
 
       

 

 
 

  

   

 
  

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

Video Transcript 
Project Core: Teaching and Modeling the Core 

Slide 1. Welcome to the Project Core professional development modules. This module, 
Teaching and Modeling the Universal Core, is designed to review the importance of 
teaching and modeling the Universal Core Vocabulary and to provide some specific 
strategies to accomplish this. 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. In previous modules, we described the Universal Core Vocabulary.  This is a 
small set of highly useful words that apply across all contexts.  The Universal Core 
includes words that are meaningful when used as single words that can also be combined 
with other core words to create longer messages, which makes expanding student 
messages easy for communication partners.  The words are shown here in text to make it 
easier for you, but they can and should be represented with graphic or tactual symbols for 
students who are beginning communicators. 

Slide 3. For example, here are several versions of the Universal Core with each word 
represented by Picture Communication Symbols. 

Slide 4. And here, a 3D printer was used to create tactual versions of some of the core 
symbols for use by students who have multiple disabilities including blindness. 

Slide 5. No matter what format you provide, when you initially give the Universal Core 
Vocabulary to a student, it will be unfamiliar.  You should not expect students to begin 
using it right away, however, you should make sure each student has access to the 
Universal Core so that you can begin teaching and modeling its use. 

Slide 6. It is important to remember that students who are learning to use the Universal 
Core typically do not see others communicating by pointing to or otherwise selecting 
symbols. These students hear spoken language or see sign language, but they cannot 
respond in the same way. Their expressive language involves a different process that 
requires selecting and combining symbols once they decide what they want to 
communicate. Therefore, it is critical that we teach students the words and the symbols 
that make up the Universal Core Vocabulary, model their use as often as possible, and 
encourage students to begin using them in supportive and meaningful contexts. 

Slide 7. It is important enough to repeat.  Your goal is to encourage communication using 
symbols without requiring it. 

Slide 8. Follow your students’ lead. Let your students’ interests and communication 
behaviors drive the interaction. If your students’ body posture, facial expressions, or 
other behaviors suggest they are just not interested, try something else. If students are not 
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engaged, there will be little reason to communicate. If there is little reason to 
communicate, opportunities to teach and model will be severely restricted. Stay flexible 
and follow your students’ lead.  

Slide 9. Recognize that symbols are an extension of the student’s voice. Avoid saying 
things like where is the?, show me … or find the... These prompts turn the interaction 
into a test of the student’s ability to locate symbols.  The focus should be on meaningful 
use rather than mere identification.  You should also avoid the old switcheroo.  We often 
see educators change the location of symbols to check whether a student will select the 
same symbol a second time.  This switcheroo may lead the beginning communicator to 
think they made an incorrect selection and should choose something else the 2nd time.  
This clearly runs counter to our instructional goals. Focus on the communication, 
enthusiastically encouraging students to “tell me more!” 

Slide 10. As we encourage students to communicate, we need to slow ourselves down and 
be patient. For many of our students this means waiting 10 seconds or more, before we 
add to or repeat our comment or question. Setting an appropriate pace for the interaction, 
which is often much slower than our natural tendencies, will provide opportunity for 
students to respond and interact. It also provides opportunity to hold your point as you 
model until the student looks at it. A point is only meaningful as a model if a student 
actually sees, hears or otherwise experiences it in a manner that is consistent with the 
ways they select symbols to communicate. 

Slide 11. Maximizing teaching and learning opportunities requires learning to think in core. 
Try to use language that maximizes the use of the Universal Core symbols throughout the 
day, with Universal Core systems available for you to use to model and teach, and for 
students to use to communicate. Getting into a rhythm of using the Universal Core to 
augment your spoken language will support you in modeling all day long. 

Slide 12. But don’t forget that part of helping students learn to use symbols to communicate 
is teaching them the words and the symbols themselves. Look at this Picture 
Communication Symbol. Do you know the word it represents?  You may know that this 
is the symbol for the word, turn, because of your experience with symbols. You may be 
able to figure out that it means turn because the arrows show something going around or 
turning.  Now think about your students.  In contrast to your fully developed language 
skills, students who are just learning to use the Universal Core Vocabulary are often 
beginning communicators. They are unlikely to make the connection between a green 
circle surrounded by arrows and the concept of something turning. 

Slide 13. You must teach students the word and the symbol representing the word. In 
addition, consider the fact that the word, turn, can be used in several different ways. It 
can be used as a noun to say you want a turn or should take a turn.  It can be used as a 
verb to tell someone to turn on or turn off the lights. It can be used to describe the way 
ice can turn to water. The list goes on and we should not assume that beginning 
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communicators know the meaning or multiple meanings of core vocabulary words or the 
symbols that represent them.  We must make sure we teach our students the meaning and 
use of the Universal Core words and the symbols that represent them. 

Slide 14. Pause for activity one. 

Slide 15. As you introduce the Universal Core, you want to begin with all 36 words.  It is 
tempting to select just a couple to focus on as you get started; however, a more restricted 
set dramatically reduces the number of opportunities to teach.  With all 36 words, adults 
will generally find one or more words to model in every interaction.  In addition to 
modeling the use of the Universal Core while talking with students, you’ll want to show 
students how they could use the symbols to communicate.  When students use one or 
more symbols, your job is to repeat what the student said and expand on it by adding one 
or more words.  Before students are able to use any symbols to communicate, the teacher 
attributes meaning and shows the student how they could communicate using the 
Universal Core. For example, when a student is clearly showing pleasure during an 
activity by smiling and vocalizing, an adult would attribute meaning and say, “Oh, you 
like this!”  then point to LIKE on the Universal Core and say, “You LIKE it.  You can 
tell me that you LIKE it.”  In the end, your aim is to offer high levels of repetition with 
each symbol, but the repetition should be repetition with variety instead of rote repetition. 

Slide 16. Let’s consider what this all looked like in one classroom. The lesson focused on 
snow.  Just before the lesson, the teacher went outside and scooped up a cup full of snow.  
Each student had a chance to see and touch the snow. The teacher observed student 
reactions including facial expressions, body movements, and vocalizations.  The teacher 
attributed meaning to the behaviors she observed by saying things like, “Oh, you like the 
way the snow feels” while pointing to the symbol LIKE.  When a student pulled away or 
grimaced, she would attribute meaning saying, “You do not like that” while modeling the 
symbol for NOT.  If a student reached out for the snow after it was removed, the teacher 
would say, “You want more” and point to the symbol for MORE.  

Slide 17. When a student successfully selected the symbol LIKE after feeling the snow, the 
teacher replied, “LIKE.” 

Slide 18. And then expanded the effort, pointing to LIKE and THAT while saying, “You 
LIKE THAT.” 

Slide 19. Within this same class, one student reached for the cup of snow. When the teacher 
approached him, he pointed to the symbols I WANT LOOK. 

Slide 20. The teacher replied by saying, “Okay, YOU CAN LOOK” while pointing to YOU 
CAN LOOK.  This teacher consistently used the Universal Core throughout her day with 
a broad range of communicators.  She did not expect the beginning communicators to use 
the Universal Core, but she provided many, many models to show those students how it 
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could be used to communicate. At the same time, she was also able to support students 
who used the Universal Core in a variety of ways to communicate more effectively. 

Slide 21. Sometimes you will want to teach specific words. As you choose specific words 
you want to teach directly, you must also identify a variety of activities where the words 
can be used meaningfully.  These activities should be rich in context, interactive and 
engaging. 

Slide 22. Pause for activity two. 

Slide 23. In this example, the teacher made the decision to focus on the word, WANT. The 
teacher modeled the use of the word WANT across activities and planned a variety of 
activities during which students were taught and encouraged to use WANT to make 
requests.  This picture was taken after a very successful activity that culminated in 
making brownies.  The girl who used this board repeatedly touched WANT and got bits 
of freshly baked brownies on the board.  While her chocolate covered hand clearly 
touched all over the page of her flip book, you can see that WANT was touched more 
often than the other symbols on the page. 

Slide 24. As we wrap up this module, remember that using an AAC system is a different 
way of communicating than speaking.  Your students need to learn the words and the 
symbols that represent those words.  They also need to learn how to combine words and 
symbols to expand their language and communication skills. They can only accomplish 
these things if the adults in the environment actively model the use of the Universal Core 
throughout the day, carefully observe student behaviors and attribute meaning, and show 
students how they can use symbols or expand upon their use of symbols to communicate 
more effectively. 

This concludes the module. Your 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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