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A. PROJECT CORE OVERVIEW 

 
A-1. Goal 

The goal of Project Core is to provide educators with the training, tools and resources 

needed to teach communication skills 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 paraprofessionals, 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-4. Why Universal Core vocabulary? Don’t students need access to more than 36 words? 

The Universal Core vocabulary is a classroom level 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 has 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 is 

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-5. 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-6. What instruction will occur? 

The core vocabulary 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-7. 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. 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/post-test 

assessments. 

 

A-8. 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-

evaluation and observation forms targeting specific academic routines. These academic 

routines (e.g., shared reading, predictable chart writing, alphabet/phonological awareness) 

are grounded in evidence-based practices and provide 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-9. What if a student is already using another communication system? 

If students are successfully using another communication 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 model 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 

http://www.project-core.com/
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organized by category (e.g., foods, toys, places, activities) and one or two 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. FINANCIAL COMMITMENT 

B-1. Professional Development 

All professional development materials are provided free of charge. See Section F on page 13 

for more details. All modules are available at: http://www.project-core.com/professional- 

development-modules/ Each module has 1-3 activities. These will need to be printed out for 

participants. 

Costs will vary based 

on # of participants 

 

B-2. Classroom Communication Supports 

One classroom-size Universal Core vocabulary display per classroom. These poster-size (24” 

x 28”) displays take special printers and large roller laminators to create. Many school 

systems have central print shops that can handle the request with enough time. If you must 

send them out for printing, estimated costs are provided. 

~$30.00 per class 

 

 B-3. Individualized Communication Systems 

Each student will have their own dedicated communication system. The costs will vary based 

on the number of students and the type of system required for each individual (e.g., high 

contrast, 1 page of 36 symbols, 9 pages of 4 symbols, high contrast symbols, 3D symbols). 

 

Costs will vary based 

on # of students and 

their needs 

 

NOTE: Various file formats are available for free on the Project Core website. The school or 

program is responsible for printing and laminating the systems or having the 3-D symbols 

created. There is an online selection tool available to help guide this decision-making 

process (http://www.project-core.com/selectiontool). It is also the schools’ responsibility to 

update and maintain any electronic communication devices students may use now or in the 

future. 
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C. PERSONNEL COMMITMENT 

C-1. Educators 

The educator, regardless of setting (i.e., general education, resource, or self-contained), will 

lead the planning and implementation of the Program. The teacher does not need to have 

prior knowledge of AAC, Universal Core vocabulary, or academic routines. While it is 

expected that educators’ abilities and confidence in using the Universal Core and 

instructional practices will continue to grow with each new learning experience, the Program 

advocates for getting started with implementing the Program right away. Educators are 

reminded that they cannot “get it wrong” and that the best foundation for continued learning 

for students and educators will come from demonstrating while interacting with students 

using the Universal Core vocabulary. 

 
C-2. Classroom Staff 

Classroom staff (e.g., para educators, teaching assistants, nurses, interveners, translators, 

volunteers) play a vital role in the implementation of the Program. The advantage of this 

intervention is that language is demonstrated all day every day and classroom staff are 

involved in many of the academic lessons and daily activities, giving them unique 

opportunities to engage students in novel and planned interactions. 

 

C-3. Related Service Providers 

Related service providers (e.g., speech language pathologists, occupational therapists, 

physical therapists, adaptive PE educators, art and music educators, orientation and 

mobility specialists, and educators of the visually impaired or deaf and hard of hearing) 

also play an active role in the implementation of the Program. Activities appropriate to 

each related service provider’s area of expertise will provide opportunities to demonstrate 

the Universal Core vocabulary and encourage student use of symbolic communication. 

Speech-language pathologists are encouraged to support educators during activities and 

will ultimately lead and direct interventions in the development of specialized and 

individualized vocabulary. 
 

C-4. Instructional Coaches/ Leaders 

Instructional coaches/leaders play an important role in providing initial and ongoing support 

of the Program. Coaches do not need to have prior training or experience with AAC. They 

can come from a variety of professional backgrounds but should bring expertise and 

experience in supporting educators in implementing well-defined instructional practices and 

have a strong belief in student learning potential. Coaches will facilitate the delivery of the 

professional development modules and support lesson planning using tools that are provided 

in the Program implementation package. Finally, coaches help educators engage in 

reflection, constructive discussions, and decision-making using tools such as self-evaluation 

and observation forms. The number of coaches needed is dependent on the number of 

educators involved in the implementation and the amount of time a coach can dedicate to the 

support of educators. 
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D. WHAT DO WE DO TO DETERMINE APPROPRIATENESS? 

 
 

D-1. Readiness Assessment 

When considering the appropriateness of the Program, it is recommended that a 

multidisciplinary team complete the School/Program Readiness Form. The scoring related to 

agreement with the Program statements is intended to help the team engage in discussion 

around the need, fit, readiness, and capacity of the school/program. There is not a required 

score in order to move forward with the Program (Form on page 10). If the team determines 

that they want to move forward with implementation, the next section (E) provides 

information about how to get started. 

http://www.project-core.com/


 

 

Completed by:    

Date:    

Page 1 of 1 
 
 

SCHOOL/PROGRAM READINESS FORM 

Building or program administrators working with other representatives should complete the following questions. The questions are designed to 

assist your implementation team in discussion to arrive at a decision to move forward (or not) with Project Core and the Universal Core vocabulary. 

Questions and Reflection Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Unsure/ 

Neutral 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

NEED: 
1.   We have students in our classrooms that cannot use symbolic 

language (speech, signs, and/or symbols) to meet a broad range of 

communication needs across contexts? 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Our student service team struggles to provide meaningful, interactive 

academic instruction to students because students lack sufficient 

communication skills? 

1 2 3 4 5 

FIT: 

3. Our student service team is committed to providing access to academic 

instruction for all students. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. Our student service team has a commitment to a particular approach to 

communication support that is incompatible with Project Core and the 

Universal Core vocabulary? 

1 2 3 4 5 

READINESS: 

5. Our team schedule is flexible enough to allow for coaching and 

professional development as required the Program? 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. As a student service team, we value independent communication as an 

outcome for all students. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Our student service team is willing to engage regularly in data collection 

and use that data to inform instruction? 

1 2 3 4 5 

CAPACITY: 

8. We have educators and related service providers who are committed to 

figuring out the best ways to support the implementation the Universal 

Core vocabulary as a classroom communication solution? 

1 2 3 4 5 

9.   We have professionals who are able to serve as coaches/leads? 1 2 3 4 5 

©2019 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, The Center for Literacy and Disability Studies 10 
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E. WHAT DO WE NEED TO DO TO GET STARTED? 

 
E-1. Instructional Coaches/Leaders 

One of the first steps is to identify professionals who will serve in the role of instructional 

coaches/leaders. The number of coaches required will depend on other responsibilities 

coaches will have and the number of classrooms they will be supporting. Each coach will 

need time to prepare and deliver the professional development (for every one-hour of 

professional development delivery, we generally plan two-hours of preparation time). In 

addition, each coach will need approximately one-hour per week to observe and provide 

feedback to educators. 

E-2. Review 

Review the Project Core website and professional development modules. 

E-3. Professional Development Plan 

Create a professional development plan. Identify the time available to bring together all 

educators (and other classroom staff) for group professional development. If that does not 

allow for 12 or more hours of professional development across the school year, identify 

additional times when small groups of educators could gather and/or a plan for use of the 

self- directed modules. At least three to four hours near the beginning of the school year will 

help build confidence among all educators as they get started with the program. See Section 

G on page 15 for more details. 

E-4. Universal Core Vocabulary Classroom Supports 

Identify resources to create classroom Universal Core vocabulary supports. Each classroom 

will benefit from at least one classroom-size Universal Core vocabulary display. These 

poster-size (24” x 28”) displays take special printers and large roller laminators to create. 

Many school systems have central print shops that can handle the request with enough time.  

E-5. Universal Core Vocabulary Individual Communication Systems 

Identify resources to create individual Universal Core vocabulary systems for students. Early 

in the school year, teams will work together to identify the Universal Core vocabulary system 

that is the best starting place for each student. As these are identified, resources (time, 

equipment, and materials) will be required to print, laminate, and often bind the pages. 

Supplies that are needed include: paper, color printing, laminating machine(s) and 5ml 

laminate, and loose-leaf rings (or other binding materials). 

E-6. Classroom Characteristics 

Classroom educators and other school representatives will complete the classroom 

characteristics form. The questions are designed to help the implementation team consider 

the characteristics of classrooms and the supports that may be needed to fully implement the 

Program and Universal Core vocabulary. Form on page 13. 
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F. PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
 

F-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. 

 

F-2. Facilitated Modules 

The facilitated modules have detailed facilitator guides with scripted presenter notes, pre- 

recorded video content, and structured activities for 12 professional development modules. 

Each module requires between 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/ 

 

F-3. Self-Directed Online Modules 

As an alternative to a face-to-face model, 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/ 

 

F-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.

http://www.project-core.com/
http://www.project-core.com/professional-development-modules
http://www.project-core.com/professional-development-modules
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Classroom Characteristics Form 

 

 

Classroom teachers and other school representatives should complete the following questions. The questions are designed to help you and the 

implementation team consider the characteristics of classrooms and the supports that may be needed to fully implement Project Core and the Universal 

Core vocabulary. This is not an evaluation of the classroom but a planning tool for support. 

 

Classroom Characteristics 

Current Status Priority for Improvement 

Not in 

Place 

Partially 

In Place 
In Place Low Medium High 

1. The instructional environment gives students interesting 

things to communicate about.  
1 2 3 1 2 3 

2. Meaningful, interactive academic instruction is 

happening in ways that is accessible to all students.  
1 2 3 1 2 3 

3. The teacher collaborates with other school professionals 

to plan and implement instruction and assessment.  
1 2 3 1 2 3 

4. There are regularly scheduled times when professionals 

meet to discuss student progress and collaborate around 

next steps and solutions. 

1 2 3 1 2 3 

5. The teacher has time and administrative support to pursue 

professional development. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

6. The teacher is committed to completing professional 

development. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

7. The teacher believes all students can learn and 

communicate. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

8. The teacher has experience using symbols to support 

student communication.  
1 2 3 1 2 3 

9. The teacher has basic background in using the Universal 

Core vocabulary. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

10.  The teacher has dedicated time to work with classroom 

staff. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

http://www.project-core.com/
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Classroom Characteristics Form 

Classroom Characteristics 

Current Status Priority for Improvement 

Not in 

Place 

Partially 

In Place 
In Place Low Medium High 

11. The teacher values support from others to inform 

instruction and practice. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

12. The teacher is willing to implement AAC with all 

students who require it. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

13. The teacher understands that teaching children to 

communicate is part of his/her job. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

14. The teacher knows how to model the use of symbols on 

communication displays to teach children to 

communicate. 

1 2 3 1 2 3 

15. The teacher knows how to respond to students’ 

(unconventional) attempts to communicate.  
1 2 3 1 2 3 

16. Tools are provided to students to support their learning 

and communication. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

17. Support is provided to address the vision and hearing 

needs of students. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

18. Support is provided to address the motor and positioning 

needs of students. 
1 2 3 1 2 3 

19. Classroom staff has access to professionals with expertise 

in assistive technology and computer/AAC system 

access. 

1 2 3 1 2 3 

Additional Comments/Questions: 

http://www.project-core.com/
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G. ACTION PLAN 

 
G-1. Action Plan 

An action plan will help the team focus on the activities required to provide educators with the 

training, tools and resources for effective implementation of the Program. It will help determine 

activities throughout the implementation process. The following worksheet can be used to plan 

activities, assign responsibilities and identify resources for addressing areas of practice identified 

as priorities for continued development 
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Action Planning Worksheet 

 

 

Use this worksheet to plan activities, assign responsibilities and identify resources for addressing areas of 

practice identified as priorities for continued development.   

 

Form(s) used to determine activities and priorities (check all that apply):   

☐General Self-reflection and Observation Checklist 

☐Classroom Characteristics Form 

☐Other:                                                   

 

Component Activity Person(s) 

Responsible 

Materials & Resources Status 

 

 

 

    

Start Date: Priority:      Low      Medium     High 

 

Component Activity Person(s) 

Responsible 

Materials & Resources Status 

 

 

 

    

Start Date: Priority:      Low      Medium     High 

 

Component Activity Person(s) 

Responsible 

Materials & Resources Status 

 

 

 

    

Start Date: Priority:      Low      Medium     High 

 

Component Activity Person(s) 

Responsible 

Materials & Resources Status 

 

 

 

    

Start Date: Priority:      Low      Medium     High 

 

Component Activity Person(s) 

Responsible 

Materials & Resources Status 

 

 

 

    

Start Date: Priority:      Low      Medium     High 

 

http://www.project-core.com/


SCHOOL OR PROGRAM ADMINISTRATOR GUIDE 

©2019 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, The Center for Literacy and Disability Studies  

www.project-core.com 
17 

 

 

 

 

 

H. HOW DO WE EVALUATE EFFECTIVENESS? 

 
 

H-1. Self-evaluation and Observation Forms 

The primary Program goal is to provide educators with the training, tools and resources 

needed to teach communication to school-aged students with significant cognitive 

disabilities. In order to support educators in improving their own instructional practices, the 

Program provides five instructional routine self-evaluation/observation forms and one 

general self-evaluation/observation form. These forms can be used by educators, 

instructional coaches/leaders, and administrators to look for the desired instructional 

approaches and behaviors within a routine. This will provide a shared understanding of the 

behaviors expected when implementing the Universal Core vocabulary and allow for open 

discussions about what is working and where and how improvements can be made. 

 

H-2. Communication Matrix 

Another goal of the Program is to address the needs of students who are not yet using speech, 

sign language, or symbols to communicate in flexible ways. The Communication Matrix is a 

series of four matrices representing four basic reasons for communicating at seven levels of 

competence. The levels of competence are distinguished by the behaviors used to 

communicate, ranging from pre-intentional behavior to the use of two- and three-word or 

symbol utterances. The Matrix can be used to document individual student growth over time. 

 

H-3. IEP Goals 

Another area that can help evaluate effectiveness is the inclusion of IEP goals that are 

relevant to individual student communication needs. The Program effectiveness will not be 

based on individual student progress relative to IEP goals, but the overall effectiveness of the 

Program will be informed by analysis of IEP data across the whole group of student 

participants. 

 

H-4. Classroom Characteristics 

The classroom characteristics form can be used once a year to gauge educator and 

classroom changes. The questions are designed to help the implementation team consider 

the characteristics of classrooms and the supports that may be needed to fully implement 

Project Core. 
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I. FINAL WORDS 

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

The website provides a frequently asked questions (FAQ) page 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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