for the Council for Chief State 
School Officers (CCSSO) Assessing 
Special Education Students (ASES) State 
Collaborative on Assessment and Student 
Standards (SCASS). https://www.med.
unc.edu/ahs/clds/wp-content/uploads/
sites/859/2019/01/Reading-and-Literacy-
for-Students-with-Significant-Intellectual-
DisabilitiesErickson-et-al-2009-1.pdf

Geist, L., Erickson, K., Greer, C., & Hatch, 
P. (2020). Enhancing classroom-based 
communication instruction for students 
with significant disabilities and limited 
language. Exceptionality Education 
International, 30, 42–54. http://ir.lib.uwo.
ca/eei/vol30/iss1/1

Geist, L., Hatch, P., & Erickson, K. (2014). 
Promoting academic achievement for early 
communicators of all ages, Perspectives 
on Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication, 23, 173–181. https://doi.org/ 
10.1044/aac23.4.173

Hanser, G., & Erickson, K. (2007). Integrated  
word identification and communication  
instruction for students with complex 
communication needs: Preliminary results.  
Focus on Autism and Developmental 
Disabilities, 22, 268–278. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/10883576070220040901

Hua, Y., Woods-Groves, S., Kalenberg, E. R., 
& Scheidecker, B. J. (2013). Effects of 
vocabulary instruction using constant time 
delay on expository reading of young adults 

with intellectual disability. Focus on Autism 
and Other Developmental Disabilities, 28, 
89–100. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/1088357613477473

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 
U.S.C. §§ 1400 et seq. (2004). https://sites 
.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-
i/1400/c/5

King, M., Binger, C., & Kent-Walsh, J. (2015). 
Using dynamic assessment to evaluate 
the expressive syntax of children who 
use augmentative and alternative 
communication. Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication, 31, 1–14. 
https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2014.9
95779

Lorah, E. R., Crouser, J., Gilroy, S. P., Tincani, 
M., & Huntula, D. (2014). Within stimulus 
prompting to teach symbol discrimination 
using an iPad speech generating device. 
Journal of Developmental and Physical 
Disability, 26, 335–346. https://doi 
.org/10.1007/s10882-014-9369-1

Marulis, L. M., & Neuman, S. B. (2010). The 
effects of vocabulary intervention on young 
children’s word learning: A meta-analysis. 
Review of Educational Research, 80, 
300–335. https://doi.org/ 
10.3102/0034654310377087

McDaniel, J., Yoder, P., Woynaroski, T., & Watson, 
L. (2018). Predicting receptive–expressive 
vocabulary discrepancies in preschool 
children with autism spectrum disorder. 
Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing 
Research, 61, 1426–1439. https://doi.org/ 
10.1044/2018_JSLHR-L-17-0101

McKeown, M. (2019). Effective vocabulary 
instruction fosters knowing words, using 
words, and understanding how words work. 
Language, Speech, and Hearing Services 
in Schools, 50, 466–476. https://doi.
org/10.1044/2019_LSHSS-VOIA-18-0126

McKeown, M. G., Beck, I. L., Omanson, R. C., & 
Pope, M. T. (1985). Some effects of the nature 
and frequency of vocabulary instruction on 
the knowledge and use of words. Reading 
Research Quarterly, 20, 522–535. https://doi 
.org/10.2307/747940

Nagy, W. E., & Herman, P. A. (1987). Breadth and 
depth of vocabulary knowledge: Implications 
for acquisition and instruction. In M. G. 
McKeown & M. E. Curtis (Eds.), The nature of 
vocabulary acquisition (pp. 19–36). Lawrence 
Erlbaum.

National Governors Association Center for 
Best Practices & Council of Chief State 
School Officers (2010). Common Core State 
Standards for English language arts and 
literacy in history/social studies, science, 
and technical subjects, Appendix B: Text 
exemplars and sample performance tasks. 
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/
Appendix_B.pdf

Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative 
Services. (2015). Dear colleague letter: 
Significant guidance on free and appropriate 
public education (FAPE). https://www2 
.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/idea/
memosdcltrs/guidance-on-fape-11-17- 
2015.pdf

Owens, R. (2008). Language development: An 
introduction (7th ed.). Pearson.

mailto:lageist@unc.edu
https://doi.org/10.2307/1166112
https://doi.org/10.1086/511706
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290607200401
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290607200401
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01116
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01116
http://tdvox.web-downloads.s3.amazonaws.com/MyTobiiDynavox/dagg%202%20-%20writable.pdf
http://tdvox.web-downloads.s3.amazonaws.com/MyTobiiDynavox/dagg%202%20-%20writable.pdf
http://tdvox.web-downloads.s3.amazonaws.com/MyTobiiDynavox/dagg%202%20-%20writable.pdf
http://tdvox.web-downloads.s3.amazonaws.com/MyTobiiDynavox/dagg%202%20-%20writable.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1179/2047387715Y.0000000010
https://doi.org/10.1179/2047387715Y.0000000010
https://doi.org/10.1044/2019_LSHSS-VOIA-18-0001
https://doi.org/10.1044/2019_LSHSS-VOIA-18-0001
https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ95/PLAW-114publ95.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ95/PLAW-114publ95.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ95/PLAW-114publ95.pdf
https://pubs.asha.org/doi/10.1044/2017_AJSLP-15-0067
https://pubs.asha.org/doi/10.1044/2017_AJSLP-15-0067
https://doi.org/10.1080/07434618.2016.1213312
https://doi.org/10.1080/07434618.2016.1213312
https://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/wp-content/uploads/sites/859/2019/01/Reading-and-Literacy-for-Students-with-Significant-Intellectual-DisabilitiesErickson-et-al-2009-1.pdf
https://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/wp-content/uploads/sites/859/2019/01/Reading-and-Literacy-for-Students-with-Significant-Intellectual-DisabilitiesErickson-et-al-2009-1.pdf
https://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/wp-content/uploads/sites/859/2019/01/Reading-and-Literacy-for-Students-with-Significant-Intellectual-DisabilitiesErickson-et-al-2009-1.pdf
https://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/wp-content/uploads/sites/859/2019/01/Reading-and-Literacy-for-Students-with-Significant-Intellectual-DisabilitiesErickson-et-al-2009-1.pdf
https://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/wp-content/uploads/sites/859/2019/01/Reading-and-Literacy-for-Students-with-Significant-Intellectual-DisabilitiesErickson-et-al-2009-1.pdf
http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/eei/vol30/iss1/1
http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/eei/vol30/iss1/1
https://doi.org/10.1044/aac23.4.173
https://doi.org/10.1044/aac23.4.173
https://doi.org/10.1177/10883576070220040901
https://doi.org/10.1177/10883576070220040901
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357613477473
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357613477473
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-i/1400/c/5
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-i/1400/c/5
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-i/1400/c/5
https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2014.995779
https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2014.995779
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-014-9369-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10882-014-9369-1
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654310377087
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654310377087
https://doi.org/10.1044/2018_JSLHR-L-17-0101
https://doi.org/10.1044/2018_JSLHR-L-17-0101
https://doi.org/10.1044/2019_LSHSS-VOIA-18-0126
https://doi.org/10.1044/2019_LSHSS-VOIA-18-0126
https://doi.org/10.2307/747940
https://doi.org/10.2307/747940
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/idea/memosdcltrs/guidance-on-fape-11-17-2015.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/idea/memosdcltrs/guidance-on-fape-11-17-2015.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/idea/memosdcltrs/guidance-on-fape-11-17-2015.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/idea/memosdcltrs/guidance-on-fape-11-17-2015.pdf


9

M
o

n/
M

o
n 

20
21

Scarborough, H. S. (2001). Connecting early 
language and literacy to later reading (dis)
abilities: Evidence, theory, and practice. In S. 
Neuman & D. Dickinson (Eds.), Handbook for 
research in early literacy (pp. 97–110). Guilford 
Press.

Sturm, J. (2012). An enriched writers’ workshop 
for beginning writers with developmental 
disabilities. Topics in Language Disorders, 
32, 1–35. https://doi.org/10.1097/
tld.0b013e318272609b

Taub, D., McCord, J., & Ryndak, D. (2017). 
Opportunities to learn for students with 
extensive support needs: A context of 
research-supported practices for all in 
general education classes. The Journal of 
Special Education, 51, 127–137. https://doi 
.org/10.1177/0022466917696263

Taylor, C. L., Christensen, D., Lawrence, D., Mitrou, 
F., & Zubrick, S. R. (2013). Risk factors for 

children’s receptive vocabulary development 
from four to eight years in the longitudinal 
study of Australian children. PLOS ONE, 
8, e73046. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0073046

Thurlow, M., Lazarus, S., Albus, D., Larson, 
E., & Liu, K. (2019). 2018–19 participation 
guidelines and definitions for alternate 
assessments based on alternate academic 
achievement standards (NCEO Report 415). 
University of Minnesota, National Center 
on Educational Outcomes. https://nceo.
info/Resources/publications/OnlinePubs/
report415/default.html

Van Tatenhove, G. (2009). Building language 
competence with students using AAC 
devices: Six challenges. Perspectives 
on Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication, 18, 38–47. https://pubs.asha.
org/doi/abs/10.1044/aac18.2.38

Witkowski, D., & Baker, B. (2012). Addressing the 
content vocabulary with core: Theory and 
practice for non-literate or emerging literate 
students. Perspectives on Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication, 21, 74–81. https://
pubs.asha.org/doi/pdf/10.1044/aac21.3.74

Wright, T., & Cervetti, G. (2016). A systematic 
review of the research on vocabulary 
instruction that impacts text comprehension. 
Reading Research Quarterly, 52, 203–226. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.163

Yoder, D. (2001) Having my say. Augmentative 
and Alternative Communication, 17, 2–10. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/aac.17.1.2.10

TEACHING Exceptional Children, 
Vol. XX, No. X, pp. XX–XX.
Copyright 2021 The Author(s).

https://doi.org/10.1097/tld.0b013e318272609b
https://doi.org/10.1097/tld.0b013e318272609b
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466917696263
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466917696263
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0073046
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0073046
https://nceo.info/Resources/publications/OnlinePubs/report415/default.html
https://nceo.info/Resources/publications/OnlinePubs/report415/default.html
https://nceo.info/Resources/publications/OnlinePubs/report415/default.html
https://pubs.asha.org/doi/abs/10.1044/aac18.2.38
https://pubs.asha.org/doi/abs/10.1044/aac18.2.38
https://pubs.asha.org/doi/pdf/10.1044/aac21.3.74
https://pubs.asha.org/doi/pdf/10.1044/aac21.3.74
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.163
https://doi.org/10.1080/aac.17.1.2.10

