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A. PROJECT CORE OVERVIEW 
 

A-1. Goal 

The primary goal of Project Core is to provide educators with the training, tools and 
resources needed to teach communication to school-aged students with significant cognitive 
disabilities. The program uses a core vocabulary approach to augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC). It addresses the needs of students who are not using speech, sign 
language, or symbols to communicate in flexible ways. 

 
A-2. Which students can benefit? 

The program targets all students with significant cognitive disabilities who do not use speech, 
signs, or symbols to communicate for a range of reasons on a variety of topics with a wide 
range of communication partners. This includes students who can only communicate requests 
and students who cannot combine words when they: 

1. ask for things/activities they want, 
2. refuse things/activities they do not want, 
3. interact socially, or 
4. share information with others. 

 
A-3. Who delivers the communication instruction? 

Educators are the lead instructors, supported by teaching assistants, related service providers, 
and other personnel who interact with students in the classroom. No prior training or 
experience with AAC is required to get started. The only prerequisite is a belief that all 
students can learn to communicate in increasingly complex ways. 

 
A-5. Why Universal Core? Don’t students need access to more than 36 words? 

The Universal Core vocabulary is a classroom-based support addressing the need for all 
students to have access to at least an initial set of words to support communication. The 
Program provides a set of 36 words that have been prioritized based on research; but 
the Project does not suggest that beginning communicators’ systems be restricted to 
only these 36 words (or only core words more generally). The Project suggests that core 
vocabulary works as an instructional priority because the words can be used across 
communication purposes and contexts, which maximizes opportunities for teaching and 
learning. Use of the Universal Core vocabulary does not preclude the use of other more 
specialized and individualized vocabulary where the school and classroom have the 
resources to support effective learning and use. 

 
A-6. What is Universal Core vocabulary? 

The Universal Core vocabulary is a set of 36 highly useful single words that can be used 
alone or in combination to communicate for a range of purposes, across topics, with a wide 
variety of communication partners. Several formats are available to support student access 
through direct pointing or touch, eye gaze selection, and partner-assisted scanning. 
Additionally, high contrast versions are available to address the needs of some students with 
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visual impairments and 3D symbols are available for students who are blind. All formats are 
available for free download and printing from: http://www.project-core.com/communication- 
systems/. 

 

Note: For students who are already using a speech generating device or mobile platform with 
AAC software, materials are included in the program to support teaching communication and 
the Universal Core vocabulary using their existing AAC systems. 

 
A-7. What instruction will occur? 

The universal intervention in Project Core calls for demonstrating the use of symbols 
combined with explicit teaching of the meaning and use of the Universal Core vocabulary. 
Demonstrating and teaching are integrated into daily activities (e.g., arrival, mealtime, 
personal care) and academic routines (e.g., shared reading, predictable chart writing, 
alphabet knowledge/phonological awareness activities). The intervention is a classroom-
based communication intervention for all students with the targeted communication needs. 

 
A-8. Is professional development available? 

Professional development is available for group and self-directed learning. The facilitated 
version of the training has detailed facilitator guides with scripted presenter notes, pre- 
recorded video content, and structured activities for twelve professional development 
modules. Effective facilitation of the modules does not require expertise in AAC. Each 
module requires approximately 60 minutes to complete. There is also an online/on-demand 
version of the training with pre-recorded video content, and structured activities built into 
each module. All modules include optional pretest/posttest assessments. 

 
A-9. How does it work with our existing curricula? 

The key strategies in the Program can be applied across the school day and in the context of 
any curriculum that requires educators and students to communicate. To support educators 
in their efforts to conceptualize how to use the Universal Core Vocabulary in various 
academic activities and existing curricula, the Program provides several modules and self-
reflection and observation forms targeting specific instructional routines. These 
instructional routines (e.g., shared reading, predictable chart writing, alphabet/phonological 
awareness) are grounded in evidence-based practices and provide solid examples of the use 
of the Universal Core vocabulary and Program instructional strategies, but Project Core 
does not require the use of these specific instructional routines. 

A-10. What if a student is already using another communication system? 

If students are successfully using another communication intervention system, the Universal 
Core vocabulary and Program instructional strategies may provide additional support. Many 
commercially available communication systems already include the words that are in the 
Universal Core vocabulary. In these cases, the Program may help educators learn additional 
strategies to demonstrate and teach the systems students already use. In the case of 
approaches like PECS, the Universal Core can be provided as an additional support to 
expand the types and length of messages adults demonstrate and students may eventually 
compose. For example, PECS vocabulary generally focuses on requesting or labeling items, 
with many nouns organized by category (e.g., foods, toys, places, activities) and one or two 
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symbols for starter phrases such as ‘I want ’ or ‘I see .’ Access to the Universal Core 
vocabulary offers additional opportunities to expand language learning and use. Adults can 
demonstrate symbol use by commenting, asking questions, seeking opinions and expanding 
the messages students communicate rather than focusing primarily on responding to requests. 

 

B. WHAT DOES BEING AN INSTRUCTIONAL COACH 

INVOLVE? 
 

B-1.  The Instructional Coach 

Coaching can be defined as the one-to-one and group process of helping educators examine 
instructional concerns and perceived barriers to student success. In Project Core, coaches 
provide educators with instructional support in areas such as training program components, 
observation and descriptive feedback discussions, instructional planning, and assisting 
educators in recognizing when they may need the support of related service providers to 
problem solve specific issues related to student success. The Program provides coaches with 
a wide variety of resources to support their work. 

 
B-2. Professional Development 

The Program includes twelve professional development modules that coaches facilitate with 
the educators they support. The instructional coach does not have to have a background in 
communication or augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) to successfully 
facilitate professional development sessions, but the coach should have at least some 
experience leading group discussions. With guidance and support from the school or program 
administrator and resources provided by Project Core, coaches will develop a plan to deliver 
the modules to appropriate educators, including classroom staff and related service providers. 
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B-3. Observation and Descriptive Feedback Discussions 

The most important aspect of coaching is providing feedback. Constructive feedback 
concentrates on specific behaviors in a focused way that emphasizes opportunities for growth 
and learning. Effective feedback also describes rather than evaluates, which means that the 
coach should avoid statements of judgement about a educators’ performance. Having a non- 
judgmental relationship with the educator will allow for open discussions about the new 
concepts, materials, and experiences. To help with this, the Program provides observation 
forms that describe the behaviors associated with the successful implementation of the 
Universal Core vocabulary. These same forms are used by the educator for self-reflection 
purposes. There is an expectation that a coach would observe occasionally throughout the 
school year in each participating classroom and then meet with the educator to discuss the 
observation and provide descriptive feedback. 

 
B-4. Instructional Plans and Descriptive Feedback 

The Program also provides a template to support educators in the creation of lesson plans, 
which will help them develop a habit of planning for communication throughout their 
instructional day. The expectation is that a coach would occasionally work with an educator 
to cooperatively think through the implementation of Universal Core vocabulary within 
daily activities and specific academic routines, providing descriptive feedback that targets 
specific aspects of a lesson. 

 
Note: Program lesson plans are not meant to replace school or district required lesson plan 
formats. 

 
B-5. Problem Solving Issues 

Nether the coach nor the educator is expected to have all the answers that may be needed to 
successfully implement the Program, but the coach may recognize when related service 
providers need to be brought in to take advantage of their expertise to problem solve through 
specific issues. The coach may be the one to either connect the educator and the provider or to 
facilitate the discussion. 

 
B-6. Coaching Expectations 

In most of the sections that follow there is a heading titled Coaching Expectations. Under the 
heading there will be a brief explanation as to the coaches’ role in the implementation of the 
tool and/or strategy described in that section. In addition, it is expected that coaches will 
maintain a log of activities to document discussions. 

 
C. HOW TO PROCEED 

 

C-1. Getting Started 

This section of the guide is organized to explain coaching activities in a chronological 
order. While there is some overlap (e.g., after the first two modules, educators may begin 
completing the Communication Matrix while the coach may continue providing additional 
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PD modules), coaches can use this section to help think about all of the activities required 
throughout the year. All suggested forms can be printed out separately from this guide. 

 
C-2. Additional Creativity 

Coaches are not restricted to just the activities described in this coaches’ guide or in the 
facilitator guides in the professional development modules. For example, coaches may 
choose to have a community of practice where educators share ideas, discuss instructional 
barriers, and write unit or lesson plans. Coaches need to work collaboratively with educators 
to identify when additional supports may be useful. 

 
 

D. PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT MODULES 

 

D-1. Targeted Professional Development and Support 

Educators cannot be expected to implement communication supports for students without 
targeted professional development and support. An important component of the overall 
Program implementation is a plan for the types of support and professional development 
necessary to help educators improve communication instruction and successfully implement 
the Universal Core vocabulary with struggling communicators. Project Core has developed a 
comprehensive set of professional development modules to address this need. 

 
D-2. Facilitated Modules 

The facilitated modules have detailed facilitator guides with scripted presenter notes, pre- 
recorded video content, and structured activities for twelve professional development modules. 
Each module requires approximately 60 minutes to complete. Schools/programs have the 
flexibility to schedule based on the time educators and coaches have available for PD. All 
modules are available at: http://www.project-core.com/professional-development-modules/ 

 
D-3. Self-directed Online Modules 

As an alternative to a face-to-face module, there are also self-directed online modules. 
Each module requires between 30-45 minutes to complete. The Program encourages 
educators to get started using the instructional practices after an initial introduction. These 
modules can also be used by staff to refresh their knowledge and understanding after face-
to-face trainings. All modules are available at: http://www.project-core.com/professional- 
development-modules/ 

 
D-4. Combination of Facilitated and Self-Directed 

The Facilitated and Self-directed modules can be used in combination. This flexibility allows 
schools/programs to make a plan that maximizes the time they have available for 
professional development. It also allows schools/programs to develop alternate training plans 
for educators who are hired mid-year or educators who miss scheduled group training 
sessions. 
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D-5. Coaching Expectations and Professional Development 

Coaches, working in collaboration with building or district administration, need to plan and 
implement the delivery of the professional development modules. This is one of the primary 
roles of the coach. See the tool Coaches Planning Guide for Professional Development on 
page 12. 

 
D-6. Preparation for Facilitated Presentations 

Planning for the delivery of each facilitated module will require about two hours of 
preparation. Coaches should begin by reading the facilitator guide that is provided for each 
module. The facilitator guide provides a script and activities for each. After reading through 
the facilitator guide, facilitators should review the on-line video and familiarize themselves 
with the match between the video and the guide. Coaches should use the script in the 
facilitator guide as a model, but feel free to talk through the content using the script as a 
support when needed. Finally, coaches should download the movie (if needed for off-line 
viewing during the training) and print materials they intend to reproduce for use during the 
face-to-face training. All modules are available at: http://www.project-core.com/professional- 
development-modules/. 

 
D-7. Preparation for Self-Directed Online Module Follow-Up 

When using the self-directed online modules for professional development, the coach will 
need to plan a face-to-face follow-up with staff to actively engage them in activities that help 
develop their understanding of the information. See Online Professional Development 
Examples for Follow-up Activities on page 14. The coach is encouraged to develop other 
activities as well. 

 
D-8. Professional Development Planning Guide 

Use the form below, Coaches Planning Guide for Professional Development (page 12), to 
plan how and when training will be delivered throughout the school year. This form provides 
the recommended order for the professional development (PD) modules. The coach will 
work with school and/or district administrators or their designee, along with other coaches 
involved in the delivery of the PD modules, to plan PD activities for the school year. 

 
The following are recommendations that may help plan successful implementation of the 
professional development modules. 

 
Recommendation 1: Schedule at least the first two modules right away to build enthusiasm 

and energy around the Program. Once educators have this initial knowledge they can get 
started. There is no need to wait until all the modules have been presented to move 
forward. Everyone’s knowledge base will grow throughout the year and other school sites 
have found that the best way to move forward is to begin applying the basic information 
right away. 

 
Recommendation 2: When using a self-directed online version of a module, schedule a face- 

to-face follow-up with individuals or with a group so that educators can engage in 
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thinking through the application of the information for their specific population. These 
strategies and practices may be new for many educators and providing one another 
support in problem solving can be a powerful way to learn the information and help it 
become an instructional habit. See Online Professional Development Examples for 
Follow-up Activities on page 14. 

 
Recommendation 3: Often there is a day or two set aside for professional development. If 

those days can be used for Project Core, then multiple modules can be presented in a 
single day. Each facilitator guide gives an approximate time frame for completion (for 
more details on facilitator guides see section D-2 on page 9), and that time frame will 
likely be reduced slightly if modules are combined into a single session. 



© 2019 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, The Center for Literacy and Disability Studies 
www.project-core.com 

12 

 

 

Self-Directed Online Professional Development 
Examples for Follow-up Activities  

COACHES PLANNING GUIDE FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

The following form provides the recommended order for the professional development (PD) modules. The modules were designed to be flexible to 
meet school, program, classroom, and coaching needs. The coach will work with school and/or district administrators or their designee, along with 
other coaches involved in the delivery of the PD modules, to plan PD activities for the school year. 

 
Directions: For each module check the delivery type (i.e., facilitated or online) and write in the dates of the training or the date in which the online 
modules should be completed. If it is an online module, also write in the date for the follow-up activity. If more than one coach will be facilitating 
or leading the follow-up activities, write in the name of the person responsible for the preparation of the event. 

 
Recommendation: Complete the following modules prior to the beginning of the school year or within the first month. NOTE: Modules from 
the other sections can be scheduled sooner, if time allows. 

Module Delivery Type Date Responsible Coach 
 
Project Core: An Overview 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
 
Universal Core Vocabulary 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
 
Beginning Communicators 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
 
Aided Language Input 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
 
Supporting Individual Access to the 
Universal Core 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
 
Teaching Communication During Daily 
Routines and Activities 

 
 
 

 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
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Self-Directed Online Professional Development 
Examples for Follow-up Activities  

Recommendation: Complete the following modules by Fall break. NOTE: Modules from the other section can be scheduled sooner, if time 
allows. 

Module Delivery Type Date Responsible Coach 

Teaching Communication During 
Academic Instruction 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  

Teaching Communication During 
Academics: Shared Reading 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  

Teaching Communication During 
Academics: Predictable Chart Writing 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  

Teaching Communication During 
Academics: Alphabet Knowledge and 
Phonological Awareness 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
 

Recommendation: Complete the following modules by the end of February. 
Module Delivery Type Date Responsible Coach 

 
Teaching Communication During 
Academics: Independent Reading 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
 
Teaching Communication During 
Academics: Independent Writing 

 
 
 
 

Facilitated   
Self-Directed Online   

Face-to-face Follow-up  
Face-to-face Follow-up   
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Self-Directed Online Professional Development 
Examples for Follow-up Activities  

The following are examples of possible follow-up activities that can be used to engage staff in thinking through the application of the 
information for their specific population. The strategies and practices in the modules may be new for many educators and providing 
one another support in thinking and problem solving can be a powerful way to learn the information and help it become an 
instructional habit. These examples should not limit your creativity in having educators engage with the concepts and materials. 

 
Activity Description Implementation Resource or Example 

 
Self– evaluation/ 
Observation Forms 

After viewing an academic routine module, staff can 
review and discuss the Self-Reflection/Observation forms 
specifically focusing on the teaching of communication 
exhibited throughout the routine. 

Self-reflection/Observation Forms can be found here: 
http://www.project-core.com/implementation- 
resources/ 

Collaborative 
Curriculum 
Development 

Working together, staff can develop or modify lesson plans, 
teaching units, resource materials, and formative assessment 
tools to include a focus on communication. 

Instructional Planning form can be found here: 
http://www.project-core.com/implementation- 
resources/ 

 
 

Communication 
Posters 

Staff can create posters with examples of how to use 
universal core vocabulary demonstrations in specific 
academic or daily routines and activities. These posters can 
be placed in the classroom or other appropriate settings as a 
staff reminder to embed communication demonstrations 
throughout the day. 

 

 

Universal Core 
Vocabulary 
Comments for 
Shared Reading 

Have staff bring books they use in their classrooms (literature, 
informational, and classroom made) and work together to 
plan the Universal Core vocabulary comments for each page 
using sticky notes. These books can then be shared across 
classrooms. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

  Instructional Planning form 
can be found here: 
http://www.project- 
core.com/implementation- 
resources/ 
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Self-Directed Online Professional Development 
Examples for Follow-up Activities  

 
Activity Description Implementation Resource or Example 

Universal Core 
Vocabulary Topic 
and Sentence 
Stems for 
Predictable Chart 
Writing 

1. Staff generates a list of topics (i.e., police, firemen; apples, 
leaves, football) based on the themes they use throughout 
the year (i.e., Me and My Community; Fall Fun), events 
that take place throughout the year (i.e., Science Fair, 
Special Olympics), and interests of their students (i.e., 
trains, machines, balls). 

2. For each topic generate sentence stems using the universal 
core vocabulary. 

3. Then identify the range of options you’ll provide students 
to complete the sentences. 

4. Finally, brainstorm how you will present those choices to 
each student. 

  
 
 
 
 
 

Instructional Planning form can 
be found here: 
http://www.project- 
core.com/implementation- 
resources/ 

 

 
 

Determine How 
Students Currently 
Communicate 

1. Give each classroom team a copy of the Communication 
Matrix. 

2. Have them identify behaviors from their own students that 
exemplify the types of behaviors listed in each section. 

3. If working with more than one classroom, have them share 
their examples with the larger group. 

http://communicationmatrix.org 

Determine How 
Students Will 
Access the 
Universal Core 
Vocabulary 

Have the classroom staff work through the selection tool for 
each individual student who does not already have a 
communication device to determine the format they will 
download and create for their students. 

The Universal Core selection tool can be found here: 
http://www.project-core.com/selectiontool 

Identify Universal 
Core Vocabulary 
and Its Many Uses 

Work together to identify and describe various classroom 
routines and activities (i.e., arrival/departure, going to the 
library, playing on the playground). Identify words and 
phrases using the Universal Core vocabulary that can be 
demonstrated and used during each. 

Universal Core words are in bold. 
Arrival/Departure: get it/that; put in; put on; where 
do you go? You do it 
Going to the library: go; you go; I go; I like; want to 
go; it is here; where is it; when do I go? 
Playing on the playground: more; like; finished; that 
good; want turn; not want; can do; all here; I want 
on; make go. 
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D-9. Professional Development Facilitation: Self-Reflection & Observation 

Self-reflection can improve a coach’s effectiveness by encouraging ongoing, careful 
consideration of the impact of professional development practices on participants’ 
understanding and engagement throughout a session. Use the form below, Professional 
Development Facilitation: Self-Reflection & Observation, to pinpoint what worked, what did 
not work, and what changes might be considered to improve delivery practices. 
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Module:    

 

Presenter:    
 

Date:  Time:    
 

Evidence Yes No Comments 
Pre-recorded video was previewed prior to 
the professional development session. 

   

Handouts and technology (e.g., internet, 
video, sound system/speakers) were ready 
prior to start time. 

   

Explained topic, objectives, and format of 
the presentation prior to starting the pre- 
recorded video. 

   

Presentation style portrayed enthusiasm 
and interest in the module topic. 

   

Used facilitator guide as a support but 
avoided talking exclusively from the 
script. 

   

Allowed sufficient time for activities and 
discussion of classroom application, 
relevance, and examples. 

   

Encouraged and responded to discussions 
and questions. 

   

Addressed misunderstandings about the 
content. 

   

Summary and Additional Comments: 

Professional Development Facilitation: Self-Reflection & Observation 
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E. COMMUNICATION MATRIX 
 
 
E-1. What is the Communication Matrix? 

The Communication Matrix (https://communicationmatrix.org/) is a free tool designed to 
help educators identify and track how students communicate for four primary reasons: to 
request, refuse, interact socially, and exchange information. Each completed Communication 
Matrix profile can serve as a guide as teams work to identify, honor and attribute meaning to 
student communication attempts and in turn demonstrate more conventional and symbolic 
forms. Detailed descriptions of each level are provided in the Communication Matrix 
Handbook (https://www.communicationmatrix.org/uploads/pdfs/handbook.pdf). 

 

E-2. How does the data gathered inform intervention and measure student progress? 

The Communication Matrix is one of our primary tools for identifying and documenting 
students’ communication abilities, both as a baseline assessment and as an ongoing measure 
at points after the Universal Core vocabulary has been introduced. Completed 
Communication Matrix profiles support educators in pinpointing the ways students are 
currently expressing messages independently, including the earliest behaviors that are 
interpreted by the educator but are not yet used by the student with clear communicative  
intent. As educators implement the Universal Core vocabulary and expand upon each 
student’s communication attempts by demonstrating more conventional forms, the 
Communication Matrix serves as an ongoing measure for documenting new behaviors and 
changes in ability level. 

 
E-3. Coaching Expectations and the Communication Matrix 

Coaches are not expected to complete the Communication Matrix for individual students. 
Classroom educators will complete the Communication Matrix for participating students. 
Coaches are responsible for following-up with educators and assisting as needed to be sure 
the Communication Matrix is completed in a timely manner. 

 
E-4. How long will it take to complete the Communication Matrix? 

Completing the Communication Matrix may take as few as ten minutes or up to an hour to 
complete, depending on how many communicative behaviors a student uses. It may also be 
beneficial to complete some portions of the Matrix based on well-known communication 
behaviors and return to other items later after additional observation of students in the 
classroom. 

 
E-5. Directions 

The research team will provide educators with login and student IDs to access and 
complete online Communication Matrix forms for each participating student. Educators 
will use the specified form (and unique hyperlink) to answer all questions related to each 
student’s communication abilities and current forms of expression. To support the Project 
research, educators should complete the Communication Matrix for all participating 
students within the first month and again in the last month of the school year. 
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F. UNIVERSAL CORE SELECTION TOOL 

 

F-1. What is the Universal Core selection tool? 

Project Core has an online tool that helps teams make decisions regarding an appropriate 
beginning format of the Universal Core vocabulary for individual students. The tool requires 
teams to answer a few questions about each student’s ability to point, see, and visually scan 
an array of symbols. It is likely that within an individual classroom there will be multiple 
formats because each recommendation is based on individual student need. The online tool 
can be accessed at: http://www.project-core.com/selectiontool/. 

 

NOTE: This tool is not intended to replace more comprehensive AAC evaluations; it is 
simply intended to provide a suitable place to start. 

 
F-2. Coaching Expectations and the Universal Core Selection Tool 

Coaches are expected to ensure that educators and teams are aware of the tool and know 
how to access it. Coaches may need to guide the educators and teams in using the tool for 
the first time, but educators and teams are ultimately responsible for determining an 
appropriate initial format for each student. 

 
F-3. When should the tool be used? 

Use the tool for individual students who do not yet have access to an individualized 
communication system, or students for whom an existing system is not a suitable match. 
Educators and related service providers should use professional judgement and knowledge of 
the student, along with the recommendation offered by the tool, to determine the format that 
is likely a good starting place for the student. Once a format has been determined, the file for 
the format can be downloaded for free and printed and laminated, or 3D symbols can be 
created. The files can be found here: http://www.project-core.com/communication-systems/ 

 

NOTE: For students who already have access to a communication device or other well- 
organized communication system, the recommendations the tool provides may be useful in 
helping educators think about page design, access and vision needs. 

 
F-4. Where do I find the tool? 

The tool can be found at: http://www.project-core.com/communication-systems/ 
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G. CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION 
 

G-1. Classroom Instruction 

The Program provides several resources that support educators in their efforts to teach 
communication in the context of academic (e.g., alphabet, reading, writing) and daily 
activities (e.g., social, self-help, specials). Available resources are informed by research and 
exemplify the behaviors associated with embedding the Universal Core vocabulary 
throughout the school day. There are modules available for each academic routine. There are 
also self-reflection/observation forms to provide educators, coaches, and administrators with 
a way of reflecting on the communicative behaviors associated with each routine. Educators 
can take the knowledge and understandings they gain while implementing these practices 
and apply them to other routines. In each of the sections below there is a brief description of 
the routine and the forms associated with each. 

 
G-2. Coaching Expectations for Classroom Instruction 

Though it is the goal of this program for educators to lead communication instruction in the 
classroom, coaches play a vital role in helping educators reflect on their instructional 
practice. Coaches are expected to deliver the professional development modules on the 
various academic routines and use the observation forms to periodically collaborate with the 
educator and provide descriptive feedback. Coaches should also become familiar with the 
lesson plan components so they can provide descriptive feedback or help educators think 
through how to incorporate the components into a required school or district lesson plan 
format. 

 
G-3. Instructional Self-Reflection and Observation Forms 

Shared Reading: 

Shared Reading is designed to promote interaction between adults and students during book 
reading. It is intended to maximize communication and interaction on a page-by-page basis. 
This is in contrast to the goal of other forms of reading that focus on text comprehension. 

 
The information in the module and the self-reflection/observation form helps educators 
integrate the use of the Universal Core vocabulary in the context of shared reading 
instruction for students with significant cognitive disabilities who are developing symbolic 
communication skills. The module on shared reading can be found at: http://www.project- 
core.com/professional-development-modules/ 

 

The self-reflection/observation form for shared reading is on the next page. 
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Shared Reading Self-Reflection and Observation 
Teacher: ____________________________  Other Adults: _________________________  # of Students: 
_________________________  
Brief Description of Activity: _______________________________  Date: _________  Time: ________ Observer: 
_____________________  

Types of Core Vocabulary Systems Used:   Printed Core Board  3D Symbols  Communication App or device  Other: _______ 
Directions: Observe or reflect on practice with all students for whom AAC is appropriate.  

Evidence Consistently Occasionally Never Comments & Examples 

ALL students have access to their own personal 
communication system with core vocabulary.      

Content and complexity of book is appropriate for 
age/grade/ability level of students.     

Before reading, the adult connects book to previously 
taught information or experiences.     

Core-based comments have been preplanned and are used 
in the lesson.     

Adults recognize and respond to student’s efforts to 
communicate.     

Adults tell students very clearly what they did to 
communicate.      

Adults show students how to use core vocabulary using 
each student’s personal communication system (or a system 
that is very similar). 

    

Adults comment while reading using each student’s 
personal communication system (or a system that is very 
similar). 

    

Adults provide wait time and ask or encourage students to 
participate page-by-page in any way they can.     

Adults recognize, respond to, and expand on student’s 
efforts to participate and communicate.     

The adult reads with enthusiasm in a way that fosters a joy 
for reading     

Adults do not provide students with physical support (e.g., 
hand-over-hand) to communicate.   
 

    

Summary and Additional Comments (continue on back as needed): 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE 
 

Predictable Chart Writing: 
 

Predictable chart writing is a multi-step, group activity. It is designed to develop students’ 
knowledge of print concepts, letter-sound knowledge, word identification, writing, and 
communication skills. In most classrooms, the steps in predictable chart writing are carried 
out across multiple days as students and educators work together to build a chart, read and 
reread the chart, divide sentences into individual words, reconstruct the sentences, and 
ultimately create a book to read together. 

 
The information in the module and the self-reflection/observation form for predictable chart 
writing helps educators integrate the use of the Universal Core vocabulary in the context of 
predictable chart writing instruction for students with significant cognitive disabilities who 
are developing symbolic communication skills. The module can be found at: 
http://www.project-core.com/professional-development-modules/ 

 

The self-reflection/observation form for predictable chart writing is on the next page. 
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Predictable Chart Writing Self-Reflection and Observation 
Teacher: ____________________________ Other Adults: _________________________ # of Students: _________________________
  

Brief Description of Activity: ____________________________   Date: _________   Time: ________   Observer: _________________ 

Types of Core Vocabulary Systems Used:   Printed Core Board  3D Symbols  Communication App or device  Other: ___________ 

Directions: Observe or reflect on practice with all students for whom AAC is appropriate.  
 

Evidence Consistently Occasionally Never Comments & Examples 

ALL students have access to their own personal 
communication system with core vocabulary.  

    

Adults recognize and respond to student’s efforts to 
communicate. 

    

Adults tell students very clearly what they did to 
communicate.  

    

Adults show students how to use core vocabulary using each 
student’s personal communication system (or a system that is 
very similar). 

    

Adults encourage students to communicate beyond completing 
a sentence for the chart. 

    

Adults invite students to use their core vocabulary system, 
without requiring use.  

    

Adults provide wait time for students to initiate and respond.     

Adults do not provide students with physical support (e.g., 
hand-over-hand) to communicate.   

    

Chart title is related to something students are learning or have 
experienced. 

    

The sentence stem is age and ability appropriate.      

The sentence stem includes one or more core words.      

Choices to complete the sentence stem have been prepared.     

An adult introduces the chart and demostrates completing the 
first sentence.  

    

Each student completes a sentence given adequate wait time 
and a set of choices. 
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Predictable Chart Writing Self-Reflection and Observation 
 
Each predictable chart writing lesson should also include one or more of the following: 
 

Evidence Consistently Occasionally Never Comments & Examples 

An adult reads the chart showing students the core words on 
their communication systems (or a system that is very similar). 

    

An adult clearly states one or more purposes for rereading or 
working with the chart. 

    

Each student participates actively in cutting the sentence into 
individual words. 

    

Students (individually or as a group) build and compare the 
sentence with the chart. 

    

Each student selects an image, object or tactual to illustrate 
their sentence. 

    

A book is compiled and shared with the students.     

 
Summary and Additional Comments (continue on back as needed): 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE 

Alphabet Knowledge and Phonological Awareness: 
Knowledge of the alphabet requires students to learn many things. They have to recognize 
the 52-distinct upper and lower-case letters and 26 names for those letters. They must 
understand that the upper and lower-case letters are related to each other. And eventually, 
they must learn the sounds associated with each letter, and to learn to write or select each of 
the letters for use in spelling and writing. 

 
Phonological awareness is different but related to alphabet knowledge. Phonological 
awareness focuses on the ability to identify and manipulate words and sounds in spoken 
language. At its earliest stages, phonological awareness focuses on distinguishing words 
from one another. This helps students hear or otherwise recognize the difference between 
core words like she and he; same and some; in and on. As students begin to develop the 
ability to distinguish between words, they begin being able to recognize the number of 
syllables or parts and words. They also begin to recognize words that begin with the same 
sounds and words that rhyme or end in the same way. 

 
The information in the module and the self-reflection/observation form helps educators 
integrate the use of the Universal Core vocabulary in the context of activities targeting 
alphabet knowledge and phonological awareness. The module on alphabet and phonological 
awareness can be found on this web page: http://www.project-core.com/professional- 
development-modules/ 

 

The self-reflection/observation form for alphabet and phonological awareness is on the next 
page. 
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Alphabet and Phonological Awareness Self-Reflection and Observation Form 
Teacher: ____________________________ Other Adults: _________________________  # of Students: _________________________ 

Brief Description of Activity: _______________________________  Date: _________  Time: ________ Observer: _______________ 

Types of Core Vocabulary Systems Used:   Printed Core Board  3D Symbols  Communication App or device  Other: _______ 

Directions: Observe or reflect on practice with all students for whom AAC is appropriate.  

Evidence Consistentl
y Occasionally Never Comments & Examples 

ALL students have access to their own personal communication 
system with core vocabulary.  

    

Adults recognize and respond to student’s efforts to communicate.     

Adults tell students very clearly what they did to communicate.      

Adults show students how to use core vocabulary using each 
student’s personal communication system (or a system that is very 
similar). 

    

Adults encourage students to communicate in any way they can.      

Adults invite students to use their core vocabulary system, without 
requiring use.  

    

Adults provide wait time for students to initiate and respond.     

Adults do not provide students with physical support (e.g., hand-
over-hand) to communicate.   

    

An adult clearly describes the purpose of the lesson.     

The lesson connects to the theme or a topic being studied in some 
way.  

    

The lesson focuses on alphabet letters in a format that is accessible 
to ALL students (e.g., high contrast; large print; braille) 

    

The lesson focuses on letter names, letter sounds, or other aspects 
of phonological awareness (rhyme, alliteration, segmenting and 
blending sounds). 

    

Content and complexity of activity is appropriate for 
age/grade/ability level of students. 

    

Summary and Additional Comments: 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE 

Independent Writing: 
Given that many of the students who are likely to benefit from the Program are at the earliest 
stages of symbolic communication development, it might lead many to question a focus on 
opportunities to write independently. The obvious reason is that the ability to write is the key 
to being able to say anything you want, on any topic, to anyone you choose. The 26 letters of 
the alphabet can be combined to spell any word. No other symbol set has the same power. 
Long before many students in Project Core can use letters to spell words, engaging in 
independent writing provides a meaningful context to support communication and 
interaction. Educators can support students to take the lead in the interaction and as students 
make marks, scribbles or select letters educators can use this to both help students build 
understanding of writing as a form of communication and as a shared reference for using the 
Universal Core vocabulary to communicate about what they wrote. 

 
Even if students never learn to spell well enough to use writing as a means of 
communication, engaging in independent writing as part of daily instruction provides a 
meaningful context for shared attention and communication around topics the student selects. 
The module on independent writing can be found at: http://www.project- 
core.com/professional-development-modules/ 

 

The self-reflection/observation form for independent writing is on the next page. 
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Independent Writing Self-Reflection and Observation 
Teacher: ____________________________  Other Adults: _________________________  # of Students: _________________________ 

Brief Description of Activity: _______________________________  Date: _________  Time: ________ Observer: _____________________  
Types of Core Vocabulary Systems Used:   Printed Core Board  3D Symbols  Communication App or device  Other: _______ 
Directions: Observe or reflect on practice with all students for whom AAC is appropriate.  
 

Evidence Consistently Occasionally Never Comments & Examples 
ALL students have access to their own personal communication system 
with core vocabulary.  

    

Adults recognize and respond to student’s efforts to communicate.     

Adults tell students very clearly what they did to communicate.      

Adults show students how to use core vocabulary using each student’s 
personal communication system (or a system that is very similar). 

    

Adults encourage students to communicate in any way they can.      

Adults provide wait time for students to initiate and respond.     

Adults do not provide students with physical support (e.g., hand-over-
hand). 

    

The student has access to a standard pencil, pen, keyboard, or 
appropriate alternate pencil that includes all 26 letters. 

    

Adults support students in selecting topics from a broad range of 
choices. 

    

Each student chooses a topic. If not, the adult encourages each student 
and attributes meaning to settle on a topic. 

    

Each student is encouraged to communicate ideas about the topic using 
his/her personal communication system. 

    

Each student uses an appropriate pencil to write by selecting letters or 
making marks on the paper. 

    

The adult “reads” the letters as the student writes or selects them.     
Each student is given the opportunity to indicate when s/he is finished.      

The adult makes an effort to connect the written product back to the 
topic. 

    

Summary and Additional Comments (continue on back as needed): 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE 

Independent Reading: 
Independent reading provides students with the opportunity to explore a wide variety of 
books. As students explore, they can choose books that they are attracted to or that seem 
interesting. Students may choose a book because they like the illustrations, the way the text 
looks, or it may be a book that someone has shared before. Students may also be attracted to 
books that incorporate textures, sounds, pop-up features, or flaps to lift and explore. These 
are all things that an educator can point out to the student while demonstrating core 
vocabulary words. Students who cannot physically interact with a collection of books to 
make a selection might learn to use the Universal Core vocabulary to direct someone else to 
help them. The educator can demonstrate how to do this using an appropriate Universal Core 
vocabulary system. 

 
The information in the module and the self-reflection/observation form helps educators 
integrate the use of the Universal Core vocabulary in the context of independent reading 
instruction. The module on independent reading can be found at: http://www.project- 
core.com/professional-development-modules/ 

 

The self-reflection/observation form for independent reading is on the next page. 
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Independent Reading Self-Reflection and Observation Form 
Teacher: ____________________________  Other Adults: _________________________  # of Students: ________________________ 

Brief Description of Activity: _______________________________  Date: _________  Time: ________ Observer: _____________________  

Types of Core Vocabulary Systems Used:   Printed Core Board  3D Symbols  Communication App or device  Other: __________ 

Directions: Observe or reflect on practice with all students for whom AAC is appropriate.  
.  

Evidence Consistently Occasionally Never Comments & Examples 
ALL students have access to their own personal communication system 

with core vocabulary.  

    

Adults recognize and respond to student’s efforts to communicate.     

Adults tell students very clearly what they did to communicate.      

Adults show students how to use core vocabulary using each student’s 

personal communication system (or a system that is very similar). 

    

Adults encourage students to communicate in any way they can.      

Adults provide wait time for students to initiate and respond.     

Adults do not provide students with physical support (e.g., hand-over-

hand) to communicate.   

    

Each student is encouraged to select from a collection of age and ability-
appropriate books that are adapted for independent access (could include 

books on the computer etc.) 

    

Each student is given the opportunity to select a book to start and the 
freedom to select other books when desired. 

    

Each student is encouraged to explore the books independently.     

When an adult interacts with each student, s/he uses a communication 

system that is similar to the student’s personal communication system to 

comment, label, respond and otherwise communicate with the student.  

    

Summary and Additional Comments: 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE 

Project Core General Self-Reflection and Observation 
The information in the module Teaching Communication During Daily Routines and Activities 
and the Project Core general self-reflection/observation form helps educators integrate the use 
of the Universal Core vocabulary in multiple contexts. A key advantage to using the Universal 
Core vocabulary to teach symbolic communication is the dramatic increase in opportunities to 
teach and use across purposes and contexts in comparison to more concrete vocabulary. 
Common classroom routines provide opportunities for teaching and use of the Universal Core. 
The module on integrating the Universal Core vocabulary throughout the day can be found at: 
http://www.project-core.com/professional-development-modules/ 

 

The general self-reflection/observation form is on the next page. 
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General Self-Reflection and Observation Form 
Teacher: ____________________________  Other Adults: _________________________ # of Students: _________________________  

Activity:   Academic  Daily Activity          Brief Description of Activity: _____________________________________________ 
Date: ______________  Time: ______________  Observer: _____________________  

Types of Core Vocabulary Systems Used:   Printed Core Board  3D Symbols  Communication App or Device  Other: _______ 
Directions: Observe or reflect on practice with all students for whom AAC is appropriate.  
 

Evidence Consistently Occasionally Never Comments & Examples 
ALL students have access to their own personal communication system 

with core vocabulary.  

    

Adults recognize and respond to student’s efforts to communicate. 

Example: Adult sees a student reaching for something and provides 
access to it. 

    

Adults tell students very clearly what they did to communicate.  

Example: Adult says, “I see you reaching. You want that.” 

    

Adults show students how to communicate using symbols.  

Example: Adult points to the symbol for want while saying, “You could 
tell me, want.” 

    

Adults show students how to use core vocabulary using each student’s 

personal communication system (or a system that is very similar). 

    

Adults encourage students to communicate in any way they can.      

Adults invite students to use their core vocabulary system, without 

requiring use. Example: Adult says, “tell me” and gestures to the 
student’s communication system.  

    

Adults provide wait time for students to initiate and respond.     

Adults do not provide students with physical support (e.g., hand-over-

hand) to communicate.   

    

 

Summary and Additional Comments (continue on back as needed): 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE 
 
 

G-4. Instructional Planning 

Instructional change starts with the creation of an instructional plan. Instructional plans keep 
educators organized and on track, allowing efficient use of time and focus on helping 
students reach learning objectives. Most educators will agree that the better prepared a 
lesson the more likely she will be able to implement effectively the new instructional 
strategies. The following form is a straightforward instructional planning format. It can be 
used as a supplement to any additional lesson planning formats used in the school or school 
system. If the school or district has a required format, the following form can also guide 
coaches and educators to think through how to incorporate the components into their 
existing lesson plan format. 
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Weekly Literacy Academic Routines Planning Form 
Theme:                                                        Date:                      
 
Shared Reading: During shared reading the adult and student(s) interact around a book on a page-
by-page basis. Adults make brief comments and demonstrate how to use the Universal Core 
vocabulary and invite and encourage students to communicate in any way they can. Remember to 
follow the CAR, Comment, Ask for participation, and Respond to all attempts. Review the PD 
module ‘Teaching Communication During Academics: Shared Reading’ for additional guidance. 
 
Book Title: 
                                      

Fi
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d 

Page #    
Core-based comment:  
   

Page #    
Core-based comment:  
   
 

Page #    
Core-based 
comment:  

   

Page #    
Core-based 
comment:  
   
 

Page #    
Core-based 
comment:  
   
 

Page #    
Core-based comment:  
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Core-based comment:  
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Core-based 
comment:  
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Core-based 
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Page #    
Core-based 
comment:  
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Core-based comment:  
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Weekly Literacy Academic Routines Planning Form Page 2 of 4 
 

Predictable Chart Writing: The five steps in predictable chart writing include: (1) writing the 
chart, (2) rereading and working with the chart, (3) reading, cutting apart, and rebuilding the 
individual sentences, (4) doing an activity called ‘Be the Sentence’ and (5) making a book using 
the sentences from the chart and then reading it together. Adults and students use the Universal 
Core vocabulary to talk about the chart and interact throughout the lesson.  Review the PD module 
‘Teaching Communication During Academics: Predictable Chart Writing’ for additional guidance. 

Chart Title:     

Chart Sentence Stem (emphasize core words):     

Students will complete the sentence by:     

1. Making a choice from the following options:     
 

a. Choices will be represented by:  
 

☐ Real objects     ☐ Pictures or Photographs      ☐ Symbols     ☐ Other:    

b. Choices will be made by:  
☐ Pointing    ☐ Partner-assisted scanning     ☐ Eye gaze 

☐ Using a communication app or device     ☐ Other:     

Alphabet Knowledge & Phonological Awareness: Adults and students use the Universal Core 
vocabulary to interact as they learn to recognize the 26 upper- and lower-case letters, the names for 
each letter, and the sounds each letter represents. Use the Universal Core vocabulary as students 
explore the letters and learn to hear the differences between words, the number of syllables in 
words, and common sounds and rhymes. Review the PD module ‘Teaching Communication 
During Academics: Alphabet Knowledge and Phonological Awareness’ for additional information.  

Focus Letters:      

Activities to complete: (e.g., alphabet book shared reading; play ‘Go Fish’ with letters, etc.)  

1.    

2.    

3.    
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Weekly Literacy Academic Routines Planning Form 
Materials and supports required to give students access to: 

The target letters:     
 
 

All 26 letters:     

The Universal Core vocabulary will be used to communicate about:      
 

Independent Writing: Adults encourage students to start writing with paper and pencil, a 
keyboard, or by selecting from all 26 letters of the alphabet with an alternate pencil. Whatever the 
form, all writing should produce text that adults and students can talk about using the Universal 
Core vocabulary. Review the PD module ‘Teaching Communication During Academics: 
Independent Writing’ for additional information. 

 

Each student will write using the following writing tool:  

Standard pencil, pen or marker:     

Computer with keyboard:      

Alphabet flip chart with partner-assisted scanning:  

Present letters one at a time:     

Present letters in groups:     

Eye gaze alphabet display:    

Other:     

Each student will select topics using the following approaches:  

Lists:      

Photos:     

Objects:     

Other:     
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Weekly Literacy Academic Routines Planning Form 
Each student will indicate choice of topic using the following methods (:  

Pointing to a topic choice:     

Partner-assisted scanning:        

Eye gaze:     

Using vocabulary on a communication app or device:      

Other:     

Independent Reading: Students choose reading materials to interact with and read on their own. 
This may include printed books, comic books, magazines, flyers, e-books on a tablet or computer, 
and any other text that may be of interest to the student. Adults and students use the Universal Core 
to talk about student’s choice of reading material and anything that appears to be of interest to 
students while they are reading. Review the PD module ‘Teaching Communication During 
Academics: Independent Reading’ for additional information. 
 

Each student will select reading materials from a collection of:  

Electronic (indicate source):     

From library:     

Classroom collection:     

Each student will independently interact with reading materials using the following methods:  

Direct access with printed material:     

Printed materials in binder with page protectors:     

Printed materials clamped down on surface:     

Printed materials with page fluffers to separate pages     

Other adaptations:     

Switch-scanning of e-book:     

Eye gaze access of e-book:     

Other:     
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE 
 

H. FINAL WORDS 
 

H-1. What do we do if we have questions? 

There is a frequently asked questions page on the website that is updated periodically. It can 
be found here: http://www.project-core.com/frequently-asked-questions-faqs/ 

If you are unable to find the needed information, please email us at: project-core@unc.edu 
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