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Descriptive Talking-Teaching-Testing 
with Students using AAC Systems: 
The Descriptive Teaching Model

1

Hello!
I am Gail VanTatenhove, SLP

gvantatenhove@cfl.rr.com
Orlando, FL     USA

2

2

I, Gail M. Van Tatenhove, have the following relevant 
relationships in the products or services, described, 
reviewed, evaluated or compared in this presentation.

▷ Financial
○ Receiving a fee for this presentation from SHAA  
○ President of Gail M Van Tatenhove, PA 
○ Independent Contractor with PRC-Saltillo 
○ Owner of a TPT Store with products that may be mentioned 

in this webinar

▷ Nonfinancial

○ Member of ASHA SIG 12, USSAAC, & ISAAC

3

3

Today, you will learn about…

▷ the origins of 
The Descriptive 
Teaching Model

▷ the difference 
between 
Descriptive 
Talking-
Teaching-Testing

▷ the steps to 
practice 
Descriptive 
Teaching

4
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Today, you will have the opportunity to …

▷ practice applying the 
information in some 
short activities 

▷ make a personal plan 
for implementing 
Descriptive Teaching

▷ join the world-wide 
community of people 
discussing Descriptive 
Teaching

5
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The Origins of The Descriptive 
Teaching Model

6
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“
▷ I, Gail Van Tatenhove, did NOT 

invent Descriptive Teaching

7

7

A Brief History of Descriptive Teaching 

▷ The roots of Descriptive Teaching go deeply into 
the days of manual communication boards (before 
speech generating devices were available) 

▷ Descriptive Teaching was something everyone did 
with AAC users with manual communication boards 
because …..

8

Photo of a classroom of 5 
students using manual 
communication boards

8

Manual Communication Boards …

Have a limited amount of space
• Single sheet (1 page) design has finite space

• Multiple page designs get big, heavy, and may require 
assistance to use to navigate through all the pages

If the AAC user cannot spell, he/she will …
• Run out of space for all the words needed

• Need other ways to communicate words not available on 
the communication board

9
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A Brief History of Descriptive Teaching

▷ The roots of Descriptive 
Teaching go deeply into 
the days of manual 
communication boards 
(before speech 
generating devices were 
available) 

▷ Something everyone did 
with AAC users with 
manual communication 
boards

▷ Descriptive 
Teaching was done 
primarily by 
classroom teachers 
long before SLPs 
started doing it

▷ It was one of the 
“fundamental 
principles” taught to 
me by my teachers 
and mentors

9
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1975-1977
Greg Vanderheiden
Trace Center, University of Wisconsin
Madison, WI
Offers first EVER AAC course - 1976

1977-1982
Faith Carlson
Munroe-Meyers Institute
Omaha NE

1977-1982
Beverly Vicker
University of Iowa Hospital 
Schools
Iowa City, IA

1983-1988
Shirley McNaughton
Blissymbolics 
Communication Institute
Toronto, Canada

1977-1982
Sheela Stuart
Crippled Children’s Hospital & 
School
Sioux Falls, SD 
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Photo of Beverly

Photo of Shirley
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My teachers and mentors taught me to…

▷ Base intervention on 4 principles
1. Language development requires the 

use of frequently used words  (e.g., 
core vocabulary) 

2. Work on combining frequently used 
words from all word groups (e.g., 
syntax)

3. Add word endings (e.g., morphology) 
as necessary and available (remember, 
this was in a manual CB world)

4. …

12

Photo of a student with 2 
teachers using a manual 
communication board 

12
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4. Teach “vocabulary extension” strategies to 
virtually extend the AAC user’s vocabulary  

▷ “Strategies that could be used to arrive at a 
concept which was not represented in a user’s 
vocabulary”
○ Definition from “The Fundamental Rules of 

Blissymbolics,”  Blissymbolics Communication 
International, page 19.    (Retrieved from 
https://www.blissymbolics.org/images/bliss-
fundamental-rules-2020-06-16)

○ Who has experience with Blissymbolics?

My teachers and mentors taught me to…

13

Photo of a classroom of 5 
students using manual 
communication boards

13

▷ Select a “SPECIAL SYMBOL” before the symbol on the MCB 
▷ The Communication Partner makes logical guesses, based on context; 

language knowledge; and familiarity with the AAC user

■ “Same” + letter = mail, email, postcard

■ “Part of” + letter = stamp, envelop 

■ “Opposite” + get = give, send 

■ “Same sound” + letter = later

What were vocabulary extension strategies?

14

14

5. Coach the AAC user to give clues – a systematic, 
but reverse form of circumlocution (“circling 
around the word” - what adults with word-recall 
challenges do when they have a difficult time recalling 
or retrieving a word)

“Give me words or ideas as clues.”
○ what? = letter
○ who?  = grandma
○ why?  = birthday
○ how?  = happy

My teachers and mentors taught me to…

15

15

A Brief History of Descriptive Teaching

▷ The roots of Descriptive 
Teaching go deeply into 
the days of manual 
communication boards 
(before speech 
generating devices were 
available) 

▷ Something everyone did 
with AAC users with 
manual communication 
boards

▷ Descriptive Teaching was 
done primarily by 
classroom teachers long 
before SLPs started doing 
it 

▷ It was one of the 
“fundamental principles” 
taught to me by my 
teachers and mentors

16

▷ Bruce R. Baker 
first coined the 
term 
“Descriptive 
Teaching” in the 
early 2000s

▷ He started 
talking about 
“The Descriptive 
Teaching Model”

16

Bruce R. Baker, Linguist

▷ Inventor of the Minspeak® system for representing 
vocabulary in SGDs

▷ He reminded us of the need to use Descriptive Teaching 
even in an SGD world that seemed to have “unlimited” space 
for externally selected, pre-stored vocabulary

▷ He saw what was happening with both the language 
development and educational progress of AAC users when 
the focus was on the “temporary” instead of the “core” 
words of language and classroom lessons 

17

17

The Descriptive Teaching Model: 
The Big Idea and Big Picture

18

https://www.blissymbolics.org/images/bliss-fundamental-rules-2020-06-16.pdf
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“▷ If you don’t know it already, core vocabulary is 
the key idea in any discussion about Descriptive 

Talking-Teaching-Testing!

19

19

What is “core” vocabulary and how does it 
relate to Descriptive Teaching?

▷ Core Vocabulary
○ Refers to the high frequency, common words that are part of 

our language (e.g., pronouns, verbs, adjectives, prepositions, 
etc.)

○ Is a small set of words (i.e., 350 to 400 words)
○ Represents approximately 80% of our spoken language
○ Is essential for the development of reading and writing skills  
○ Is a 1st PRIORITY for AAC users to learn!

20

20

▷ Using Core Vocabulary when Teaching 
○ Integrates learning core words throughout the day, not just as a 

“special” activity in the classroom
○ Supports the development of generative language
○ Reduces the amount of programming required to participate 

actively in lessons
○ Stops the lesson-after-lesson cycle of valuable time being spent 

on infrequently used, lesson-specific extended vocabulary

What is “core” vocabulary and how does it 
relate to Descriptive Teaching?

21

21

The difference between (and more 
values of) Descriptive Talking-
Teaching-Testing

22

“▷ The Descriptive Teaching Model can be broken down 
into  Descriptive Talking – Teaching – Testing,  each 
which has an AAC User and Communication Partner

component. 

23

23

What’s the Difference?

Descriptive 
Talking

Descriptive 
Teaching

Descriptive 
Testing

24

core 
vocabulary

24
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Descriptive TALKING

▷ Many AAC users 
NATURALLY do 
Descriptive Talking  

▷ When they don’t have 
or know a word in their 
SGD, they describe it 
with words they do 
have and do know  

▷ Communication Partners model 
Descriptive Talking  when interacting 

▷ Sometimes it’s intentional and 
sometimes it’s because the partner 
doesn’t know how to say the word 
he/she wants in the SGD 
○ “borrow” = use and give back
○ “borrow” = MONEY + BOOK + 

VERB

25

Example from Unity®84 Sequenced, a Minspeak®

Application Program from PRC-Saltillo. 

25

“▷ Because “cruise” isn’t in the 
LAMP vocabulary and he was 
trying to tell me where he was 
when he missed therapy with 

me, he said “hotel ship.” 

Adam B – Posting at Facebook

26
LAMP Words for Life™ is a Minspeak ® Application 
Program from PRC-Saltillo. 

26

“▷ The word “cruise” is a fringe/extended 
vocabulary word.

▷ Should fringe/extended vocabulary be 
added to the AAC system?  

27

27

28

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=620551865831946
“I need one more button that has a picture of a little pink girl and I 

think it is from the story about the green grinch and I think we can 
listen to it on mommy’s big computer"

(CHARACTER =  Cindy Lou Who – described with 16 or 28 words)

28

Adding Fringe/Extended Vocabulary

Adding specific fringe/extended vocabulary to a person’s AAC system (whether a 
manual communication board or a speech generating device) should be “child-
driven”
• CHILD-DRIVEN: The child is showing the things he/she is interested in and wants to talk about
• CHILD-DIRECTED: The child either asks you to put in new words or you ask them: “Do you want me 

to add that word for you?”

Adding specific fringe/extended vocabulary should NOT be primarily 
teacher/lesson-driven: “These are the words that I need added so the child can 
give answers during the lesson.”   NO. 

29

29

Perspective on Extended Vocabulary in 
Lessons

Putting the emphasis on the child saying them (rather than 
describing them) in a lesson, when the student hasn’t learned core 
vocabulary, is not a good use of time when learning to talk with an 
AAC device/app

Helping the child use Descriptive Talking about the ideas behind 
these words will promote language development and also 
demonstrate the child’s real learning

30

30
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Descriptive TEACHING
▷ Teachers, as communication 

partners, use core vocabulary to 
teach about key concepts of a 
lesson  

▷ Rather than trying to program 
infrequently used lesson-specific 
words into the SGD, key concepts 
of lessons are taught by the 
teacher using and modeling 
definitions or descriptions with 
available core vocabulary words 

▷ AAC users, during review of 
learning during the lesson, are 
asked to repeat some or all of 
what was modeled, or even to 
add more ideas to the 
description of the concept 

▷ Asking AAC users to repeat 
what was modeled is done to 
ensure that the AAC user is 
actively listening and involved 
in learning  

31

31

“▷ That her job

32

Listen & Repeat Back

32

“▷ Using Descriptive Teaching engages 
my AAC student (Linda) in the lesson. 

She looks and listens as we model 
lesson concepts.   Then she repeats 

back and I know she is learning. 

Mrs. Goggins – 3rd grade teacher

33

33

“▷ When doing a lesson on plants with J, I needed to teach the idea of 
photosynthesis to all the students.  By using words J already has in 
his device and knows, he is practicing those words, plus it helps him 
and ALL the students in my class understand and learn.   It’s great 

and easy to do as part of any and all my lessons.  

1. It takes in light.                 2. It uses light to make air.                                                          
3. Air comes out of it.           4. We breathe the air.

Miss Randall – 1st grade teacher

34

34

Descriptive TESTING

▷ Teachers, as the 
communication partners, ask 
questions that go beyond 
“fact” answers and probe for 
learning of the concepts  

▷ Teachers ask questions that 
draw out descriptive 
responses from the student

▷ Teachers ask questions that 
probe higher order thinking 

▷ AAC users demonstrate 
their learning by answering 
questions from the teacher

▷ AAC users participate in 
other assessment activities 
(e.g., discussion group, 
writing assignment) that 
further draws out their use 
of core vocabulary and 
generative language 

35

35

“▷ Before doing Descriptive Teaching and 
Testing, we really were doing 

“regurgitation education,” which isn’t 
really education at all.   Now I know 

that Linda is learning and moving 
beyond just repeating facts. I wish I had 

learned this 30 years ago!  

Mrs. Goggins – 3rd grade teacher

36

36
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“▷ When it was time to test what J learned, I asked 
him, “tell me something you learned about 

“photosynthesis” and he said, “light into air.”  
Then I asked him why photosynthesis is 

important to him, and he said, “I want air 
everyday breathing.”  Wow, that blew me away.  
I’m a new teacher and I can’t wait to tell other 

teachers about it.

Miss Randall – 1st grade teacher

37

37

“▷ promotes greater engagement in lessons
▷ increases lesson-learning potential
▷ supports opportunities for practicing core vocabulary
▷ is valuable for ALL students in the class
▷ is easy to do with any and all lessons
▷ ensures real learning is happening with more valid measurement 

of learning 

According to those teachers, doing DTTT …

38

38

What does DTTT look like?

39

Descriptive Teaching & Testing with A/IDD

40

YouTube Videos:   
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL5Ty2F6P1qo
m63uPRUqHtPmy_Yse9gBb5

40

Descriptive Teaching & Testing with A/IDD

41

• Modeling on Wallchart – words are circled that were 
anticipate and other words are used which were not 
anticipated

• Simple support with a dry-erase board

41

DTM – Explanation Videos on YouTube

▷ From PRC-Saltillo:  Narrated video with examples
○ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BKrYZbCKMP

0

▷ From Rebecca Eisenberg:  Animated video with no 
narration, but examples
○ https://youtu.be/SUKE2i_VnYY

42

42

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL5Ty2F6P1qom63uPRUqHtPmy_Yse9gBb5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BKrYZbCKMP0
https://youtu.be/SUKE2i_VnYY
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About the Wall Chart 

▷ Has +/- 1000 words
▷ Shows printed word, with 

pictures of how to say that 
word for the person’s 
specific SGD program

▷ Have wall charts pre-made 
at TPT store for …
○ Unity®
○ LAMP Words for Life™

43

43

How does DTTT fit with how 
teachers teach? 

44

When Talking-Teaching-Testing with their students 
ALL teachers go back and forth between the use of 
Referential* and Descriptive* Teaching techniques.

DESCRIPTIVE

REFERENTIAL

45

* Credit to Bruce Baker 
for his insights in 
Referential vs 
Descriptive Teaching 
techniques

45

An Example

Example used with 
permission. 46

46

Referential 
Style with 
Speaking 
Students

Probe for the recall 
of facts to monitor 
student learning 

Where is the race held? 

What do we call the race?

Who drives the sled?

Quick, one-word 
answers,  usually 
only one correct 
answer

Alaska

Iditarod

musher

47

47

What do we call the 
person who drives the 
dog sled?

Musher…. but I 
can’t say that 
word or spell it! 

Referential Style 
with Students 
Using SGDs

48

48
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Pre-Lesson Referential Teaching Tasks

1.  Identify the lesson-specific vocabulary words to be 
programmed  (e.g., Alaska, Iditarod, blizzard, checkpoints, courageous, 
experienced, musher, rugged)
2.  Find appropriate pictures to represent the vocabulary words 
(possibly also having to import them into the SGD)

3.  Program the vocabulary words (often creating more and more 
rows or pages of vocabulary)  

4.  Pre-teach the student these new vocabulary words (if you 
have been given adequate time to do steps 1, 2, & 3)  

49

49

Costs of Temporary over Core

In a revolving door 
of effort, hours of 

time is spent 
programming and 

learning curriculum 
vocabulary

Few, if any, of these 
words are used in 

daily life

Valuable time 
becomes miss-
directed onto 

curriculum 
vocabulary rather 

than language

50

50

Descriptive 
Style with 
Speaking 
Students

Probe for 
understanding, 
application, 
opinion

What does it mean to 
be experienced?

Why does a musher 
need an experienced 
lead dog?

Answers are 
multi-word 
sentences, 
usually no one 
exact answer

did it before, knows 
how to do it, did 
already, good at it

help stay safe, show 
the other dogs, all 
dogs work together

51

51

What does a 
musher do?

drive
take care dog
he go 

What does it 
mean to be 
experienced?

did it before,
knows how 
to do it

Descriptive Style 
with Students 
Using SGDs

52

52

Language Benefits of DTTT

Use a stable vocabulary  

Use core vocabulary in different contexts

Practice putting words together 

53

53

Educational Benefits of DTTT

Constructivism Build NEW knowledge upon the foundation 
of previous learning (core vocabulary)

Verbs of the 
Educational 
Standards

Define, describe, discuss, compare, explain

Higher Level 
Thinking Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning

54

54
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“ ▷ Descriptive Teaching-
Testing is good for ALL 
STUDENTS because it 

encourages moving 
beyond the facts and 

promotes deeper thinking 
and more authentic 

learning

The VERBS are key!

55

Descriptive Talking/Teaching/Testing about lesson words is 
primarily about explaining ideas or concepts with core 

vocabulary words for understanding.  And if you don’t have 
“understanding,” it’s hard to move UP! 

55

“▷ When you collaborate with teachers to do the DTM, you 
are asking them to shift from a Referential Teaching style to 
a Descriptive Teaching style with their students using AAC 
systems.   They already do both of these styles with their 

students.  They only need to DO MORE  Descriptive 
Teaching with students using AAC.

56

56

Example:   Lesson on the Statue of Liberty

▷ The teacher is planning a lesson 
where students will …
○ watch a video
○ look at pictures
○ read stories
○ explore a replica statue
○ interview family members
○ write a personal story

57

57

Teaching Styles: Referential

▷ Referential
○ Emphasizes the recall of facts 

when it comes to teaching, 
reviewing, and testing

○ Usually has only 1 correct 
answer

○ Usually can be answered with 
1 word

○ Usually doesn’t offer much 
language “pay-off”

▷ Lesson: The Statue of Liberty
○ What country gave us the Statue 

of Liberty? (France)
○ What does she wear on her 

head?  (crown)
○ What does she hold over her 

head? (torch)
○ In what city will you find the 

Statue of Liberty? (New York)

58

58

Teaching Styles: Descriptive
▷ Descriptive 

○ Goes beyond teaching about 
facts by probing for 
understanding, application, 
opinion (higher order thinking). 

○ Probes usually have a variety of 
acceptable answers

○ Encourages use of multiple 
words to give an answer

○ Offers greater language 
learning “pay-off” when talking 
in class

▷ Lesson: The Statue of Liberty
○ Why did France give us the Statue 

of Liberty? (a gift, help us 
remember)

○ What big idea does it make us 
remember?  (we are free)

○ The statue is a symbol.  What can 
you tell me about a symbol?  (an 
idea, helps us think about other 
things)

○ What does the crown symbolize? (7 
oceans & 7 continents – welcome to 
all) 59

59

Facts vs. Higher Order Thinking & 3 
Other ”Concerns”

60
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Facts & Higher Order Thinking: You Need Both
▷ Let’s Think about those Facts!

○ Why is the Statue of Liberty 
green?
■ What material is it made of? (copper)
■ What causes copper to turn green 

over time? (air – oxidation)
■ Why do you think pennies turn green? 

(made of same thing)

○ What do you think happens to the 
Statue when it is very windy? 
■ Use your words and your body to 

describe what you think happens. 

61

61

Concern #1: Too much for my students      
(questions too complex for them,  they can’t give 2 or 3 word answers)

▷ Probe for “simple learning” with simple questions
○ Change “what does a crown symbolize” (all belong, all invited) to “what 

can you tell me about her crown?”  (head, on, top, wear)
○ Change “why did France give us the Statue of Liberty?” to “They gave it 

as a gift.  Tell me about getting a gift.”  (birthday, thank you, happy, like)

▷ When the student gives a 1-word answer (e.g., head), probe to draw 
out more ideas, recast what he/she said, and/or expand it
○ “Tell me more about her crown.”
○ “Use a preposition.” (on) 
○ “Yes, it is on her head.”

62

62

Concern #2: Can’t do this all the time              
(these lessons take longer, lots of other student demands)

▷ Start simple, and gradually do more and more as you become more 
comfortable doing it 
○ Beginning goal = at least 1 lesson/day done with DT & AAC user
○ End of year goal = 30% - 50% of lessons done with DT & AAC user
○ Most exceed these goals because THEY WERE ALREADY DOING 

DESCRIPTIVE TEACHING with their SPEAKING KIDS! 

▷ Do it in groups with other students who would benefit from the 
simplified language of the lesson

▷ Do it with subjects and lessons that offer opportunities to have real 
discussion (e.g., social studies vs. math) 

63

63

Concern #3: I don’t want to leave out the 
content words of a lesson

▷ No one is asking you to leave them out.  Lesson-specific words are 
NOT bad words. 

▷ Hearing and learning lesson-specific content words is important for 
language enrichment, but emphasizing them, when the student 
hasn’t learned core vocabulary, is not good use of time when learning 
to talk with an AAC device. 

▷ It is OKAY to add subject-specific words because some are needed 
from 1st grade to graduation.
○ Language arts:  author, illustrator, topic

○ Science: hypothesis, experiment, data, conclusion
64

64

When doing DT, never forget why you are doing it 
in the first place!

▷ Might NOT have to do it forever 
if …
○ the student develops 

sufficient literacy skills to 
spell lesson-specific words.

○ the student has learned their 
core vocabulary words and 
you can move on to teaching 
other language things (like 
more complex vocabulary). 

▷ Might ALWAYS want teachers 
to interact with students using 
Descriptive rather than 
Referential Teaching because …
○ It encourages “deeper 

thinking” and “richer 
learning.

○ It promotes word 
combinations rather than 1-
word answers. 

65

65

“▷ At first when you told me about 
Descriptive Teaching,  it sounded like you 

were telling me that I wasn’t teaching 
correctly.  But after we did some lessons 

together, I saw that I was already doing it 
with the other students and only needed 

to do it more with Linda.  

Mrs. Goggins – 3rd grade teacher

I know 
this.  I can 
say it! 

What are big 
ideas about the 
statue?    Linda, 
you tell us. 

help 
remember 
free

66

66
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“▷ Teaching lesson concepts with core words made me simplify hard 
ideas with easier words.   Before I said that during 

photosynthesis, light is captured and converted.  Now I say that 
plants take in light and change it to something else.   I never 
realized how much I was teaching complex concepts with 

complex words. Now all my students are doing better, not just 
the special education students that were included in my class.  

Mr. Decker – middle school science teacher

67

67

Addressing Teacher Buy-In

Take sufficient time to clearly describe the reasons that Descriptive Teaching is 
essential for AAC users.

Separate “buy-in” of Descriptive Teaching from “buy-in” of AAC and inclusion 
of the student in the classroom.

Openly and honestly address the teacher’s underlying fears and concerns 
about being shown a different way to teach (e.g., fear of failure, being 
judged/critiqued, etc.).

Do “concentrated” lessons yourself with the class (at least 3-5 lessons in 1 
week) and then do co-teaching of lessons with the teacher.

68

68

Why are these concepts important for 
everyone to learn?

SLPs
▷ Keep the focus on 

teaching core 
vocabulary and 
language instead of 
being side-tracked 
into teaching lesson-
specific words.

▷ Develop skills to 
collaborate with 
teachers and parents 
in implementing DT. 

Teachers 
▷ Understand how learning 

core vocabulary is the 
foundation for language, 
learning, and literacy 
development.

▷ Develop skills is doing 
lessons using principles of 
DT.

▷ Know when and when not 
to expect students to 
“repeat after me.”

Parents
▷ Appreciate that being able to 

talk descriptively is not only 
an important school-skill, but 
also an important life skill  
(especially if their child is at-
risk for developing 
literacy/spelling skills)

▷ Must speak descriptively if 
you can’t spell the thousands 
of words you might want to 
say.

▷ May need people to do DT all 
the way into adulthood!

69

69

The Steps to Practice Descriptive 
Teaching in the Classroom 

70

“▷ Does descriptive talking come naturally to kids 
or are there teaching activities you can do to 

support it? 
▷ How do you teach kids to talk descriptively (in 

conversation and/or classroom lessons)?

71

71

Teaching AAC Users to Talk Descriptively

Special 
Symbols

Circumlocution

Inform 
Partner

72
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Special Symbols on the 
Vocabulary Wall Chart*

*Available at Gail’s TPT Store for Unity® 
84 and LAMP™WFL 73

73

How do you teach use of Special Symbols?

▷ Teacher/SLP/Parent
○ In the AAC system, you are 

going to add the special 
symbols.

○ In lessons, you are going to 
model and use them on the 
wall chart.

○ In lessons, you are going to 
model and use them from 
the AAC system.

○ Do “explicit” lessons to 
supplement modeling with 
visual supports.

74

74

Action Attribute Person Place

Thing Time Same as Opposite of

Goes with Sounds like Part of word Sound/Letter 

A Minspeak® Program-Specific Organizer 

75

hello good-bye

boy how h

75

How do you teach “circumlocution”?

Teacher/SLP/Parent

In lessons, you are 
going to model it 
on the wall chart

In lessons, you are 
going to model it 

on the AAC 
system

Provide explicit 
supports and 
instruction to 
supplement 
modeling 76

76

Action Attribute Person Place

Thing Time Same as Opposite of

Goes with Sounds like Part of word Sound/Letter 

A Minspeak® Program-Specific Organizer 

77

thing

outside

ride
fall off

horsesexciting cowboy

77

Prompt the student to ….

Give an attribute 

Give an action word

Give a “who” idea (team-team-team)

Give a time idea (week-end)

Give a place idea (over water, Taco Bell)

Give a word that is similar to it 

Give a word that is the opposite of it

Tell me something that goes with it

Use a word that sounds like it

Use a word that has part of it inside of it

Tell me the letter or sound it starts with

▷ Use visual supports with the 
student initially
○ To prompt ideas
○ To organize and gather 

information
○ To teach the ideas (e.g., similar 

vs. same, opposite vs. different, 
“goes with” associations)

78

78
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How do you teach them to tell their communication 
partners what they are doing?

Teacher/SLP/Parent

In the AAC system, add “informative messages”
Do explicit lessons
Do coaching during conversational interaction

79

79

Programming to inform partners

▷ ALERT messages
○ What I want to say isn’t in my device.
○ I’m putting words together to describe something, not build a sentence. 

▷ REPAIR messages
○ Wait please. I’m going to give you some words as hints.
○ Look at my list of prompts to ask me a different question.
○ You’re getting close.
○ You’re way way off. Let’s start over. 

▷ SITUATIONAL/LINGUISTIC hints:
○ It’s about something you were talking about before.
○ It’s a metaphor or idiom.  

80

80

Programming to inform partners

81

81

“▷ When you collaborate with teachers to do 
Descriptive Talking-Teaching-Testing, give them 
resources to use in their classrooms (e.g., wallcharts, 
graphic organizers) and teach the practical steps to 

doing it while teaching classroom lessons. 

82

82

What is the teacher expected to teach 
(national/state standards) and how is the 
teacher intending to teach that?

83

Practical Steps to Prepare a DT Lesson
▷ Review national/state educational standards   (science, 

lesson on plants):   Students will ….
○ Describe the parts of plants
○ Discuss the functions of the plant parts
○ Explain the role of plants in the environment

▷ Review the teacher’s lesson plan:   Students will ….
○ Complete a worksheet on the parts of plants

○ Plant seeds and watch them grow

○ Describe the parts of plants

○ Discuss the functions of plant parts

○ Write about the role of plants in our environment 

84

▷ How is the student using 
AAC going to meet the 
educational expectations 
of this lesson plan? 

84
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Practical Steps to Prepare a DT Lesson

▷ Identify vocabulary 
needed for the lesson 
plans and standards

▷ List the needed words
▷ Check if any of the words 

are already in the SGD 
(and can and/or will be 
used)

▷ Create “descriptions” for 
key lesson vocabulary 
(e.g., photosynthesis)

▷ Create any essential 
visual supports

85

PASS = 
Prc
Application & 
Support 
Software

85

Practical Steps to Prepare a DT Lesson
▷ Write out a simple plan for 

supporting the participation and 
learning of the student using 
AAC.

○ Descriptive explanations
○ Descriptive questions
○ Essential visual supports

▷ Role play the lesson together.
○ Teach & model
○ Probe and review for 

understanding
○ React to the unexpected

86

Don’t forget the student needs 
access to the language needed to 
meet educational standards!

They generally can only be met 
with expressive language (not just 
receptive language) activities.  

86

The Standards expect the student to Describe, Discuss, Explain

PREP using available software tools 
and save your work to turn it into a 

VSM to use during the lesson.  

87

87

Essential Visual Support Materials
▷ Generic wall chart of top core 

vocabulary words
○ used across all lessons
○ flexible and supports child-

driven interaction

▷ Lesson-specific 
supports
○ specific for lessons
○ often “teacher-

driven”
○ create “files” of 

materials to save 
time

○ collaborate with 
others to save time

88

88

Example from Plan for J 

All Students will 

▷ Plant seeds

J will 

▷ Opportunity: Plant a seed at 
same time as other students

▷ Accommodation: Direct others 
(dig up, put in, cover up, water 
on)

▷ Language: Use prepositions and 
verbs in phrases

89

89

Example from Plan for J 

All Students will 

▷ Describe the parts of the plant
○ Flowers = top, pretty part

○ Stem = long, middle part
○ Leaves = outside or side part

○ Root = bottom part, under 
ground, dirty part

J will 

▷ Opportunity: Describe at least 1 
part during group activity, 
describe each part during 1:1 
time

▷ Accommodation:  Use 
descriptions developed in PASS 

▷ Language: Describe with an 
adjective and/or preposition

90

90
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Example from Plan for J 
All Students will 

▷ Discuss the functions of the plant 
parts in the growing process
○ Flowers – it has seeds, helps make 

more plants
○ Stem – keeps plant up, carries water 

and food
○ Leaves – makes light into food
○ Roots – keeps plant in ground, bring 

in food and water
○ Photosynthesis – light into food
○ Support – keeps up
○ Absorb – take in
○ Nutrients – good things from food

J will 

▷ Opportunity: Discuss 1 function 
during group activity, discuss 
each function during 1:1 time

▷ Accommodation: Use 
descriptions developed in PASS 

▷ Language: Discuss with a 
simplified verb or pronoun-verb 
phrase

91

91

Example from Plan for J 
All Students will 
▷ Complete a worksheet on parts 

of a plant J will 

▷ Opportunity: Complete 
worksheet with a peer

▷ Accommodation:  Number each 
line (1, 2, 3, 4);  ABCD each part 
(worksheet cut up)

▷ Language: Name of parts with A, 
B, C, D

A
B

C D

1 

2 

3 

4 

92

92

Example from Plan for J 

All Students will 

▷ Write a short paragraph (of at 
least 3 sentences) on why plants 
are important to us

J will 

▷ Opportunity: Write with SGD                                       
connected to computer

▷ Modification: Write 2 sentences

▷ Language: At least 3 
words/sentence, prompt use of 
verbs

They   food to eat.  
Help make clean in nose.

93

93

“▷ Linda has grown so much this past year.  She has learned most of her 
core vocabulary and is talking with phrases and some sentences.  Plus, 
she loves being part of the lessons with her friends.   Mrs. Goggins is 
working with other teachers at her school to teach them how to use 

Descriptive Teaching in their classrooms so I know that Linda is going 
to have great teachers after Mrs. Goggins retires. 

Mother of Linda in Mrs. Goggins’ class

94

94

“▷ Both my husband and I were nervous about J being in 
Miss Randall’s class because she was a 1st year teacher. 
But over the school year, we see how much language J 

has developed with her using his wall chart when teaching 
lessons.  And last night he told us “Miss Randall is 

strongest best girl fly me.”  That’s his way of him saying 
“Miss Randall is Supergirl to me.” 

Parents of J in Miss Randall’s class

95

95

Realistic Expectations using 
DTTT in Class

96
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“▷ How much do you expect me to do the 
Descriptive Teaching  during lessons?

97

97

Start Simple 
and Steadily 
Expand

One-on-one before small or large group

Short, manageable lessons with limited use of extra materials and 
visuals

Incrementally increase use across subject areas, lessons, and 
communication partners

Selectively 
Implement

With fellow students in small groups

In subjects/lessons where there are opportunities to talk and 
discuss

98

98

Some 
becomes 
Spontaneous

Teachers gradually learned the words in AAC system

Teacher can and eventually implement DT “on-the-fly” with 
much less preparation and planning

Be Sensible Continue to expose the students to subject and lesson specific 
words

Add the essential subject-specific words to the AAC device

Use simple, supplemental solutions for lesson-specific words

99

99

Simple, Supplemental AAC Solutions for 
Lesson-Specific Words

▷ Sticky Notes 
○ Quickly write words or drawings on them
○ Lay them out and student eye/hand 

selects needed word
○ Color-Letter-Number encoded answers

▷ Manual Communication Boards
○ Develop lesson-specific vocabulary 

boards
○ Create and maintain a paper and/or e-file 

of boards
100

100

Simple, Supplemental AAC Solutions for 
Lesson-Specific Words

▷ Encoded Text
○ Add letters or numbers to key words in 

print-based materials
○ Student says the letter or number to 

“say” the word

▷ Word Banks or Word Lists
○ Copy type or select from bank/list
○ Useful with print-based materials
○ An option with some educational  

software programs
101

101

Practice Applying this Information

102
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Lesson Planning

Florida Standards for Health

First Grade Level - Access Points for special 
education students NOT on standard diploma track

Each Access Point has learning objectives

103

103

Standard:  Discuss the importance of maintaining 
personal health, including explaining ways to 
prevent communicable diseases.

▷ Students will be able to:
○ Define healthy vs. unhealthy
○ Give examples of healthy vs. unhealthy behaviors
○ Say 2 ways to prevent sickness
○ Describe germs
○ State when hands should be washed
○ Demonstrate or describe proper hand washing

104

104

Define ”healthy” vs. “unhealthy”
Give examples of behaviors

105

105

Say 2 ways to prevent sickness

106

106

Describe germs

107

107

State when hands should be washed 

108

108
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Demonstrate or describe proper hand washing

109

109

What kind of “thinking” are you probing? 
Name 2 things you need to wash 
your hands.  

Show me how you wash your 
hands. 

Use a blacklight over your hands 
then tell me how well you 
washed your hands.

Using the blacklight, tell me how 
clean your hands are compared 
to mine. 

110

110

Make a Personal Plan to Implement 
Descriptive Teaching 

111

My Personal Plan:  I will …

q Set up a time with a teacher, parent, or other SLP to 
share what I learned. 

q Look at the YouTube videos referenced in this 
presentation.  

q Google Descriptive Teaching and explore what I find.

q Develop at least 2 lesson plans. 

q Video myself doing a lesson.

q Watch the video with a friend to feedback.
112

112

1. Gail Van Tatenhove did NOT invent Descriptive Teaching, she only 
presents and writes about it a lot!

2. The Descriptive Teaching Model can be broken down into Descriptive 
Talking – Teaching – Testing,  each which has an AAC user and 
Communication Partner component. 

3. Core vocabulary is a key idea in any discussion about Descriptive Talking-
Teaching-Testing.

4. When Descriptive Teaching, teachers need to shift from a Referential to a 
Descriptive style with their students using AAC systems.

5. Descriptive Teaching-Testing is good for ALL STUDENTS because it 
encourages moving beyond the facts and promotes deeper thinking and 
more authentic learning.

6. When you collaborate with teachers, teach them practical steps and give 
them resources to use in their classrooms.

113

113

More About The Descriptive Teaching Model

▷ Van Tatenhove, G. (2009). Building Language Competence with Students 
Using AAC Devices: Six Challenges. Perspectives on Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication, 18(2), 38-47. 

▷ Witkowski, D., & Baker, B. (2012). Addressing the content vocabulary with 
core: Theory and practice for non-literate or emerging literate students. 
Perspectives on Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 21, 74-81. 

▷ Zangari, C. (2020).  AAC Explainer for Descriptive Teaching.  
PrAACticalAAC, available at: https://praacticalaac.org/video/video-of-the-
week-aac-explainer-for-descriptive-teaching/
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114

https://praacticalaac.org/video/video-of-the-week-aac-explainer-for-descriptive-teaching/
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“
▷ “Some people want kids to talk.   Others want to 

hear what kids have to say.”

Paul Andres, OT

115

115

Thank You!

116

Gail M Van Tatenhove, PA, MS, CCC-SLP

You can find me at: 
gvantatenhove@cfl.rr.com
www.vantatenhove.com

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Gail-Van-Tatenhove
https://www.youtube.com/user/gvantatenhove

https://www.facebook.com/gvantatenhove
https://www.linkedin.com/in/gail-van-tatenhove-38820b20/
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