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Video Transcript 
Project Core: Symbols: Myths and Misconceptions 

Slide 1. Welcome to the Project CORE professional development modules. This module, 
Symbols: Myths and Misconceptions, is designed to review the variety of symbol types 
and address a number of common beliefs about symbol use that are not supported by 
evidence. Project CORE is being conducted by the Center for Literacy and Disability 
Studies, a unit in the Allied Health Sciences Department at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. 

Slide 2. Symbolic communication refers to the use of some type of representation or 
symbol to share a message between a sender and a listener. Symbols used to represent 
messages can include speech, sign language, photographs and pictures, representational 
objects, and graphic systems such as picture symbols.  This module will focus on several 
myths and misconceptions regarding the use of picture symbols to support 
communication. Picture symbols play an important role in Project CORE given that our 
primary goal is to develop symbolic communication for students who currently use 
limited symbolic communication or no symbolic communication at all.  While the 
students are likely to learn to use a range of the forms listed, Project CORE focuses on 
the use of graphic symbols or picture symbols to support communication.  

Slide 3. As you think about introducing symbolic communication, several questions may 
come to mind. You might be wondering if these students need to demonstrate any 
particular skills or if they need to be a certain age before you get started. You may 
wonder what types of symbols your student will be able to learn. You may also be 
concerned that introducing symbols other than speech will interfere with a student’s 
ability to develop spoken language. Let’s take a closer look at some of these concerns. 

Slide 4. In 2005, Mary Ann Romski and Rose Sevcik addressed several common beliefs 
about symbol use that are not supported by evidence. These myths can be a barrier to 
well meaning educators. Let’s look at some questions surrounding pre-requisites for age, 
skills and symbol comprehension. 

Slide 5. There is no evidence to support the belief that children need to be a certain age to 
benefit from intervention and exposure to the use of symbolic language.  Consider how 
young children typically develop speech.  They are exposed to spoken language long 
before they can understand or use words. It is through this multitude of models of spoken 
language in meaningful contexts that children begin to understand and eventually use 
words. Students who do not use symbols or are at these earliest stages of symbolic 
communication development need the same opportunity to learn, through the experience 
of seeing others using symbols to communicate. 
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Slide 6. The notion that children need to demonstrate a certain set of skills to benefit from 
the use of symbols is also false. In the past, students may have been denied access to 
picture symbols and other forms of augmentative and alternative communication based 
on their cognitive levels, but the exact relationship between the development of language 
and cognition is not completely clear. Also, the lack of a means of expressive language 
inhibits a student’s ability to demonstrate cognitive skills.  In fact, given adequate 
opportunity and appropriate instruction, students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities, including those with deaf blindness and other complex multiple disabilities, 
are capable of learning to use symbols to support their face-to-face communication. 

Slide 7. It is important for educators to be aware that the American Speech Language 
Hearing Association and the National Joint Committee for the Communication Needs of 
Persons with Severe Disabilities have stated that no individuals should be denied the right 
to communicate regardless of the type or severity of any disability. There are no 
prerequisite skills. Therefore, we need to provide services and supports, including 
symbols, to students with complex communication needs as soon as possible to help them 
develop communication, language, and cognitive skills. 

Slide 8. There are many different types of symbols that students might use. For too many 
years, we believed there was a hierarchy that students followed in learning to use 
symbols.  For example, we believed that students had to understand real objects before 
they could move to representative objects, photographs, colored line drawings and, 
eventually, literacy.  What we now understand is that this hierarchy is a myth. 

Slide 9. When students first begin to attach language and symbols to the things they 
represent, their comprehension of those referents is developing.  Research has shown that 
during this time, the resemblance of a symbol to what it represents does not influence a 
child’s ability to connect the symbol to its referent.  The most recent research also 
confirms that students actually learn to use whatever symbol set we teach them to use.  In 
other words we don't have to begin with concrete objects and then work our way up the 
hierarchy.  We can begin introducing and using symbols throughout each day and 
students will learn to use them over time.  

Slide 10. Two additional myths about symbol use relate to concerns about the development 
of speech and language. Back in the 1970s and early 1980s, symbols were viewed as a 
last resort when all attempts to develop speech had failed. What we now know is that 
providing access to symbols and models of effective symbol use can promote the 
development of speech. Whether the student eventually develops speech or continues to 
use symbols to augment or replace speech, providing access to symbols gives the student 
a means to develop and continue to expand language and communication. 

Slide 11. The primary reason people waited to introduce symbols was the fear that symbols 
would inhibit or prevent speech development.  A number of research studies conducted 
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since the 1990s show that the use of symbols does not hinder the development of speech. 
Instead, it may actually enhance it. 

Slide 12. Pause for Activity 1 

Slide 13. As you think about providing your students with symbols, you have to make 
decisions about the type of symbols and vocabulary to include. Should you only use 
symbols and vocabulary that your students already understand? Is it better to use words 
that are concrete and can be easily represented in pictures? Is it best to make multiple 
communication overlays to go with the variety of activities that you do throughout your 
day, or provide a smaller set of symbols for your students to learn? These are common 
questions. 

Slide 14. One misconception teachers may have is that students need to demonstrate a 
receptive understanding of all of the symbols we choose to give them.  Receptive 
understanding is not a prerequisite to the introduction of symbols.  In fact, we can teach 
and support receptive language through the use of symbols in meaningful activities that 
occur across the day. Students then learn the symbols through repeated use. 

Slide 15. When you consider using concrete symbols, there are a several things to think 
about. While these concrete symbols are often easy to represent in pictures, you will 
likely end up with a collection of symbols representing nouns. These nouns may be easy 
for a student to identify, but how often can those nouns be used to communicate? Nouns 
may be used to request or label something, but they do not allow a student to describe, 
comment, ask a question, or refuse. 

Slide 16. When teaching symbols for communication, keep in mind that the long-term goal 
or purpose is language development and effective communication across settings, 
partners, and purposes.  We want to support students in developing a full range of 
communication functions so that they can be more successful in and out of school.  Given 
this goal, we need to be prepared to use a well-organized set of symbols from the 
beginning, and that includes abstract words that are more difficult to represent in 
symbols. 

Slide 17. Selecting vocabulary to accompany a specific activity is also attractive. 
Representing activity-specific vocabulary with symbols often allows students to 
participate more rapidly and successfully; however, think about how long and how often 
you and your students will be able to use those symbols.  If you select activity specific 
communication pages that relate to a particular theme you are working on, once you 
move on to a new theme, students will no longer be using that vocabulary. Even if you 
prepare symbols for an activity that you engage in every day, that activity likely is not 
done frequently enough across the day to provide sufficient learning opportunities for the 
student. For these reasons, we have selected more conceptual vocabulary for Project 
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Core.  This conceptual vocabulary can be used across activities for a variety of purposes, 
which dramatically increases opportunities to teach and learn. 

Slide 18. This is a picture of the Universal Core Vocabulary, which is part of the Multi-
tiered System for Augmenting Language used in Project CORE.  This set of core 
vocabulary words includes highly useful single words.  Each word within this group was 
selected because it can be used as a single word message, but it is also surrounded by 
words that can be combined into a longer message. This makes expanding student 
messages easy for communication partners.  It also allows educators to use the same 
well-organized set of symbols in flexible ways from one activity to the next, which is 
very supportive of student learning. 

Slide 19. Pause for Activity 2 

Slide 20. To summarize, there are no prerequisites to the introduction of symbols.  We 
know from the research literature that symbols do not inhibit the development of speech, 
but support both communication and language development. Symbols can also prevent a 
student from experiencing communication failure.  Although a student may or may not be 
a symbolic communicator, providing a well-organized set of symbols provides the kind 
of repetition with variety that is required for learning as the student sees the same 
symbols used in meaningful interactions throughout the day. 

Slide 21. This concludes the module. You feedback is important to us. Please take a
couple of minutes to complete a brief survey about this module by going to project-
core.com/pdsurvey. Thank you for your participation. To learn more about	Project	
CORE and to access free resources and materials visit the website at project-
core.com. 
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