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Scribbling is an important form of writing 
for all students, including students with 
significant disabilities.

Research tells us…



Research tells us…

Students who write become better:

• readers

• writers

• thinkers.



Writing development occurs over time.

• Provide daily opportunities for independent writing

• Gather writing samples (snapshots of student growth)

• Evidence of growth and success might also include 
increased:

Remember…



Stamina is the energy 

to do anything for a long 
period of time without 
getting too tired or 
giving up.
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The complexity of learning to compose text is 
particularly challenging for persons who use AAC 

because of cognitive, language, sensory, 
and motor needs. 

Despite these challenges, evidence is mounting that 
active participation in context-rich instructional 

opportunities can result in the development of reading 
and writing skills.

~ Janet M. Sturm, Writing and AAC



The language experience approach is a way of 
working on reading and writing which draws on a 
student's own language and experiences and uses 
the spoken word as a basis for reading and writing.



The language 
experience approach 
allows the student to 
move from talking into
the core task of writing. 

The writing produced 
becomes reading 
material with content
that is relevant for the 
student.



Support to Independence

STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY

TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY

Focus Lesson
Modeled Instruction

Shared Instruction

Guided Practice

Independent
Practice Independent

Collaborative

T
E
A
C
H

“I do it.” (You watch)

“We do it.” (Together)

“You do it.” 
(I watch/guide)

“You do it alone.”
(Reflect)



• relate to real life events

• invites more personal 
involvement from the 
student

Books that are created 
through a language 
experience approach are 
appropriate for readers of 
all ages and all ability levels 
because they:



• help build memories so 
students can recall past 
experiences

•become a focus for 
communication about 
an event or topic

• build communication, 
social interaction and 
language skills

• are fun to share with 
peers and others!



Science and mathematics, in particular, 
provide students with new vocabulary and 
concepts that can be integrated into the 
writing experience (Heller, 1988).



• A way to reinforce the one-to-one 
correspondence between spoken and written 
language 

• A meaningful context based on students’ 
knowledge and experience

• The use of repeated readings of the same text 
as well as repetition of high-frequency words

A language experience approach provides:



• A meaningful context to examine 
components of language (words, 
phonemes, and morphemes)

• The modeling of sentence 
structure by the teacher

• An instructional framework for 
teaching word recognition to 
students

A language experience approach provides:



Principles of instructional planning

These principles hold true for ALL students!

Are we keeping them front of mind in the day-to-day 
planning for students with significant disabilities?



• Focus on an experience that is either 
common to all students from outside 
their school experiences (e.g., going to 
the grocery store) or a common learning  
experience (e.g. field trip, class reading, 
or a seasonal topic).

Discussion
Steps to 
follow…



Importance of Building 
Background Knowledge

Dr. Caroline Musselwhite discusses the importance of helping students with 
significant disabilities build background knowledge related to reading a text.



Importance of Building 
Background Knowledge

Thinking about the 
students you work with, 
what are some of the 
strategies you use to build 
their background 
knowledge?



• Focus on an experience that is either 
common to all students from outside 
their school experiences (e.g., going to 
the grocery store) or a common learning  
experience (e.g. field trip, class reading, 
or a seasonal topic).

• Discuss the topic together 
and generate vocabulary.

Discussion
Steps to 
follow…
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• Students dictate the sentences to the 
teacher. All students are encouraged to 
contribute to the story. The teacher writes 
the sentences down. 

• Make sure students can clearly see 
what is written. 

Note: Try not to rephrase students’ sentences unless 
grammatical errors make the meaning confusing.

Constructing the story
Steps to 
follow…



• Read the text aloud to the students, 
modeling fluency and making 
connections between speech and print 
by pointing to each word.

• Read the story together.

• Think of a title for the story.

Reading the story
Steps to 
follow…



•Read

•Re-read

•Listen to 
someone else 
read

Meaningful repetition –
Re-read!

Steps to 
follow…

~ Dr. Caroline Musselwhite

http://www.cricksoft.com/us/blog/2012-11-27/Meet_Rosie_in_Clicker_6.aspx

http://www.cricksoft.com/us/blog/2012-11-27/Meet_Rosie_in_Clicker_6.aspx


Meaningful Repetition

• Children from literate homes hear their 
favourite books 200 – 400 times.

• Learning a new task requires 1000s of 
repetitions with variation.

~ Dr. Caroline Musselwhite

Steps to 
follow…



Importance of Repetition 
and Variety in Learning

Dr. Caroline Musselwhite discusses the importance of meaningful repetition in 
learning, particularly for students with significant disabilities.



Importance of Repetition 
and Variety of Learning

How do you share a 
single story multiple 
times and keep students 
meaningfully engaged? 



• Once the complete text is known by the 
student or group, begin to focus on the 
smaller components of the text such as 
sentences, words, and letters. This will 
foster word recognition skills. 

• Use sentence strips and word cards 
so students can manipulate the text.

Follow-up activities
Steps to 
follow…



Language Experience Approach:
Using Talk About books

Remember doing 

this?



Common learning experience

• My Pets book
• Other books
• Student’s pets
• Classroom pet



Plan a visit to:

• a pet store

• the Humane Society

• a farm

Extend the learning experience…



Construct the story together…

• Students dictate sentences.
• Teacher records the sentences and models the writing process.



Clicker 6 – Talking books for reading

Clicker talking books provide:

• Speech support - Clicker reads in a clear, human-sounding voice, 
highlighting each word as it is spoken. Students can choose to listen to all 
the text or just particular words that they are struggling with.

• Recording functionality - students can use the microphone button to record 
themselves, providing a valuable opportunity to practice reading text and 
develop their fluency.

• Flexibility - students are able to read the books independently, but they 
also work well on an interactive whiteboard for small group interaction.



Read, reread, 
listen to someone else read…

Meaningful repetition!



Don’t forget to create opportunities for 
students to read the stories on their own…



Possible follow-up activity…



Last fall you 

chose a ‘Talk 

About’ book 

and wrote 

about how you 

could use it 

with your 

students…



Your turn!

1. Choose a Talk About book that 
could be used to create or support a 
common learning experience for 
your students.

2. Plan a language experience activity 
that could support the writing of a 
story together.

Now…



Thank you!


