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Workshop topics 

• What is augmentative communication? 

• What are the different methods of communication that non-
speaking people use  

• Guidelines on interacting with non-speaking patients 

• Using visual materials to support understanding 

• Tracy Thresher – personal perspectives 

 

 

 



The Vermont Communication 
 Task Force 

 

• The Vermont Communication Task Force (VCTF) is a statewide network 
created in 2000. The fundamental tenet of the Task Force is that all persons 
are competent, can communicate, and must receive the support, training 
and technology needed to actively participate in all aspects of life. 

 

• The Task Force provides information and training to transition age youth and 
adults with developmental disabilities, family members, educators, service 
providers and community members. The work is multifaceted, focusing on 
the individual (direct supports), local (agency) and state (systems) levels to 
provide resources, information and advocacy. 
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Communication is the most fundamental of human capacities. 

The opportunity to communicate is a basic human right. 

Everybody has the potential to communicate. 

People need to be able to communicate to fulfill their social, educational, emotional and 
vocational potential. 

The Universal Declaration of Communication 
Rights 

International Communication Project 2014 



•Augmentative Communication 
 supplements or adds to verbal and nonverbal 
communication. 

 
•Alternative Communication is for people with no 
verbal and minimal nonverbal output. 

Vt. AAC Resource Guide 

 



  



Who Uses AAC? 

• More than 2 million people in the U.S. have a significant 
communication impairment 
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Congenital causes Acquired Causes Degenerative causes 

Cerebral palsy Stroke ALS 

Autism Head injury Muscular dystrophy 

Intellectual disabilities Spinal cord injury Huntington’s disease 

Physical disabilities Cancer AIDS 

http://www.asha.org/public/speech/disorders/InfoAACUsers.htm 
 

http://www.asha.org/public/speech/disorders/InfoAACUsers.htm


Many forms of 
communication 



Using different methods of communication  

I might greet someone with a hand wave 

I might show them some pictures of my 
vacation to share information 

I might point to a picture or word or sign 
for a snack I want 

I might make a comment or share an 
opinion by spelling a message out 



Examples of AAC 

Gestures 

Body actions 

Head shaking 

Facial expressions 

Signing 

Use of communication 
board 

Use of electronic device 
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www.talklink.org.nz 

  



 
Communication methods and strategies 

 

Speech  Natural gestures Sign Language Picture Exchange 

Light Tech 
communication 
aids and devices 

Speech 
Generating 
Devices (SGD’s) 

Facilitated 
communication 

Use of visuals 





Stephen Hawking 



Presumption of Competence 



Christy Brown – “My Left Foot” 

“This is Christy Brown, 
my son. Genius. “ 

Christy’s father. 
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“Presume competence means – assume your child is 
aware and able to understand even though they may not 
show this to you in a way that you are able to recognize 
or understand. 
 
Presume competence means talk to your child or the 
other person as you would a same age non-Autistic child 
or person.” 

Ariane Zurcher, 2013, Emma’s Hopebook 
https://emmashopebook.com/2013/03/07/presume-competence-what-does-that-mean-
exactly/  
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Communicating with your Non-Verbal 
Patient or Client in Crisis 

First-Hand Experiences  

Tracy Thresher 



“Don’t underestimate me.  
I know more than I say,  
think more than I speak,  

& notice more than you realize.” 
 

-Tracy Thresher 



 

I am Tracy Thresher and 
my journey through life has 
been the bumpiest ride 
ever -- not really fun like an 
amusement park ride but 
more like a scary drop from 
the sky type of ride.  

 

Tracy Thresher 
Self-Advocate 

Peer Mentor  

Communication 

Consultant 



Intelligence Hidden 

I share my story so that 
perhaps people will 
learn that I am intelligent 
and that other people 
with autism are 
intelligent too.  We are 
inside our minds with 
much to say but our 
autism gets in the way 
and it is the only thing 
people see. 

 



 

 

It has been a difficult 
disability to live with 
and I am still at a 
place, even though I 
am over fifty years 
old, where I cannot 
always accept myself.  

 



Tracy and his 
brother Jeff 

 

I was aware of my challenges 
early in life as a small child. I 
could not talk like other kids and 
my mind and body went way too 
fast for me to make controlled 
movements. It was frustrating for 
me to live that way and I had 
many temper tantrums. 

 



I was in my twenties when my 
life took a path towards 
communication and I was 
chosen to be a part of an 
Facilitated Communication 
project. I was one of the first 
people in my Green Mountains of 
Vermont to be treated to this life 
changing mode of 
communication. It was scary and 
exciting to have the foundation of 
a new thing in my life. 

 



 

I was one lucky man to 
meet Alan Kurtz in 1990. 
Alan was motivated to 
unlock my wisdom. He 
treated me to intelligent 
conversation. It was a 
wonderful time in my life 
because for the very first 
time I was being seen as 
someone with something to 
say.  
 



Poor speech, 
problems with 
movement, and lack 
of natural learning 
opportunities interfere 
and prevent people 
with autism from 
learning to read and 
demonstrating the 
ability to 
communicate.  

 



It is hard to pinpoint the reasons for 
the challenges; movement is the 
biggest issue for me and my body 
feels like a train on a runaway track. 
It becomes a challenge for me to 
get it moving in a way that promotes 
productivity. The best way to 
describe it is my brain slacks off 
and does not send the right 
messages to the parts of the body 
that need to respond. 

 



I need to have support to 
slow down so moving 
becomes less of a chore and 
more automatic, but not so 
automatic that I am a train 
about to derail. I think for me 
personally, I get 
overwhelmed with too many 
cues and I need to narrow 
down the steps to be able to 
complete a task.  

 



 

It is difficult getting 
organized, and I want 
to be able to move 
when I need to do 
something as simple as 
getting my coat and 
putting it on, yet I feel 
frozen and I sometimes 
need a verbal prompt 
from a support person.  



 

I try to maintain rhythm in 
my steps and overall 
movement. It can be done 
when I draw attention to 
what I am doing. It involves 
focus and is an obstacle 
sometimes. I need to have 
access to typing and to the 
things that help me relax 
and get organized in my 
body and mind. I also need 
to work to feel like I have 
purpose in my life. 

 

 



The solutions for me to 
meet my movement 
challenges are typing to 
let people know what 
helps and what hinders- 
lots of walking, 
swimming, working on 
meditation and 
breathing, and 
drumming to get my 
body organized. 

 

 

 



I get some of the help I need 
during the week when I am 
working with skilled support 
on typing and movement 
and work. But there are 
other times that I am stuck 
in auto-land and get really 
disconnected and live in a 
world that does not 
understand me or what I am 
thinking. 

 



With time and patience I can 
have some really thoughtful 
conversations. What works for 
me is communicating with 
thinking, patient people who 
understand my autism and 
work through the problems of 
anxiety and impulsive 
movement to focus on 
thoughtful communication. 

 

 



 

Without access to my typed 
communication I would have 
no way to express how 
something feels or what I am 
experiencing in my body. To 
share that information I need 
my iPad and a trained 
facilitator to support my typing. 



 

The way I want medical 
professionals to treat me is as 
a man with intelligence. It is 
important to speak to me and 
know that I am able to 
understand what is being said, 
even if I cant show it with my 
body language. 



 

Approaching my 
appointments with 
patience is most 
important, giving 
enough time to ask 
questions and wait 
for me to type my 
response. 



Volume of communication 
is hearing my voice and 
taking the time to type and 
talk with me. Wanting to 
type is one thing, having 
people to talk to is another. 
So much of the 
communication process 
depends on people taking 
the time to listen and to ask 
enticing questions.  



 

In my profession as an advocate I 
travel around the country- and 
beyond, to teach people about 
advocacy, autism, movement 
differences, and communication.  
I live, breathe, and think about 
quality of life initiatives.  I am 
passionate about where our 
country is going as far as 
education and services for all 
citizens are concerned.  



 

My work is cut out for me 
with travel, typing, and 
presenting to teach the 
presumption of 
competence, and I am fired 
up with possibility. The 
presumption of competence 
is the key to opening the 
barriers people may have in 
their minds.  

 



 

My communication is 
paramount to my well-being 
and is key to my being an 
active citizen. I may appear 
to be a man shrouded by a 
cloak of incompetence but 
if you will take the time to 
listen to my typing you will 
understand I am intelligent. 

  

 



Follow us at:  

www.wretchesandjabberers.org 
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“The power of communication is rooted in 
relationships.”  Tracy Thresher 
 
 

“People are the most important component in developing 
communication skills.  Technology is a tool for people.”    
Linda Burkhardt 



What do communication partners do? 
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A facilitator or (communication 
partner” is “one who makes things 
easier.” People who facilitate 
communication are familiar 
partners who do things that enable 
interaction to occur. 
 
Sarah Blackstone 

http://www.augcominc.com/newsletters/index.cfm/newsletter_22.pdf     Sarah Blackstone 

http://www.augcominc.com/newsletters/index.cfm/newsletter_22.pdf
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“Speechless” video clip 
discussion 

• What does JJ’s brother do to support his communication? 

• What are some of the assumptions about JJ that the guy who 
tried to steal the shoes had? 

• What role does the woman with the dog play? 

• If you were a new communication partner for JJ, what are 
things that you would have to learn how to do? 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jaKAsnrqXFc 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jaKAsnrqXFc


 
Guidelines for interacting with patients in a 

medical setting 
 
 



Using respectful language 

• Use “People First” language – puts the person before the 
disability 

• Do not use the term “mental retardation” or “retarded”,  

• In Vermont, we use the terms “development disability” or 
“intellectual disability” 

• Do not use the terms “low functioning” or “high functioning” 

• Focus on the what the person needs assistance or support 
with  



Larry Bissonnette 

“Fastening labels on people is 
like leasing cars with the 
destinations determined 
beforehand.” 

 



People are people. Larry is a 
person first.  Autism is one 
of my personal attributes 
along with being an actor 
and artist. 



How to speak 

•Presume competence 

• Speak directly to the person 

• Speak slowly  

• Take regular pauses 

•Use a calm tone of voice and moderate volume 

• Speak to an adult as an adult 

http://www.communicationpeople.co.uk/ 



How to speak 

•Use everyday language as much as possible 

•Keep one idea in a sentence at a time 

•Use gestures and visuals to support comprehension 

• Include the person in conversations about their 
medical situation 

http://www.communicationpeople.co.uk/ 



Visual supports - Using photos, 
pictures, and symbols to support 

comprehension 

• Can be more universally understood 

• Can make medical terminology and information easier to 
understand 

• Very helpful for people who may not be able to read 
documents or understand spoken language well 

• For people who are non-speaking, provides a quick way to 
interact with medical personnel 

 

 











Use of Care 
Passports 



Resources 

• Vermont Communication Task Force - https://ddsd.vermont.gov/boards-
committees/vt-communication-task-force 

• Green Mountain Self-Advocates - http://www.gmsavt.org/ 

• Hospital Communication Books 
http://www.communicationpeople.co.uk/index.html#home 

 

Contact information: 

Pascal Cheng – pascalcc@howardcenter.org 

Tracy Thresher – rightrus@wcmhs.org 

Harvey Lavoy – harveyl@wcmhs.org  
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