
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

Investigating Secondary Self-Contained Special Education Students’ Access to 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication Through Educator Experiences: 

A Phenomenological Study 
 

Claire Copps Williams, Ed.D. 
 

Mentor: Jessica Meehan, Ed.D. 
 

 
Although federal laws require public schools to provide every student in Special 

Education with a free appropriate public education (FAPE) and an individualized 

education program (IEP), which provides students’ accommodations and services, there 

is variation in the degree of access that many students have to assistive technology, 

particularly Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC). AAC provides the 

opportunity for choice and expression for students who have disabilities affecting their 

communication. To integrate AAC properly, a team member must evaluate and match a 

student with the appropriate type and then support integrating the AAC at school and 

subsequently at home. Self-contained Special Education lacks research on AAC. Adding 

to the depth of research is vital to bring about change in the Special Education 

community. To best serve students and abide by federal mandates, researchers must 

discover the roadblocks that students encounter in the classroom regarding 

communication and expression. This study aimed to add to the pool of research to better 

serve students in self-contained environments who cannot speak for themselves. 



This phenomenological study explored the degree of access to Augmentative and 

Alternative Communication (AAC) through teacher experiences for Special Education 

students in self-contained secondary classrooms. The study focused on self-contained 

Special Education teachers, who are gatekeepers for students with complex 

communication needs who need technology such as AAC. The study utilized a social 

ecological framework to discover the interaction between individuals' environments and 

their accessibility options and a disability interpretive lens to focus on the Special 

Education community as a facet of human differences.  

The study consisted of 32 completed questionnaires and five semi-structured 

interviews, gathering the experiences of educators around the United States in various 

self-contained secondary environments. The themes found were systemic roadblocks, 

varying opportunities, educational silos, and autonomy. Though the themes of systemic 

roadblocks, varying opportunities, and educational silos fell from the interpersonal to the 

policy level, autonomy existed with the educators on an intrapersonal level. The results 

indicated that there is a widespread lack of teacher training on AAC, but that teachers are 

utilizing their skills and drive to best serve their students and learn the necessary systems.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction to the Problem of Practice 
 

Introduction 

Adam was sitting in his high school classroom, engaged in an interactive lesson 

on cuisines from various countries. As the teacher strolled around the students’ tables in 

the room, Adam had something important to share—his teacher wanted to know the 

students’ favorite foods. Adam reached over to his iPad and touched a button labeled 

“food,” with a picture of a full plate, opening up a new screen of icons, and then touched 

a button labeled “pizza,” with a picture of a large slice of pepperoni pizza. As Adam hit 

the final button, the iPad clearly said “pizza,” declaring his favorite food to eat. Adam 

can use his Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) device, an iPad with 

speech software, to participate in the class lesson. Adam has complex communication 

needs due to his disability but can demonstrate choice and preference through his AAC 

device.  

Technology is advancing at an exponential rate, and access is becoming more 

widespread. Schools are not consistently providing access to all of the options available 

to students, even though accessibility solutions exist. The research is scarce on the needs 

and services provided to the Special Education population who have disabilities affecting 

communication (Andzik et al., 2018). This gap in the research negatively affects Special 

Education programming. Andzik et al. (2018) suggest that there is an “under-use of AAC 

for students who have minimal vocal speech and may suggest the need for training 

teachers in the use of multimodal interventions” (p. 45). The lack of research on the 
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experiences and training of the teachers servicing the population promotes a study 

investigating AAC access. This phenomenological study explored the degree of access to 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) through teacher experiences for 

Special Education students in self-contained secondary classrooms. The study focused on 

self-contained Special Education teachers, who are gatekeepers for students with 

complex communication needs who need technology such as AAC.  

Statement of the Problem 

Although the Special Education team provides students with Individualized 

Education Programs (IEPs) and the students must receive the services outlined in that 

document, there is a lack of access to various modes of communication, such as AAC, for 

students in self-contained Special Education environments. Students must have access to 

appropriate aids and services to allow them to access their education. For students, 

communication is a necessary part of everyday functioning, regardless of the nature of 

that communication. When students cannot communicate on a basic level to express 

choice or desire, often they will use aggression or oppositional behavior as a method of 

communication (Lalli et al., 1993). This absence of expression demonstrates a lack of 

necessary resources since students cannot appropriately explain their wants and needs. In 

studies of students with Autism, speech-generating devices increased expressive language 

capabilities and reduced aggression by providing a means for expression and choice (Frea 

et al., 2001; Neeley et al., 2015). Teachers must evaluate students for any assistive 

technology (AT) that could aid in everyday functioning.  

Teachers need to effectively integrate AAC into the classroom environment to aid 

in its success. O’Malley et al. (2013) found that not only do teachers need the training to 
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integrate technology, but collaboration is essential amongst the instructional and 

administrative teams to ensure successful outcomes. This training and support system 

require time and money to make it a reality, and as of now, AAC is not a priority in all 

educational systems. School districts also have issues finding qualified teachers to fill the 

positions in Special Education, therefore “as a result, in most states, Special Education 

classrooms have the largest number of unqualified teachers” (Payne, 2005, p. 88). 

Unqualified teachers cannot provide the appropriate support necessary to assist students 

with AAC. When teachers do not have the training required to help refer students to AAC 

in the first place, before even helping to integrate and utilize it, then students will not 

communicate at their highest abilities.  

O’Malley et al. (2013) also noted the importance of parental involvement in the 

process of device integration and support. When educators expect students to utilize a 

communication system at school, then the home's communication system must somehow 

mirror it. Parents must integrate the device into the child’s everyday home life to 

functionally succeed, as everyone takes time and practice to learn and utilize the 

equipment. Parents need knowledge, training, and support to help their children use 

AAC. This piece of the equation requires time from a team outside of regular school 

hours.  

This problem of access has three implications. First, a student who could benefit 

from but cannot access AAC misses the opportunity to have a voice. Every individual has 

a right to choice and expression, regardless of communication and cognitive abilities. The 

educational system must adequately evaluate and serve students by considering 

appropriate aids, including technological ones. It is fundamentally wrong to deny a 



4 
 

student the opportunity to choose or express an essential want or need. Second, students 

who cannot communicate basic messages will find other ways to do so. When 

administrators want to identify and address problematic behaviors in self-contained 

environments, they must first ensure that educational teams properly equip students with 

supplementary aids and services to suit their needs. Providing choice and freedom can 

deter problematic behaviors. Third, students have the right to a free appropriate public 

education (FAPE) according to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA 

(Department of Education, 2004c). The educational team needs to evaluate students and 

consider all appropriate assistive technology to appropriately serve students, including 

AAC.  

Despite all the advancements since IDEA, this area remains severely lacking in 

research. As stated in Campbell et al. (2006): 

Whereas a number of publications advocate for early use of AT with very young 
children and describe benefits, principles, and recommended practices (e.g., 
Mistrett, 2004; Stremel, 2005), only a small number of publications report 
empirical evidence about effective interventions for teaching children and 
families to use AT devices. (p. 3)  
 

Appropriate interventions are vital when trying to introduce a device into an 

environment. AAC has the potential to allow access to students who have been unable to 

function appropriately in everyday settings. This potential applies not only in educational 

settings but also in the home and any future living or working situations. In addition to 

the lack of research on AAC's benefits, self-contained Special Education classrooms are 

not often the center of rich, detailed analysis. Though mainstreaming and inclusion have 

gained attention, the self-contained realm is separate from these ideas. The classrooms 
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exist mostly within themselves, aside from physical education, art, and music offerings of 

different districts.  

Students in self-contained Special Education classrooms require gatekeepers to 

gain access to assistive technology such as AAC since they often have complex 

communication needs. Educators bring up communication issues, aid in procuring AAC, 

and integrate it into the classroom environment. Baxter et al. (2012) observed the 

commonalities of a lack of direct training and collaboration as barriers in AAC use. 

Without proper, targeted training, educators cannot plan effective AAC integration. As 

Ahmad (2015) described, teachers can become unintentional obstacles for AT access due 

to misinformation about its effectiveness and need to find ways to promote technology 

integration.  

Purpose of the Study 

This phenomenological study explored the degree of access to Augmentative and 

Alternative Communication (AAC) through teacher experiences for Special Education 

students in self-contained secondary classrooms. Through questionnaires and interviews, 

I compiled data and looked for commonalities amongst the educators’ experiences to 

identify systemic issues affecting student access in self-contained environments. The 

primary research questions asked 

• How do self-contained secondary Special Education teachers describe their 
training and experience with Augmentative and Alternative Communication? 
 

• How do teachers of self-contained classrooms describe their understanding, 
beliefs, and attitudes toward Augmentative and Alternative Communication? 
 

• What factors contribute to teachers’ experiences in gaining access to 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication for self-contained secondary 
Special Education students? 
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My Problem of Practice added research to the field in three areas. First, it 

increased awareness of AAC. Various assistive technology and AAC levels exist, mainly 

because of the vast leaps in technological advancement and application creation. From 

specialized devices to everyday instruments that many families already use, AAC comes 

in many forms and at many different price points. Understanding accessibility to AAC is 

key to understanding what AAC is and how it functions in different environments. 

Second, I explained why educational teams do not provide consistent access to supports 

in the public school environment. With increased awareness as to the benefits of AAC, as 

well as studying why educators are not consistently trialing AAC with students, districts 

can provide better access to this aspect of communication and function. Third, I 

highlighted the potential that AAC holds. When discussing such a specialized population, 

assistive technology such as speech-generating devices or communication systems that 

provide choice should be a central part of the conversation. The self-contained 

environment serves a student population that often requires assistance in communication 

and everyday functions. Therefore, devices that provide greater access to ways to express 

wants and needs should be central to programming. To serve students appropriately and 

adequately, the educational team must consider appropriate aids and supports for each 

individual, including assistive technology that increases learning access. This access is 

imperative when students have a disability impacting their communication and their 

fundamental right to express choice and need.   

Theoretical Framework 

I utilized a social ecological framework to inspect various levels of environmental 

influence to thematically analyze the data and correctly position the field for a change. As 
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Wendel and McLeroy (2015) described, individuals are affected by their various 

environments throughout their lives. Bronfenbrenner (1978) discussed these ecological 

environments in which children are involved as the micro-system, meso-system, exo-

system, and macro-systems. Utilizing the environmental spheres, commonly categorized 

as intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, and policy, I analyzed the 

interaction amongst spheres and their effect on accessibility options. The research 

questions reflected the experiences and beliefs the educators hold. I chose data collection 

methods to gather information on the different ecological spheres. Since educational 

issues exist on various platforms of law, policy, and regulations, it was crucial to 

correctly identify the various impactful spheres when analyzing the data.  The thematic 

analysis became an overlay to the various ecological spheres, creating a clear picture of 

the systemic issues impacting student access. 

Research Design and Methods 

This phenomenological study examined educator experiences with AAC training 

and accessibility. I utilized two rounds of sampling to gather educator experiences. The 

samples included teachers in self-contained secondary Special Education classrooms with 

students who have complex communication needs. Questionnaires and interviews took 

place virtually due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This virtual format also made the 

geographic location secondary, allowing for a more widespread sample. 

The first round of purposive snowball sampling included thirty-two teachers who 

answered open-ended questionnaires. The second round of criterion sampling with 

maximum variation included five semi-structured interviews to gain additional narrative 

data. I analyzed the data through a social ecological framework to observe ecological 
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spheres of influence. The data analysis goal was to understand systemic factors affecting 

educator training for student access to AAC.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Assistive Technology (AT) device:  “any item, piece of equipment, or product system, 

whether acquired commercially off the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to 

increase, maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of a child with a disability” 

(Department of Education, 2004b, para 1). 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC): serves “either to supplement (i.e., 

augment) their existing speech or to act as their primary (i.e., alternative) method of 

expressive communication” (Mirenda, 2003, p. 203). 

Autism Spectrum Disorder: a developmental disability that can affect behavior and 

communication, impacting functioning in everyday scenarios. Autism exists on a 

spectrum due to the range of severity (National Institute of Mental Health, 2018). 

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE): the public school system provides every 

qualified individual a free appropriate public education. This mandate includes 

servicing the individual appropriately by meeting educational needs to the same 

extent that it meets the needs of students without disabilities, creating a level playing 

field. It also states the necessity of including students with disabilities with their 

peers, without disabilities, to the fullest extent possible (Department of Education, 

2010).  

Individualized Education Program (IEP): provided to students who qualify for Special 

Education programming due to their disability. The IEP team, consisting of teachers, 

administrators, appropriate therapists and staff, and parents come together to create an 
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individualized document to aid the student in having a successful education 

experience. A team member refers a child to Special Education where the team 

evaluates to determine eligibility. If the team determines a disability, they conduct an 

IEP meeting to create the initial document and then hold regular meetings to provide 

data and update the document. The IEP includes performance levels, annual goals, 

services, and participation details (Department of Education, 2000). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA):  the law that requires a free 

appropriate public education and mandates services to students with disabilities. It 

outlines how states provide early intervention and Special Education services to 

eligible students. In 2004, Congress reauthorized IDEA and amended it in 2015 

through Public Law 114-95, the Every Student Succeeds Act (Achmadi et al., 2012). 

Intellectual Disability: a disability that impacts everyday skills due to “limitations in both 

intellectual functioning and in adaptive behavior.” Generally, limited intellectual 

functioning can be determined via an IQ test with a score of around 70 or below, and 

limited adaptive behavior pertains to everyday skills dealing with functional 

interactions and socialization (American Association on Intellectual and 

Developmental Disabilities, 2019, para. 1).  

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE): Under IDEA, the educational team must place 

students in the least restrictive environment. The law states that educators must 

include Special Education students in the general education environment to the fullest 

extent possible. That removal from the general education environment only happens 

due to programming necessity (Department of Education, 2004a). 
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Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS): a “modified applied behavior analysis 

program designed for early nonverbal symbolic communication training.” Teams 

create individualized picture displays to provide appropriate vocabulary options for 

the student (Vicker, 2002, para. 1). 

Self-contained Special Education: classrooms separate from the general education 

population in public schools, including specialized teaching techniques, facilities, and 

equipment (Algozzine et al., 1988). 

Speech-Generating Device (SGD): “Contemporary SGDs typically consist of a computer-

based speech-synthesizing unit and visual display. Visual displays typically have 

several icons (e.g., colored line drawings) representing words or phrases. Touching 

the icons produces corresponding speech output” (Achmadi et al., 2012, p. 1258). 

Conclusion 

Students deserve an appropriate education, including considering assistive 

technologies and interventions that can aid in everyday function and learning. Studies 

discuss a lack of research on AAC and its benefits, a lack of training for teachers and 

families, and a lack of resources for educational teams to consider. An appropriate 

education includes giving students a level playing field. 

In this study, I described commonalities in teachers’ experiences in education, 

training, and accessibility to identify systemic issues impacting student accessibility.  

A rich collection of questionnaires and interviews from educators created a compilation 

of shared experiences and training offerings. This research can address the necessary 

policy change to ensure students are accessing functional communication. 

Before collecting data on this subject, I investigated the current research and 
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identified gaps in the literature. The topics of verbal development, AAC, the IEP process, 

and available training are vital to the research. Addressing these areas, the following 

chapter highlights where my study fits into the range of Special Education research.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Literature Review 
 

Introduction 

Schools are responsible for providing students the opportunities to learn and 

grow, giving them the necessary tools to access learning. Teachers are the gatekeepers for 

this accessibility but require the training and exposure to provide it properly. This 

responsibility extends beyond just the classroom to the administrators and district leaders, 

who allocate funds and resources and make decisions impacting each learning 

environment. Every school can provide students with this access to learning. Educators 

create accessibility through policies, proper funding and allocation, and knowledge of 

effective classroom practices. Although this knowledge exists, administrators and 

educators need a true understanding of what they can do to benefit various populations of 

students present in the school building. The field of self-contained Special Education 

research lacks the depth and breadth of information. Since this Problem of Practice 

increases AAC awareness, explains varying AAC access, and highlights AAC potential, a 

review of the current literature was vital. A lack of general understanding about how 

disabilities impact everyday functioning and the role that AAC can play in an educational 

setting are leading to unpredictable access for students.  

This literature review inspects the current research areas and identifies gaps that 

researchers must fill to strive for equity in education. This chapter traces the logical steps 

of issues that individuals with complex communication needs encounter. First, this 

chapter inspects the challenges of delayed verbal development. Understanding must exist 
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to strive for change for those who have impacted communication. Second, there is a 

review of the IEP process and federal mandates governing how schools integrate students 

in Special Education. Third, this chapter includes introducing AAC and its benefits to 

document this type of assistive technology research. Fourth, I review the lack of training 

for teachers and parents in acquiring and using AAC. Fifth, I examine educator attitudes 

towards AAC. Sixth, I discuss a social ecological framework, which guides this study.  

Challenges of Delayed Verbal Development 

When discussing a function as essential and vital as communication, the entire 

educational team must understand the social challenges that exist when an individual has 

a disability impacting their functional communication. There are students with diagnoses 

such as Autism, Intellectual Disability, Cerebral Palsy, Multiple Sclerosis, expressive 

language impairment, or multiple disabilities in the self-contained environment. Social 

challenges inevitably come with language impairment. These issues would begin in the 

child’s first environment, the home. At a relationship level, impaired communication can 

affect how parents and toddlers interact (Irwin et al., 2002) as communication and 

positive reinforcement from parents are intrinsically tied (Carson et al., 2007). Children 

learn many basics of communication and function from their responsible adults, so a 

delay in communication ability impacts their social skills in those formative years.  

The adverse social effect continues into the school environment. At the preschool 

level, relationships with peers and engaging in the emotional aspects of interactions are 

incredibly important (Sroufe & Rutter, 1984). The purpose of preschool is to expose 

children to social interactions and problem-solving that they may not have experienced 

before introducing any academic pieces. These social interactions rely on communication 
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and children, putting forth basic messages and making simple choices, both with peers 

and teachers. Children need some control via choice to function well in an environment. 

These components rely on communication and a child’s ability to convey what they want 

or need to correspond.  

Children who cannot make choices or express themselves may exhibit various 

behaviors. These behaviors could include acting out or becoming withdrawn. In the study 

by Irwin et al. (2002),  

Additional analyses examined the likelihood of having a high score (above the 
90th percentile) in one or more of following ITSEA [Infant-Toddler Social 
Emotional Assessment] areas: Depression/ Withdrawal, Social Relatedness, 
Compliance, and Imitation/ Pretend Play. The late talkers were reported to be 17 
times more likely to exhibit differences in those areas of social-emotional 
functioning than controls. (p. 1329) 
 

These areas of social-emotional health are significant in children as they grow. A delay in 

verbal communication can have long-term implications for children, increasing the 

chances of mental health issues. To ensure students have the best opportunity of a healthy 

adolescence, the school must provide means of communication for all students. Thurm et 

al. (2018) conducted a study also utilizing the ITSEA. They found that language skills in 

toddlers, both expressive and receptive, were directly linked to social-emotional health. 

Additionally, the researchers can relate the scores to behavioral issues. Every problem 

domain in the ITSEA resulted in a higher score amongst the group of children with 

learning disabilities. This study simply relates to delayed verbal communication, not even 

crossing into minimally verbal and nonverbal children who see the deficit in expressive 

communication throughout their time in school. Going beyond learning disabilities, many 

disability codes include diagnoses that imply lifelong struggles with expressive language.   
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For students who struggle with aggression, having the means to communicate is 

vital. According to Peeters and Gillberg (1999), up to fifty percent of individuals 

diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder have impacted communication. People must 

receive functional communication options to supplement other communication skills and 

coping mechanisms that they have developed. Students with communication needs 

display off-task, verbally aggressive, and physically aggressive behaviors (Andzik et al., 

2018). Similarly, Durand (1999) stated that if individuals could not communicate to 

family successfully, there would not be a fitting answer to their request, resulting in 

problem behaviors. The direct correlation in issues warrants an intervention. The research 

states that behaviors are directly related to communication needs; therefore, early 

intervention is critical in aiding students who struggle to communicate verbally.  

Hines et al. (2011) studied parents of children with Autism who reached 

adulthood. Reflecting on their communication experiences when their children were 

younger, they reported feeling as “gatekeepers” to conversations, monitoring social 

interactions, and intervening as necessary to reduce feelings of embarrassment for 

themselves or their children (p. 260). This protective nature reveals itself for adults of 

children who have issues communicating when they do not want to describe their child’s 

disability to people whom they encounter. Since functional language is an anticipated 

piece of social interaction, a delay in this developmental area can cause everyday issues 

for children and their adults. 

In conclusion, communication is a critical component of mental health and social-

emotional development. Children need to express their wants and choices to function at a 

healthy and acceptable level. Every child has the right to express their needs 
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appropriately. To ensure this expression happens, schools must consider many options 

when programming for a student with communication needs. Augmentative and 

Alternative Communication provides an opportunity for minimally verbal or nonverbal 

students, giving them the tools necessary to express thoughts, wants, and needs.  

The IEP Process and Federal Mandates 

The public school system must provide every qualified individual a free 

appropriate public education (FAPE). This mandate includes public educational 

institutions servicing the individual appropriately by meeting educational needs to the 

same extent that they serve the needs of students without disabilities, creating a level 

playing field. It also states the necessity of including students with disabilities with their 

peers, without disabilities, to the fullest extent possible (Department of Education, 2010). 

Though the language allows some interpretation, the government intended FAPE to 

provide students with appropriate learning access. Schools must create level playing 

fields so that all students can learn.  

In Hendrick Hudson District Board of Ed. v. Rowley (1982), The U.S. Supreme 

Court ruled that there was a two-part test for states to utilize when determining if a school 

provided FAPE: “First, has the state complied with the procedures set forth in the Act? 

And second, is the individualized education program developed through the Act’s 

procedures reasonably calculated to enable the child to receive educational benefits?” (p. 

206–207). This monumental case, though the text seems simple, outlined a critical 

distinction—the words “educational benefits.” The inclusion of those words provides the 

argument to allow children a level playing field. A student must have access to learning 

to benefit from their education, and foundationally this access would include some sort of 
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communication. Though the type does not matter, choice and opportunity do. The 

Supreme Court clearly outlined that students must be able to receive some value from 

their education. Therefore, to properly service a child according to FAPE, an educational 

team must evaluate a student for appropriate assistive technology, including AAC, so that 

the student can receive benefits from their individualized education.  

Though FAPE does not have a delineated government definition that dictates 

expectations, states are required to develop IEPs based on student needs and with input 

from the family (Drasgow et al., 2001). This consideration of needs would suggest that 

educators must provide students access to any type of assistive technology that aids in 

their everyday functioning. When students have disabilities impacting their 

communication, regardless of whether it is cognitive, developmental, or physical, they 

require communication aids to receive their guaranteed appropriate education. Though 

these aids could range from sign language, to gestures, to picture exchange 

communication boards, to voice output devices, a thorough evaluation should take place 

for the student to have their needs served adequately. As discussed by Blischak and Ho 

(2000), when individuals are appropriately matched with assistive technology, it is not 

based on cost or availability factors, but rather on matching features and capabilities with 

the individual. A student requires this proper evaluation and matching process to access a 

free and appropriate public education.  

Schools have committed themselves to care for Special Education students in 

word, but not always in deed. Teams must consider every individual to provide an 

environment that allows access to education and inclusion with peers who do not have 

disabilities, as outlined by federal mandates. Properly serving students means developing 
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programs that include appropriate assistive technologies and aids to have real and 

functional access to learning. Communication is at the ground level of this issue.  

Introduction to AAC 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication is a gateway to communication for 

many individuals with complex communication needs. It is essential to understand what 

AAC encompasses to recognize its benefits. Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication serves “either to supplement (i.e., augment) their existing speech or to 

act as their primary (i.e., alternative) method of expressive communication” (Mirenda, 

2003, p. 203). This umbrella term can include different aids that augment or provide an 

alternative mode to communicate, as AAC is highly individualized. 

There are unaided and aided categories of Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication. Unaided AAC includes communication via gestures or signs, while 

aided AAC includes picture communication systems and technology that outputs speech 

(Barbosa et al., 2018; Mirenda & Iacono, 2009; Mirenda, 2003). Educators individualize 

AAC based on the needs of the child, which can evolve. AAC provides an alternative to 

verbal expression that still offers individuals the power of choice through an effective 

mode of communication (Frea et al., 2001). Someone communicating with the student 

would need to understand their gestures or sign language to successfully give and receive 

messages while utilizing unaided communication systems. Still, aided communication 

systems use functional pictures or speech output accessible and transparent to most 

communicators.  

Fager et al. (2006) studied individuals with traumatic brain injury (TBI) and 

detailed all of the types of communications AAC can support, including storytelling, 
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description, urgent needs such as toileting or discomfort, grooming, and social discourse. 

These are imperative messages, including basic needs and bodily functions, that an 

individual would need to relay in any setting. Students who use AAC have access to 

communicating many different, essential messages, depending on their cognitive ability 

and understanding of the mode of AAC.  

Students can transfer many messages when appropriately matched to AAC. Lloyd 

et al. (1997) stated the importance of “feature matching” by which an educational team 

chooses an AAC device based on its features and capabilities to fit the individual and 

their disability, which unfortunately teams do not always practice since many 

professionals only know the ins and outs of certain devices or software (p. 109). Since so 

many types of AAC exist, including slight variations in programs, as well as 

customizations to screens and icons, individuals must receive an ideal type of AAC. 

Picture boards allow students to communicate prechosen messages. A teacher or parent 

selects and prints out the icons and boards so the student can utilize them. High 

technology AAC, such as a speech-generating device, consists of several to dozens of 

different boards containing vocabulary and more complex sentence additions. Educators 

can customize these programs for the student. Therefore, a professional must 

appropriately “feature match” a student so they can access the type of AAC and operate 

it. By feature matching correctly, educators match children with the appropriate 

technology, not based on factors like cost and availability (Blischak & Ho, 2000). A 

district must have access to various AAC and professionals with knowledge of the 

different types to match students appropriately. Desai et al. (2014) found that matching a 
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student with an aid increased his communication by more than ten percent. Matching 

devices are vital in acceptance and utilization.  

Even with clinical feature matching, there is no communication progress unless 

educators receive appropriate training (Shane et al., 2012). Professionals require training 

and exposure to understand the types of AAC and how they work. All new technology 

comes with a learning curve. A student cannot operate an AAC device until someone 

shows them, repeatedly, how it works and the situations in which to utilize it 

appropriately. Understanding and appropriately servicing children with communication 

needs is a fundamental part of being a speech-language pathologist (SLP), including 

having a thorough understanding of a child's profile who could benefit from AAC 

(American Speech Language-Hearing Association, 2005). Therefore, a professional must 

appropriately evaluate a student for AAC, match the student with an appropriate AAC 

system, train the student and their teacher and caregivers to use the system, and 

reevaluate the system for its effectiveness over time. This process involves extensive, 

timely training that is necessary for appropriate AAC matching to reduce the risk of 

device rejection or eventual abandonment.  

Benefits of AAC 

Once an educator appropriately matches a student with an AAC system, the 

student can begin benefitting from choice and expression options. A suitable AAC 

system for a student expands the student’s ability to communicate and supports prosocial 

behavior. Though parents sometimes worry that AAC inhibits any communicative skills 

that their children already have, the research shows that AAC does just the opposite. 

Although technology is rapidly advancing and AAC options are more readily available, 
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research is scarce on effective interventions and support (Baxter et al., 2012; Schlosser, 

2003). Many single case studies or small group studies exist to support the intervention's 

effectiveness, but the body of research on AAC effectiveness is shallow. Baxter et al. 

(2012) identified just 27 studies that had to do with AAC use accomplishments and 

insights, most of which were descriptive, qualitative approaches. This low number of 

studies, notably lacking in quantitative data, highlights a gap in the field. It is imperative 

moving forward that researchers dedicate time to AAC interventions and the possibilities 

for individuals who can utilize the technology, both low-tech and high-tech options.  

Trembath et al. (2014) studied AAC benefits for adults with Autism, recognizing 

“The potential to support their comprehension and expression, as well as facilitate their 

interactions with family, friends, colleagues, staff in services they access and members of 

the wider community” (p. 901). These individuals showed notable progress in their 

functional living, both aiding in their sense of self and allowing them to enter into a 

community they had limited access to before. This type of access allows individuals to 

become part of a community, promoting their value and giving them a sense of purpose. 

A diagnosis of Autism can imply lifelong struggles with expressive and receptive 

communication; introducing an option such as AAC can aid in effective functioning. 

In a study about a child with Autism who had extreme aggression, introducing 

AAC, thereby enabling choice, reduced his aggressive outbursts and supported the notion 

that children need to communicate to function in a healthy state (Frea et al., 2001). 

Enabling students to choose between simple options can potentially de-escalate a 

situation or even prevent a problem entirely. Educators place many students in restrictive 

environments solely due to aggressive behaviors, so to diminish those situations or 
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prevent them from happening means there is more time for instruction and content. Every 

child deserves to learn and access content, including promoting a healthy environment in 

which they can function. Additionally, Durand (1999) provided evidence of two students 

using speech-generating devices, paired with functional communication training, showing 

an increase in functional communication and a decrease in defiant behaviors. This type of 

study, though on a small scale, supports the notion of AAC decreasing aggression for 

students and providing opportunities for choice and expression. Durand (1999) found that 

assistive device interventions were successful for three reasons: they required nominal 

skills to function, speech output provided immediate feedback, and educators tied the 

responses to individual wants and results. This type of individualization and attention 

decreased problematic behaviors in students.  

In a study of a child with Autism who used a speech-generating device on and off 

for years, the researchers found that the device improved his expressive capabilities 

(Neeley et al., 2015). Professionals and responsible adults must understand that AAC 

promotes language and does not inhibit it. The ability to express oneself only stimulates 

the desire to express oneself more. Successfully communicating with others means that 

students are getting to operate choice and desire, which are fundamental parts of human 

nature. Achmadi et al. (2012) taught other complicated processes to two adolescents with 

ASD, including turning on and unlocking an iPod to navigate screens and utilize the 

speech-generating software. The implications are enormous, as both participants had 

minimal expressive language but gained further independence by learning how to operate 

the device on their own.  
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Populations and needs vary on the school, district, and state levels. In a study in 

Pennsylvania, the researchers surveyed speech-language pathologists working in early 

intervention about their population and found that 12% of their preschoolers required 

AAC in some form (Binger & Light, 2006). Though done at a single state level, this 

study sheds light on the prevalence of AAC forms at an early age, highlighting a 

significant population who can benefit from the technology. 

According to a national survey of Special Education teachers (Andzik et al., 

2018), the three largest disability categories of students with communication needs are 

Autism, multiple disability, and intellectual disability. Of all the students with 

communication needs, most (81.7%) used vocal speech as their primary communication 

mode, yet only 55% of those students were proficient. Students who used speech-

generating devices made up 4.8% of the sample, and only 37.7% of those students were 

proficient. Pictorial and gestural students each made up just under 7% of the sample, with 

82% and 87% non-proficient levels, respectively. Almost every disability subgroup 

displayed a higher percentage of non-proficient students in their primary communication 

method. These staggering numbers show a cross-categorical issue of lack of proficiency 

in communication for students with disabilities. The fact that such a high percentage of 

students are not proficient in their primary mode of communication signals that a closer 

look into students' evaluations and goals needs to occur. It is not acceptable that so many 

students are not proficient in communicating, especially when various modes and 

technologies are available to aid students in expression. This discrepancy with 

proficiency in categories that are the primary communication methods for individuals 

should raise a major red flag, eliciting a change in Special Education programming and 
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processes. If one way is not working, the educational team should try another method, 

and the team should repeat this process until they discover an appropriate aid. Individuals 

are unique and require different support types, but there should not be a space where it is 

acceptable that students are not proficient in their assigned mode of communication.  

AAC holds vast potential to address the challenges children with delayed or 

inhibited verbal development face and expand the communicative capabilities of a wide 

range of young learners. Reducing aggressive outbursts is reason enough to bring options 

into the classroom. Aggression can only inhibit learning, not only for the individual but 

also for others in the classroom. Expanding communicative abilities presents students 

opportunities beyond just allowing choice and opinion; it also presents individuals with a 

purpose and a place in a community. But the research needs to develop and grow into a 

vast body of evidence to truly move the issue forward and promote the inclusion of AAC 

into programming. Although the research shows positive outcomes, larger-scale studies 

and breadth of studies would benefit the field. Since the issue regards providing a proper 

education for all individuals, the research is vital.  

Lack of AAC Training for Teachers and Parents 

When a student starts using a device, teachers must help integrate AAC into the 

classroom. For this integration to happen, teachers must have the proper training and 

preparation. AAC devices vary greatly, and each device functions differently. The 

research required to effectively evaluate individuals and match them with technology, 

then train teachers to aid in intervention is scarce (Baxter et al., 2012). The research on 

the effectiveness of various AAC types must grow so that teachers and support staff can 

best serve students. Learning AAC is acquiring a new skill, as training in this type of 
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assistive technology is not common (Snodgrass & Meadan, 2018). Without a depth of 

knowledge on AAC's benefits and interventions, teachers cannot appropriately educate all 

individuals through proper intervention and integration.   

The proper intervention begins at a professional development level. Philipp and 

Kunter (2013) studied professional development and found the need for programming to 

consider allowing teachers to prioritize their job aspects. Avalos (2011) stressed the 

importance of the educator's needs and the student driving teacher training development. 

Since schools organize professional developments for large populations of teachers, the 

administration cannot consider all individual needs and classroom priorities.  Teacher 

burnout is a significant issue (Philipp & Kunter, 2013), and individualization or selection 

of relevant professional development is an option that is suggested to address the burnout.  

The national online teacher survey results (Andzik et al., 2018) demonstrated a 

vast population of nonproficient communicators in every communication type category, 

including in vocal speech and AAC, indicating that the population of minimally verbal 

students may not be utilizing AAC, and those with AAC require teachers to have training 

in various modes of communication. Andzik et al. (2018) explain that many students are 

listed as primarily verbal due to not utilizing AAC or not utilizing it proficiently. They 

state, “Without tools to support their communication (e.g., AAC), these primarily verbal 

students are left without any means to communicate” (Andzik et al., 2018, p. 45) as 

almost half of the students identified as primarily vocal communicators were not 

proficient in this method. This staggering statistic demonstrates the need for 

consideration of other communication methods. A student who is not proficient in a 

primary communication method requires intervention and consideration for assistive 
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technology to afford them a good learning experience. Training and accessibility are a 

vital part of providing modes of communication to students, including multimodal 

approaches and efforts so that every student can reach their full potential and access their 

education. This training includes types of AAC and how to refer a student for evaluation, 

and how to incorporate these types of assistive technology into the classroom once the 

student procures them.  

Within training is the need to recognize the severe repercussion of AAC rejection. 

A lack of support or loss of support for an AAC device causes AAC device rejection in 

people with communication disabilities and difficulties due to traumatic brain injury 

(Desai et al., 2014; Fager et al., 2006). Although procuring AAC is a battle, there is also 

the issue of accepting the AAC into everyday life. If students do not have support in 

learning to use their AAC and integrating it properly into their typical environments, then 

there is the potential for them to reject the device.  

Similarly, Douglas et al. (2013) discussed paraeducator training in supporting 

students with complex communication needs to increase the number of times they created 

communication chances for the student. Once AAC is present, students need the 

opportunities to use it and interact in their everyday settings. With the proper training, 

teachers and support staff can learn how to provide students with opportunities to interact 

with their AAC and attempt communication. Senner and Baud (2017) found that current 

in-service training for school staff did not suffice to cover the breadth of knowledge 

required to be a successful communication partner. Since communication is vital, every 

arena and member of the support team requires preparation so that the AAC is successful 

(Ganz, 2014). AAC exists in the home, school, and community environments. Therefore, 
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the entire team must collaborate to truly realize its utility. A vital part of this team is the 

parents or guardians.  

Family, or “primary communicative partners,” are members of the individual’s 

AAC team, as their support is crucial in adopting an AAC device (Ganz, 2014, p. 44). 

Students spend a considerable portion of their time at home or with their families, and 

therefore adults must integrate AAC at home for it to be successful. Every part of the 

support system or family needs to have a role in the process (Baxter et al., 2012). Proper 

integration of a device happens when the individual’s immediate community is prepared 

to integrate a device or system into their everyday interactions. Device acceptance is a 

significant issue when learning a new method of communication. An individual must 

transfer the device into various situations, including school, home, and the community, 

and a support network is vital for that to happen.  

There is evidence of the importance of communication partners for individuals 

with new communication systems, regardless of age. To be a communication partner, a 

person must have training and understanding. Ogletree et al. (2016) explain that evidence 

supports communication partners’ presence for adult users of AAC with intellectual 

disabilities. Not only that, but Ogletree et al. (2016) found that there has been a shift in 

the field from using trained staff such as speech-language pathologists to using family 

and friends who are “primary stakeholders” (p. 136). Hagan and Thompson (2014) 

similarly found that organizations often did not consider adults with intellectual 

disabilities for high-tech AAC systems, therefore necessitating some sort of team to 

support the process. Communication partners are usually found within the direct care 

staff, but the training there is lacking. Van der Meer et al. (2017) stated that “The limited 
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amount of research on training direct-care staff to provide AAC intervention is difficult 

to reconcile” (p. 247). This staff involvement is necessary when adults need a 

communication intervention.  

King and Fahsl (2012) also stressed the importance of communication partners 

putting in the effort to listen, engage, and understand those with AAC and educate peers 

on interacting and engaging with students who use AAC to foster relationships. AAC is a 

different way of communicating; therefore, it takes patience to learn and understand all of 

the system's caveats. Additionally, educators must teach a student’s peers this same 

patience to effectively support a classmate or acquaintance as they learn the device and as 

they begin to use it as their communication method readily. Speech output always will be 

slower to communicate, as the icons and output require navigation and time. Still, the 

result is giving an individual the ability to communicate a want, need, or opinion.  

Similar to this familial and peer support is the need for ongoing aid beyond the 

adolescent educational environment. Trembath et al. (2014) state the need for continuous 

services and support into postsecondary life. Transition services are vital for a successful 

adulthood for students with disabilities. A lot of this hinges on families who have the 

necessary training and tools to aid in the individual’s well-being. Once a person graduates 

from the public-school environment, many supports disappear, leaving a family with a lot 

to figure out. The educational system takes back aids that the student once had free of 

charge, leaving the family to figure out how to replace technology and aids. Finding 

funding and support for assistive technology is a lengthy process and requires a 

community of support as a student transitions out of secondary education.  
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Much of this family training begins at a fundamental level at the beginning of the 

educational process. Hines et al. (2011) conducted a qualitative study regarding the 

educational experiences of families who had children with Autism who were now adults. 

Of those families, only two had accessed AAC in their time in the education system and 

with therapeutic supports. Of those two families, one reported only limited use of the 

device. This data reflects a lack of training and understanding of AAC. The education 

system has a responsibility to identify and evaluate individuals for various supports 

correctly and then aid the families in integrating those supports. If this system fails, 

families do not have access to or understand aids that could benefit a child or sibling. As 

Hines et al. (2011) stated, “Most parents expressed the belief that their son or daughter 

did not require communication services, citing a range of reasons that reflected a faulty 

understanding of communication in relation to Autism and AAC services” (p. 260). The 

educational system failed an individual if the families believe that technology or aids 

could harm the development of a child with communication needs. Just as other 

disabilities require technology and aids such as hearing aids or wheelchairs, AAC should 

be just as expected and accepted in the field. The educator must find support options that 

can fill gaps for students and provide students with the best possible educational 

environment. The level playing field is what Special Education is all about. A lack of 

awareness and training for teachers and parents is when our words and deeds concerning 

caring for Special Education students part ways.  

Teacher Attitudes Toward AAC 

Training is not a standalone feature when discussing educators and AAC. 

Experience is a vital factor in educator attitudes and beliefs, and this includes assistive 
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technology. Since AAC is present in Special Education and general education settings 

due to the vast array of disabilities it accommodates, it is essential to inspect educator 

attitudes from all settings. The research shows that the areas of experience, beliefs, and 

support weigh heavily on teacher attitudes toward AAC.  

Teacher experience is a common theme in research on AAC attitudes. Radici et 

al. (2019) noted that teacher experience and relationships directly correlated to their 

feelings toward AAC. Kent-Walsh and Light (2003) and Andrews (2007) similarly found 

that positive experiences and attitudes were necessary to have successful inclusion for 

general education classrooms. They found that educators saw AAC as time-consuming to 

learn and that their jobs already required so much of them. Syriopoulou-Delli et al. 

(2012) found that experience and training had the most significant impact on teacher 

attitudes regarding AAC. This finding was mirrored by Andzik et al. (2018) when they 

stated an overwhelmed feeling from educators. Therefore, exposure to AAC is a primary 

component in the research on positive educator attitudes.  

Educator beliefs also influence their successes. Finke et al. (2009) studied general 

education teachers who taught students with autism who utilized AAC. In the study, they 

noted that teachers who successfully teach inclusion recognize that they can always 

improve and acknowledge a responsibility to teach every student. They concluded that 

experience and exposure affect the beliefs and attitudes of educators.  

Support is an important component of educator attitudes. Bailey et al. (2006) 

included the importance of team support when discussing teacher attitudes toward AAC. 

Support correlates to positive beliefs, so teachers require the encouragement of a team 

when implementing AAC systems. Soto (1997) noted the importance of a teacher’s 
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willingness to join a multidisciplinary team and experiment with various instructional 

strategies. The collaborative environment fosters positive attitudes when the team 

supports educators as they learn to implement and integrate communication systems. This 

team supports teachers’ beliefs in themselves. Soto (1997) wrote, “teachers who believe 

that they can influence their students’ performance have better perceptions of their 

students’ abilities to learn and, therefore, have higher expectations toward their students’ 

achievement” (p. 196). Therefore, support is critical when discussing educator attitudes 

toward AAC.   

Although the research demonstrates some perceptions of teachers regarding AAC, 

it is not abundant, and there is a disparity when addressing educator access to AAC. 

Training and support are present factors in the research. Still, a comprehensive review of 

accessibility must contain not only in-school training, but teacher preparation training, 

educator exposure, and accessibility avenues for educators. To discover the root causes of 

student accessibility issues, a complete review of teacher backgrounds and opportunities 

is necessary.   

Social Ecological Framework 

The interrelationship amongst unique environments is a logical framework to 

utilize in this research. The social ecological framework is useful when discussing change 

on an individual level through a societal context (Gregson et al., 2001), as in this study. 

Bronfenbrenner (1978) discussed children’s ecological environments as the micro-

system, meso-system, exo-system, and macro-systems. The social ecological model has 

evolved and commonly considers five related spheres of environmental interaction—

individual, interpersonal, organizational, community, and policy—to understand 
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interacting factors (McLeroy et al., 1988). This framework fits easily with a disability 

interpretive lens to allow for a complete understanding of how disability arenas intersect. 

Although the framework categorizes the levels as entities, they overlap and cooperate in 

various ways. When discussing disability, these overlaps become even more apparent. 

The World Health Organization (2011), in its World Report on disability, includes 

environmental factors since they are such an integral part of the discussion on disability 

as a whole. This inclusion demonstrates the importance of the social ecological factors 

surrounding individuals. Shogren (2013) suggests that the social ecological framework is 

beneficial in the Special Education field because it allows for evaluating factors that 

influence reaching identified goals.  

Wendel and McLeroy (2015) explain that surrounding environments affect 

individuals throughout their lives. For this study's purposes, the intrapersonal sphere 

consists of the beliefs and attitudes that govern an individual’s behavior. The 

interpersonal sphere consists of family and peer influence that impacts behavior. The 

institutional sphere includes the school policy and practices that govern student 

interactions. The community sphere consists of the standards and public interactions that 

affect individuals. The policy sphere consists of the local, state, and federal laws that 

govern the Special Education realm. To understand the phenomenon occurring, the 

interactions between the spheres are incredibly prevalent. 

Furthermore, Fabinyi et al. (2014) make an incredibly important point when they 

state that concern primarily over an individual’s environment “underplays the role of 

other motivations and social institutions, and portrays a limited understanding of the 

importance of social diversity and power” (p. 27). The complexities of environmental 
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interchange and chemistry require careful attention during data analysis. The concept of 

power is an overarching theme that requires observation during any study utilizing a 

social ecological model.  

This framework allows data analysis through the social ecological spheres to 

understand the complexities of access while simultaneously keeping in mind the power in 

the various spheres. Every one of the five ecologies governs a piece of the access 

pipeline, as a change in any one of those spheres could cause a shift in the accessibility 

options for an individual. Various fields utilize this framework, such as studies on health 

(McLeroy et al., 1988; Sudhinaraset et al., 2016) and policy (see: Gregson et al., 2001; 

Golden et al., 2015). Although prior research has examined social inclusion with 

disability, the field has not applied this framework to the context of accessing devices and 

the role that the spheres play in this access.   

Conclusion 

A lack of research on the potential of consistent and correct integration of AAC 

into self-contained Special Education programming exists. Though the research states 

AAC is beneficial in supporting expressive communication and reducing problematic 

behaviors, significant misunderstanding remains about the technology. Though the range 

of available assistive technology is continuously growing and advancing, both low-tech 

and high-tech AAC included, educators need training and support to correctly identify 

and evaluate students who can benefit from AAC interventions. Trembath et al. (2014) 

found two themes in their study named “Proven Potential,” which demonstrated the 

benefits AAC could provide to families, and “Inconsistent Action,” which highlighted the 

lack of actual use and support AAC received within families. Those two vital 
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components, shown potential and lack of action, summarize the issues that self-contained 

students face in their programming. The educational system has the technology and the 

capability to help students reach their full potential but lacks the training and awareness 

to help students successfully.  

This Problem of Practice on access to AAC has three facets. First, the study adds 

more awareness of AAC. It is beneficial to continue adding research on aspects of AAC 

in self-contained Special Education. This awareness brings attention to the field. Second, 

the study explains why students are not receiving support when an evaluation is 

appropriate. The research delves into educators’ experiences, finding commonalities 

among the stories in education, training, and AAC exposure. Utilizing the disability 

interpretive lens, the research pushes for equity in services and programming. The social 

ecological framework allows for a careful analysis of the various spheres of influence and 

power in the accessibility channel. Third, the study uses the stories' commonalities as a 

starting point to promote change in the evaluation and implementation processes. 

Through this careful consideration and viewing individuals with disabilities as merely a 

small variance in the grand scheme of the educational system, as well as identifying the 

ecologies contributing to the issue, the system can begin to push for real equity for 

students with disabilities, not just in word but in action. In the next chapter, I explain the 

study’s design and methodology, delving into the process of sampling, data collection, 

and data analysis.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Methodology 
 

Introduction: Research Questions 

Chapter Two surveyed the literature that demonstrates the need for research on 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication access. The chapter explored the topics of 

delayed communication impacts, related federal mandates, the background and purpose 

of Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC), educator training, and a 

research framework. Although the literature repeatedly demonstrates that AAC is 

beneficial for both communication and behavioral needs, misinformation about the 

systems exists. The research is sparse about what impacts student access to AAC in self-

contained environments. Since classroom teachers are gatekeepers for students who could 

utilize assistive technology, researching their training and experiences can shed light on 

systemic accessibility aspects.   

The process of procuring AAC includes at least three foundational steps. First, a 

teacher refers a student for a communication evaluation if they suspect the student would 

benefit from assistive technology. This referral requires that the teacher understands AT, 

its purpose, and its appropriateness. Second, a proper communication evaluation takes 

place with a trained professional. Third, a team member matches a student with 

appropriate technology for trialing. Once these steps occur, the Special Education team 

must support the student in their learning process with the AAC system to integrate it into 

the classroom. Yet, assistive technology is a topic that teacher preparation programs 

typically do not include, even in Special Education tracks. Edyburn (2004) states that if 
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universities include assistive technology as a topic, it is often an elective course. 

Including such critical training as an elective course is not advantageous to any educator 

in the field.  

This phenomenology explored the degree of access to Augmentative and 

Alternative Communication (AAC) through teacher experiences for Special Education 

students in self-contained secondary classrooms. I focused on self-contained Special 

Education teachers, who are gatekeepers of access for students with complex 

communication needs who can utilize technology such as AAC. Through their testimony, 

I identified similarities in teacher training, access, and knowledge of AAC. 

The primary research questions ask 

• How do self-contained secondary Special Education teachers describe their 
training and experience with Augmentative and Alternative Communication? 
 

• How do teachers of self-contained classrooms describe their understanding, 
beliefs, and attitudes toward Augmentative and Alternative Communication? 
 

• What factors contribute to teachers’ experiences in gaining access to 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication for self-contained secondary 
Special Education students? 

 
A social ecological framework allowed me to analyze data through a model of 

ecological spheres. This analysis better framed the issue of access and how it plays into 

various environmental clusters. This chapter surveys the study's methodological 

approach, including my perspective and established framework, the research design and 

data analysis procedures, ethical considerations, and limitations.    

Researcher Perspective and Positionality  

This subject connects to both my professional and personal experiences. As a 

Special Education teacher in the classroom, I confronted my lack of training head-on. As 
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a parent of a child with special needs, I utilized my knowledge to advocate for my child. 

These two facets of my experience guide my work. Additionally, my experiences reflect 

through the disability interpretive lens, a perspective that directs my study as a reflection 

of human rights.  

As an educator, I worked in a self-contained high school environment where 

many students did not have prior AAC access. I had not been adequately trained in AAC 

and received crash courses from an excellent speech-language pathologist. I had to learn 

along the way. When appropriately paired with assistive technology by the team, I 

witnessed students experiencing significant communication progress, which decreased 

frustration. The process for making this happen could be quite cumbersome, and it was 

often late in the student’s educational career to introduce such technology. The training 

pieces were almost nonexistent; therefore, the team had to discover the technology and 

adapt it along the way. It was evident that the self-contained environments did not receive 

as much research focus as other areas. I recognized that this area needed more attention.  

I also have a child who was able to utilize an AAC device. Since my toddler was 

not progressing along with verbal milestones, my husband and I realized he needed a 

communication evaluation. We worked through the county process for intervention to get 

proper services. Since he was nonverbal around age two, we also sought private services 

for him. I found a remarkable specialist who could approach his disability with research-

based practices. With a Special Education background and a network of connections, we 

navigated our son's services and needs. We were able to advocate for an assistive 

technology assessment. Acquiring a device was not a straightforward procedure, and it 

was through my network of specialists that we were successful in attaining an appropriate 
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device. We received an iPad with speech software and learned most of it through 

experimenting and with the help of our private speech-language pathologist before 

training our child to use it. The device allowed for increased expressive language and 

engaging communication and decreased explosive outbursts due to misunderstanding. It 

allowed him to practice sounds, repeat words, and find clarity as needed. I am grateful 

that we could advocate for this technology and receive such a useful and powerful 

assistance for my son.  

Due to these experiences, I have seen the great benefit that AAC can provide for 

students. Though AAC may not be for everyone, and an extensive trial period may be 

necessary to find an appropriate device, individuals' possibilities are enormous when they 

can express basic wants and needs. Behavior is a result of the environment, and when 

students have explosive actions, adults should help explore alternative routes for 

expression and choice.  

Because of my AAC experiences, both professional and personal, bias is a 

potential issue for this research. Professionally, my career opened the way to networks of 

educators. Berger (2015) described the three facets of researcher experience as access, or 

participants who share due to similar experiential understanding, relationship, or comfort 

sharing certain experiences with the researcher, and world construct, or how the 

researcher’s experiences shape their ability to synthesize findings. With my professional 

network connections, I remained mindful of my position amongst the educators and 

gathered my sample via purposive snowball and maximum variation sampling. Focusing 

on reflexivity, I was able to stay mindful of my relationships with the topic and show 
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respect and humanity to my sample. Also, with reflexivity in mind, I remained 

transparent in my rationale and purpose (Berger, 2015).  

The disability interpretive lens provides a foundation for this study, positioning 

disability as human variation. Creswell and Poth (2018) describe the lens as focusing on 

difference rather than a deficiency. The disability community is another group within the 

societal norm in this transformative lens. The lens produces results that strive for human 

equality, rather than viewing the disability community as a separate entity. As described 

by Smith-Chandler and Swart (2014), “Individuals with disabilities continue to 

experience exclusion from mainstream contexts amid stereotypical constructions of 

disability as an inferior status” (p. 420). By approaching from the lens of variance rather 

than a flaw, the research has the potential to be a significant change agent.  

Additionally, the research can impact the community and the struggle for equal 

access and treatment. Smith-Chandler and Swart (2014) went on to say, “Transforming 

research practice to promote more equality and parity for the disability movement rests 

heavily on how disability is theorized and conceptualized” (p. 423). Phenomenologically 

speaking, this study explores the idea of equal access. The disability interpretive lens 

frames both how I collect and interpret data. I respected the experiences and history of 

the teachers used in this study. Additionally, I analyzed data with the understanding that 

access to appropriate services is a fundamental right and that proper education is a right 

for students.  

Theoretical Framework 

A social ecological framework allows for a complete understanding of the 

interrelationships amongst individuals’ environments. The social ecological model 
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inspects five spheres of environmental interaction—individual, interpersonal, 

organizational, community, and policy—to understand influencing factors (McLeroy et 

al., 1988). Since social interactions occur within these five areas, this model 

conceptualizes the spheres' influence on one another. I wrote the research questions to 

reflect educator experiences that range from the individual, such as beliefs and attitudes, 

to the policy, such as the social structures that affect accessibility.  

This framework is useful when describing change on the individual level through 

a societal context (Gregson et al., 2001). These contexts are an integral part of the 

discussion of disability, as the World Health Organization (2011) includes environmental 

factors in its World Report on disability functioning since they interact with everyday 

functioning. Shogren (2013) suggests that the social ecological framework is beneficial in 

the Special Education field because it allows for evaluating factors that influence 

reaching identified goals. When collecting experiential data on teachers and their 

education, training, and experience with assistive technology, every sphere comes into 

play.   

Table 3.1 includes the five ecological spheres as identified by Gregson et al. 

(2001) and outlines how the specific spheres intersect with the data in this study. A 

thematic analysis allowed me to sort and run the data through the five ecological spheres 

for placement transparently (Kiernan & Hill, 2018). The five spheres—intrapersonal, 

interpersonal, institutional, community, and policy—are factors that continuously tie into 

educational decisions and debates. Once I collected the data from educators about their 

experiences with AAC and students accessing appropriate AT, I applied the themes to the 

five ecological spheres to identify the specific needs of the educational system regarding 
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AAC access.  This analysis allowed me to identify spheres of influence that weigh 

heavily on student access. 

 
Table 3.1 

Summary of Five Social Ecological Spheres and Intersections with the Study 

Sphere Components Intersection with Study 
Intrapersonal Beliefs and attitudes that 

govern behavior 
Educator’s understandings, beliefs, 
and attitudes toward assistive 
technology and Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication 
 

Interpersonal Influence from family and 
peers that dictate identity 

Available support systems with the 
educational environment; training 
within the educational team; 
collaboration with speech-language 
pathologists and assistive technology 
specialists  
 

Institutional The school policies and 
practices 

School systems procedures for 
communication evaluations; 
professional development calendar 
and teacher certification requirements  
 

Community Standards and public 
interactions 

Community involvement and support 
of issues in terms of equity in the 
school and local community 
 

Policy Local, state, and federal 
laws that govern this arena 

Social structures and policies 
regulating Special Education 
 

 

This study utilized the social ecological framework to identify the social factors 

impacting assistive technology intervention regarding self-contained Special Education 

teachers. Since the self-contained community relied heavily on every sphere of 

interaction, the interplay is crucial in understanding the phenomenon identified in this 

study. The inclusion of the social ecological framework organized data by the appropriate 
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sphere, drafting an ecological understanding of future directional needs for training and 

policy.  

Research Design and Rationale 

A phenomenological approach investigated student access to AAC from the 

perspective of teachers through training, exposure, and accessibility. This non-

experimental design was appropriate as I gathered descriptive qualitative data to identify 

a phenomenon in the Special Education community. Phenomenological studies describe 

several people's experiences and look for collective meaning, searching for a “composite 

description” of the shared experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). By accessing data 

through the teachers, I was able to gain information on all the avenues of training and 

accessibility. AAC for research purposes included systems and devices that allow 

students with communication barriers to express their basic needs and wants, whether 

that barrier is a specific communication disability, a comorbid expressive language 

difficulty that exists due to an intellectual disability or autism, or a physical disability that 

affects speech or communication. 

The research design was suitable for this study because I searched for a deep 

understanding of what teachers experienced before and once inside self-contained 

classrooms. Understanding a shared experience is particularly important for teachers 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018), mainly because the phenomenon’s affected population is 

vulnerable individuals with complex communication needs. Access for these students 

requires attention from the gatekeepers. Students can gain access to assistive technology 

through their classroom teacher recommending an evaluation or tracking detailed data, so 
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identifying the common issues of access amongst the experiences is critical in eliciting 

change.  

I gathered the experiences of teachers through questionnaires and semi-structured 

interviews. I collected the questionnaire responses from thirty-two teachers using 

purposive snowball sampling, asking questions about their education, training, and 

experiences. Then I chose my criterion sample and utilized maximum variation to collect 

data through in-depth interviews of five teachers, a centerpiece of phenomenological 

research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These data collection formats allowed me to collect 

data and identify commonalities to form themes amongst the experiences. Figure 3.1 

demonstrates the overarching design steps.  

 

 

Figure 3.1. Research design process. 

Sample 1 
Purposive snowball sampling 
32 open-ended questionnaires 

Identify and group themes 
Select sample 2 

Sample 2 
Criterion sampling, maximum variation 

5 semi-structured interviews 

Identify and group themes 

Analyze through social ecological framework 

Triangulate data 
Compose narrative of experiences 
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This research design is fitting for a phenomenological approach because it 

captures rich, descriptive data on teachers’ experiences, training, and accessibility to 

AAC. I gathered data for triangulation through questionnaires and interviews. This design 

created a narrative description of the similarities and differences in educator experiences. 

Site Selection and Participant Sampling 

The study had no particular site but rather it spread across different states and 

districts, allowing me to collect shared experiential commonalities amongst the educators. 

Schools group self-contained classrooms by program rather than by age-determined grade 

level. Therefore, the teachers in this study are in classrooms inclusive of several grade 

levels. Due to the purposive snowball and criterion sampling used in this study, I 

gathered data from teachers across the United States. Additionally, the teachers worked in 

districts that vary in funding and size. These differences allowed me to observe the 

phenomenology across various environments, making the shared experiences rich. 

Students in Special Education can stay in school until age 21, so the educators 

have students ranging up to age 21. The teachers chosen were leads in restrictive 

environments in public school settings. Public school was the sole focus of this study, as 

private schools are not required to operate within the least restrictive environment 

mandates that govern public schools (Taylor, 2005). The students in these public school 

classes spend all of their academic hours, and some or all of their elective hours, separate 

from the mainstream, general education population.  

The COVID-19 pandemic influenced my site selection. Educators included in this 

study required solely virtual participation, making the range of the sample much larger 
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than the previous design allowed. I see this virtual aspect as a positive development since 

I gathered teachers' experiences in different districts and states.  

I used two rounds of sampling for my study. The teachers for both samples ranged 

from early-career teachers to veteran teachers, and the individuals had gone through 

various teacher preparation programs. This range in background allowed me to identify 

the phenomenon better.  

Sample One 

Prior to interviewing participants, I wanted to gain an understanding of a wide 

range of educator experiences in terms of training and exposure to AAC. To do this, I 

drew a larger sample of educators and asked basic questions about training, experiences, 

and confidence with AAC. Questionnaires allowed me to understand experiences and 

find common themes prior to the interview phase, giving me preliminary data on 

experiences and helping craft my interview questions. Therefore, I sampled a 

heterogenous group of educators who all had varying experiences with AAC to identify 

contributing factors of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The initial sample was 

a purposive snowball sample of thirty-two self-contained Special Education teachers.  

As a former self-contained Special Education teacher, I contacted my network to 

identify individuals currently teaching in self-contained classrooms. They reached out to 

their professional networks to identify teachers for participation. Snowball sampling is 

used "to identify cases of interest from sampling people who know people that generally 

have similar characteristics who, in turn, know people, also with similar characteristics” 

(Palinkas et al., 2015, p. 535). All participating teachers work with students who have 

complex communication needs. The teachers ranged in their teacher certification method 
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and their length of teaching career. As described as “criterion-i” sampling by Palinkas et 

al. (2015), I selected individuals who would have a deep understanding of the 

phenomenon and could share information that is “detailed (depth) and generalizable 

(breadth)” (p. 539). Targeting a range of teachers helped me accurately identify 

widespread issues of access. Social media also allowed for a wide range of educator 

reach, as I was able to reach out to educators from Special Education research and 

support groups. These teachers work across the United States in self-contained secondary 

environments. The questionnaires were anonymous so that educators could feel 

comfortable accurately portraying their training and their comfort levels with AAC. It 

was imperative that educators felt the information would not be directly tied to them or 

their districts.  

Sample Two 

The second sample included five semi-structured interviews. For a 

phenomenology, groups typically range from 3 to 15 (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Due to the 

anonymous nature of the questionnaires, I could not choose participants based on their 

Qualtrics responses. Instead, many educators offered some demographic data when 

volunteering to participate in the study. When selecting participants, I utilized maximum 

variation sampling, which Creswell and Poth (2018) describes as selecting participants 

who vary in experience to include different perspectives on training and experiences. Of 

the 32 questionnaire respondents, 19 voluntarily offered information about their 

educational placement. Ten stated that they taught in self-contained high school settings, 

eight in self-contained middle school settings, and one in a high school setting with a dual 

post-graduate classroom. I invited two teachers—one who just began teaching in the high 



47 
 

school environment but had copious elementary experience and one who taught students 

from pre-k through 12th grade in a single classroom—to achieve maximum variation 

within the high school experience sample. Of the participants who teach in middle school 

settings, I invited two teachers representing a range of time in the self-contained 

environment—one with five years of self-contained experience, and one with eleven 

years of self-contained experience who also had paraprofessional experience—to achieve 

maximum variation. I also invited the participant with post-graduate Life Skills teaching 

experience to share information about her exposure and accessibility in the transition 

phase from secondary to postsecondary life. Due to the variation of the original sample, 

the geographical spread and experiential diversity of participants provided a rich 

spectrum to accurately describe a range of training and experiences of secondary Special 

Educators.  

The first round of questionnaires provided me with a content analysis of educator 

responses and a categorical understanding of the participants’ experiences. From that 

analysis, I was able to better craft the interview questions. I conducted interviews one-on-

one in a virtual environment, the Zoom video conferencing platform, due to the COVID-

19 pandemic. Single participant interviews made sense to ensure that the individuals were 

comfortable (Creswell & Poth, 2018), had their own voice, and shared their personal 

experience without influence.  

Data Collection Procedures 

This study utilized two rounds of sampling to collect data on teacher experiences 

with AAC. To ensure validity, I collected multiple data sources via questionnaires and 
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interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I describe each round of sampling in this 

section.  

Sample One 

The first round of data collection included an open-ended questionnaire, included 

in Appendix A. This electronic form asked educators short demographic questions, 

followed by descriptive or open-ended questions. The questionnaire was built and 

distributed via Qualtrics XM software. The questions gave a comprehensive overview of 

the educator’s experience with AAC. The questionnaires also allowed for a pre-

understanding of teachers' language and experiences, allowing me to better adjust my 

interview questions for the second sample.  

Since I conducted these questionnaires virtually to comply with COVID-19 

restrictions and reach a more extensive network of teachers, information was returned to 

me in written form. As Merriam and Tisdell (2015) described, an asynchronous format 

allowed educators to answer on their own time and created transcripts of the 

conversation. I saved responses in a password-protected file.  

Sample Two 

Once I collected and thematically coded the questionnaires, I set up a second 

maximum variation sample of five teachers for semi-structured interviews. Interviews are 

a primary source of information when looking at a phenomenology since it studies how 

individual experiences tie together (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These interviews added 

additional information on training and school practices that impact student access to 

AAC. Interview protocol is included in Appendix B.  
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Additionally, I observed and noted body language, made notes on tone, and 

highlighted certain phrases—benefits of the synchronous format of interviewing that 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) pointed out. Teachers were pre-exposed via the questionnaire 

to experiences that I asked about in the interviews. This process allowed for a 

comprehensive data collection since educators were prepared to discuss topics in the 

interviews and allowed for question revision to probe educator experiences aptly. Each 

teacher participated in one semi-structured interview. I included a table with the 

interaction between research questions and interview questions in Appendix B. Table 3.2 

describes how sampling methods supported the study. The two rounds of sampling 

provided additional help in gathering specific data for each item, better defining the 

phenomenon.  

 
Table 3.2 

Data Collection Measures for Research Questions 

Research Question Data Collection Measures 
How do self-contained secondary 
Special Education teachers describe 
their training and experience with 
Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication?  

• Teacher preparation or licensure program 
• Professional development training 
• Assistive technology teams or offices 
• Push-in and pull-out therapeutic support 
• Classroom accessibility features  

 
How do teachers of self-contained 
classrooms describe their 
understanding, beliefs, and attitudes 
toward Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication? 

• Teacher preparation or licensure program 
Professional development training 

• Communication evaluation procedures 
• Professional support networks 
• Lending library accessibility 

 
What factors contribute to teachers' 
experiences in gaining access to 
Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication for self-contained 
secondary Special Education students? 

 

• Professional development training 
• Communication evaluation procedures 
• Departmental support 
• Lending library accessibility 
• Therapeutic and support staff 
• Assistive technology teams or offices 
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Sampling Considerations 

To ensure accurate wording and intent, I pilot tested both the questionnaire and 

interview questions before utilizing them with study participants. This run-through 

permitted me to check for language clarity and to see if the drafted items allowed for 

expanded answers. The interview questions were test run through a group of Special 

Educators since the information required needed to be open-ended to elicit narrative 

experiences but also objective enough not to influence responses. I also adapted these 

questions once I received and began analyzing questionnaire responses.  

I needed to follow proper data collection protocols to ensure my participants' 

safety and the accuracy of the information. Participants for both samples signed consent 

forms. I received and recorded questionnaire responses. I recorded interviews through the 

Zoom conferencing platform. Although Zoom offers transcription features, I went 

through and personally transcribed interviews to ensure accuracy and included notes on 

body language, pauses, and redirection. Merriam and Tisdell (2015) state that 

transcribing interviews allows for more understanding and familiarization with the data. 

Personal transcription allowed me to acclimate myself to the interviews and the data 

collection process. I stored the information by code, without identifying information, in a 

password-protected file. I kept all paper copies and handwritten notes in a locked cabinet.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

When analyzing the data, I utilized the data analysis spiral since it allowed me to 

intertwine my collection and analysis processes throughout my research. Creswell and 

Poth (2018) describe a data analysis spiral in which the steps of collection, analysis, and 

writing are interconnected, concurrent procedures. As researchers move through data 
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analysis, they revisit the arenas of collection and report writing, which was critical in my 

research as I collected data from two samples. Creswell and Poth (2018) state that the 

data analysis spiral procedures include collecting and organizing data, noting and 

summarizing to create code, classifying codes into themes, relating and assessing, and 

reporting findings, which became the overarching analysis design for my study and 

allowed me to revisit prior pieces and draw additional thematic comparisons. In this 

section, I discuss the procedures, analysis, and validation strategies utilized for the data.   

Procedures 

Certain precautions in data collection aided in the procedures of the analysis. 

Participants retained anonymity because I employed a coding system for recording data, 

excluding identifying information for each individual in the sample. Only I knew these 

codes. I also stored all data in password-protected files. Efficient file organization 

included spreadsheets of data by the coded participants. I prepared files before data 

collection. I also prioritized bracketing my own experience of this phenomenon to set 

aside my focus and past to concentrate solely on the study participants.  

As I received completed questionnaires, I wrote notes both while initially reading 

and reading repeatedly. These notes then included reflective thinking and a fresh 

perspective about experiences. I also included summaries of how information was tying 

together (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By creating categories and adjusting them as I read 

through questionnaires, I could revisit the data and consistently think through the 

similarities. Merriam and Tisdell (2015) discussed five critical components of creating 

categories—that the categories “are responsive to the purpose of the research… 
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exhaustive…mutually exclusive…sensitizing…conceptually congruent” (p. 213). These 

categories eventually led to theme development amongst the questionnaires.  

For the second round of sampling, I spent time reading the transcribed interviews 

several times. I noted details from the answers and created margin notes to understand the 

interview in its entirety. I then focused on each interview’s specific pieces, adding 

additional notes, and looking for similarities. My notes were able to become codes for 

common words and phrases or topics that arose. I created a list of these codes and 

categories to identify them across the data correctly. Once I created these codes, I was 

able to turn them into themes. I frequently compared these themes to the themes from the 

questionnaires, making an overarching analysis of experiences.  

Analysis 

Once I coded the data and themes emerged, I was able to begin to analyze the 

data. Though coding and themes provide essential information in research, it is 

imperative to look at the bigger picture and organize the themes in overarching findings 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Constant comparative analysis allowed me to sort and compare 

categories to study the phenomenon. The narrative analysis followed the template 

developed by Creswell and Poth (2018) and based on the method presented by 

(Moustakas, 1994). This approach involves: 

1. Bracketing personal experience with the phenomenon 

2. Creating a list of statements that are significant about the phenomenon 

3. Grouping into broader themes 

4. Describing what participants experienced (textual description) 

5. Describing how the experience occurred (structural description) 
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6. Writing a description of the phenomenon incorporating the textual and the 
structural  

Since I was searching for the lived experiences of the sample, I needed to ensure 

that I was bracketing my own experience and remaining mindful of it as I analyzed the 

data for the study. When analyzing the participants' data and themes, I focused on the 

“what,” or the textual, and the “how,” or the structural, by drafting descriptions from both 

the questionnaires and the interviews.  

In addition to handwritten open coding, I utilized the software Nvivo. As Leech 

and Onwuegbuzie (2011) stressed, I used this software to assist in my analysis rather than 

take a primary role. The program was able to help me categorize, organize, and revisit 

data so that themes could emerge. The Nvivo program contains search features, coding 

assistance, organization, and visualizations of data, allowing me to remain efficient in my 

analysis (Bringer et al., 2006). This software helped to organize my data and uncover 

additional connections and thematic ideas. Since the data came from two rounds of 

sampling, I maintained a working draft as I analyzed all the data. I then wrote a merged 

description, including the textual and the structural, to summarize the phenomenon 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). This provided a comprehensive understanding.  

Concurrently, a framework analysis took place in my research, as I wove the 

social ecological framework into the data analysis. As themes emerged, I categorized 

them into the five spheres of the social ecological model. This categorization created a 

visual representation of the themes layered over the social ecological spheres. This visual 

aided in understanding the “what” and “how” of the phenomenon in terms of ecological 

environments, which helped me analyze how the phenomenon existed on the levels of 

individual, interpersonal, organization, community, and policy. By mapping the 
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phenomenological themes into the ecological framework, I understood the powers over 

accessibility.   

Validation Strategies 

To validate my study’s findings, I used four validation strategies described by 

Creswell and Creswell (2018). These strategies included triangulation, identifying bias, 

including counter information, and member checking. First, I included triangulation by 

combining various data sources. Questionnaires and interviews provided multiple streams 

of data for this study. Written and narrative data allowed me to compare pieces of 

information and validate commonalities. Second, I identified my own bias and bracketed 

my experience. Since qualitative research relies on the researcher to accurately analyze 

data and report information, I needed to recognize my investment in the research and 

bracket out my experiences. I continually revisited this experience to ensure that I 

analyzed information as objectively as possible. Third, I included information that ran 

counter to the themes to provide a realistic perspective of the data. By collecting thirty-

two questionnaires and five interviews, a lot of data was available. Of course, certain 

teacher experiences presented conflicting information. It was only natural to discover 

teachers who had specific training or understood certain technology. It was critical to 

include a comprehensive overview of data to present a straightforward, cohesive 

narrative. These strategies helped me ensure that my findings were valid and as objective 

as possible. Finally, I utilized member checking with interview participants to ensure I 

correctly captured their experiences, sending both interview transcripts and drafts of the 

analysis sections to interviewees.   
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Ethical Considerations 

Establishing feasible outcomes requires an honest discussion of ethics. Since 

research on self-contained environments and available technology is lacking, and the 

research involves a marginalized community, I made sure not to alienate the teacher 

population working so hard to create the best educational environment possible for their 

students. The issues affecting accessibility are systemic, not individual, and I articulated 

this notion to participants. Open and honest communication also ensured that 

stakeholders did not have unrealistic ideas about the research outcomes.  

Since this research approaches a portion of the Special Education community that 

does not receive equal access to appropriate assistive technology, it is vital to ensure that 

individuals who were meant to benefit from this research are not further excluded. In a 

way, the harm has already been done, so the research's intended outcomes were clear 

from the beginning. The study addresses the community's needs going forward by 

promoting specific systemic changes. It would be easy to blame one facet of the 

educational system in the process when, in reality, many aspects of the system come into 

play. Benefiting students was the constant primary focus.  

The Special Education community historically and currently deals with inequity 

within the public education system. I outlined and addressed the risks of uncovering 

common errors and faults in the procedures to not aggravate the disparities. Shedding 

light on occurrences of an issue could easily translate into tens of hundreds of other 

similar scenarios, highlighting a problem without necessarily proposing a solution to it.  
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Limitations and Delimitations 

This study includes limitations due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I planned this 

study in 2020 and conducted the research in 2021. Therefore, the pandemic forced me to 

change the study’s methodological approach. Initially, student access via document 

review was a piece of the research. This review required either admission into the 

physical school or district approval for record access. Due to COVID-19, districts shut 

down external research. The school boards were not reviewing applications since the 

schools were all engaged in virtual learning and closed to in-person instruction. Even 

when self-contained classrooms opened, the schools did not allow external individuals. 

Due to these changes, I reframed this study's methodology, but the original problem and 

purpose remained intact. Utilizing teachers for information on educational history, access 

to AT, and personal experiences with AAC proved to be an effective method in learning 

about the phenomenon.  

For delimitations, a facet of the educational system is the focus of this study, 

although assistive technology is prevalent in every educational environment. General 

education classrooms benefit from AT momentously, as many students benefit from 

additional tools that aid in accessing an educational environment or curricular content. 

Since the range of individuals is so vast, I focused on the specific realm of self-contained 

environments where AAC holds vast opportunities for aiding in functional 

communication. Additionally, although several stakeholders are involved in the AAC 

accessibility issue, such as speech-language pathologists and administrators, focusing on 

one professional position at a time was necessary to find predominant themes. Teachers 

are also primary gatekeepers, as they are present in the classroom with students daily.  
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Conclusion 

This phenomenology examines educator background, training, and exposure to 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication to inform change in self-contained 

Special Education classrooms for students who would benefit from assistive technology 

access. By capturing detailed, rich, descriptive accounts of teacher experiences, I framed 

individuals' experiences in the public school system and found commonalities in the 

stories. These commonalities provided insight into systemic issues that need attention to 

provide for underserved communities adequately. Through the disability interpretive lens, 

I presented the students in these classrooms as another facet of human difference, giving 

an appropriate platform to discuss equal rights and equal access. I discovered the various 

spheres' interaction with the social ecological framework and analyzed the data through 

the structures. This study's results have implications for teacher training, professional 

development offerings, professional learning goals, and overarching policies to increase 

students' access. To that end, the following chapter examines the results and discusses the 

implications of the research findings.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Results and Implications 
 

Introduction 

This study investigated the degree of access to Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication (AAC) through educator experiences for Special Education students in 

self-contained secondary classrooms. I probed to discover how Special Educators 

described their training and experiences with AAC. Also, I examined how educators 

described their perspective about AAC through their understanding, beliefs, and attitudes. 

Finally, I explored the factors that contribute to educators accessing AAC for their self-

contained secondary students. This study aimed to identify systemic issues that affect 

educator training and experiences with AAC by answering the following research 

questions: 

• How do self-contained secondary Special Education teachers describe their 
training and experience with Augmentative and Alternative Communication? 
 

• How do teachers of self-contained classrooms describe their understanding, 
beliefs, and attitudes toward Augmentative and Alternative Communication? 
 

• What factors contribute to teachers’ experiences in gaining access to 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication for self-contained secondary 
Special Education students? 

These questions were written to reflect a composite of the line of questioning described 

by Moustakas (1994) to probe the participants’ experiences of the studied phenomenon 

and its circumstances. By focusing on experiences, beliefs, attitudes, and access, the 

participants can fully explain the essence of their experiences. I collected data through 
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educator questionnaires and individual interviews to gather information on the educators’ 

experiences and their personal understanding and attitudes towards AAC.  

This chapter captured the lived experiences of educators in self-contained 

secondary Special Education classrooms regarding training and accessibility to AAC. 

Representing various environments of the social ecological framework, educators 

identified their AAC training, beliefs and attitudes toward AAC, and AAC access factors. 

The four themes of systemic roadblocks, varying opportunities, educational silos, and 

autonomy emerged. These themes overlay the theoretical framework to identify the 

environments that are impacting AAC access. 

The presentation of the findings unfolds in five steps. First, I describe the 

participants and then break down the results for each of the three research questions. 

Second, I present an analysis of the overarching themes that emerged during data 

analysis. Third, I offer a framework analysis depicting and describing the various aspects 

of the themes related to the social ecological framework. This analysis portrays the 

various issues impacting student access to AAC. Fourth, I discuss the implications of the 

phenomenon on Special Education for educator training and experiences. Finally, I 

summarize and conclude my findings by pulling together the thematic and framework 

analyses. Prior to discussing the results, I include information in the next section on the 

necessary process of bracketing.  

Bracketing 

In Chapter Three, I described the incorporation of bracketing in keeping with the 

analysis structure developed by Creswell & Poth (2018) and based on Moustakas (1994). 

This pivotal first step ensured that I noted my preconceived notions of the phenomenon 
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and my own experiences and kept those reminders throughout my analysis process. Prior 

to beginning my data collection, I wrote memos about my experiences in the classroom 

and as a parent of a child who utilized AAC. In my professional experience, training on 

AAC was absent. Once in the classroom, my training came from another professional 

who was well-versed in AAC. As a parent, I advocated for my son to receive an AAC 

device through the county. These experiences drove me to note my beliefs about AAC. I 

believe that AAC is a route to communication and expression that students should have 

open access to. I believe that technology is underutilized in the field and that there is 

immense room for growth and training. I believe that self-contained students are often 

only in homogeneous settings, even when opportunities for heterogenous groupings are 

available. It was imperative that I kept my memos about my experiences, professionally 

and personally, visible during my interview process and data analysis to ensure my 

participants’ voices emerged separate from my experiences. The inclusion of counter 

information, as noted in Chapter Three, also aided in ensuring accurate reporting of the 

overall phenomenon, as teachers did experience varying opportunities and accessibility 

that included different training and support occurrences. I reflected on these memos as I 

analyzed my results, which I describe in the next section.   

Results 

The following delineates information about the questionnaire and interview 

participants before discussing the three research questions. The inclusion of 32 

questionnaire respondents and five interview participants allowed for data demonstrating 

a breadth of experience and perspective, accurately capturing the studied phenomenon. 

Once I present the findings on the three research questions, I present a thematic analysis 
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and framework analysis to accurately exhibit the information I uncovered and situate the 

data for discussion and implications moving forward.  

Description of Participants 

The first sample of educators included respondents to the Qualtrics questionnaire. 

The call for responses resulted in 32 completed questionnaires ranging in educator 

experience. I asked educators about their teacher preparation, current classroom type, and 

years of teaching before answering about their training. Table 4.1 describes the range of 

experiences represented on the questionnaire.  

 
Table 4.1 

Questionnaire Participants 

Number of 
Participants Education Placement Years Teaching 

32 Associates degree (1) 
Bachelor’s degree (4)  
Master’s degree (24) 
Doctorate (1) 
Education Specialist (1) 
Other (1) 

Self-contained classroom 
in comprehensive school 
(24) 
Self-contained classroom 
in alternative school (7) 
Other (1)  
 

Range: 1–40 
years 
Mean: 13 years 

  

For the second round of sampling, five interview participants represented 

maximum variation.  I chose two middle school teachers, two high school teachers, and 

one teacher with high school and post-graduate experience. Table 4.2 displays basic 

information about the selected participants.  

Juliet has a bachelor’s in education and certification in early childhood and 

Special Education after having student-taught in both. She holds a master’s in behavior 

analysis. She currently teaches in a completely self-contained middle school program that 
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she describes as “a last resort before students go into a non-public school.” Her students 

have one-to-one staffing with paraeducators, and her program also includes a social 

worker, program specialist, psychologist, and behavior support teacher. 

Olive holds a bachelor’s in elementary education. She began as a paraeducator in 

self-contained Special Education, taught Resource for two years, and then took the 

position of teacher in the classroom she had worked in as a paraeducator. She currently 

teaches middle school. This is her first year that someone else on campus is also leading a 

self-contained classroom. 

 
Table 4.2 

Interview Participants 

Participant 
Pseudonym Teacher Preparation Current Placement Years Teaching 

Juliet 

Master’s degree  
Behavior Analysis 
Dual certification  
Early Childhood and 
Special Education 
 

Middle school 5 

Olive 

Bachelor’s degree  
Elementary Education 

Middle School 11  
Paraeducator 

experience 
 

Emma 
Master’s degree 
Special Education  
 

High School  20   

Jessie 

Bachelor’s degree 
Special Education 

Pre-K through 12th 
grade (single 
classroom) 
 

12 

Darcy 

Master’s degree 
Special Education 
 

High School and 
Post-Graduate Life 
Skills 

13  
Paraeducator 

experience 
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Emma received her bachelor’s and master’s in Special Education. She has worked 

in a variety of settings, including co-taught classrooms. This is her first year in the high 

school setting, as the rest of her twenty years of teaching were at the elementary level. 

She has worked and trained in three different counties within her state.  

Jessie holds a bachelor’s in Special Education, and she has been teaching for 12 

years. She currently teaches 13 students in one classroom that range in age from pre-k to 

12th grade. She has two full-time paraeducators and a licensed nurse who assists with 

feedings.  

Darcy received her master’s in Special Education after working as a substitute 

teacher and a paraeducator. While in school, she worked and studied at an Autism 

research facility. She currently works as a high school and post-graduate life skills 

teacher.   

First Research Question 

The first research question, “How do self-contained secondary Special Education 

teachers describe their training and experience with Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication?” aimed to capture educator experiences through questions about their 

formal and professional training, their encounters with AAC, and their support networks. 

I asked educators about their training during certification, professional development, and 

continued training after receiving an AAC system. The questions aimed to determine 

interaction amongst the social ecological spheres of the lower personal levels with the 

higher school and policy-based levels.  

 
Questionnaire responses.  To get a better idea of standard educator experiences, I 

first collected the questionnaire responses. These results allowed me to see 
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commonalities amid various types of settings and how educators were experiencing 

AAC. As demonstrated in Table 4.1, the ages and postsecondary tracks varied amongst 

participants. Figure 4.1 displays the results when I asked the 32 participants about 

specific training on AAC during teacher preparation or certification. The most frequently 

reported training was in visual supports, with 21 of 32 educators indicating training. The 

numbers diminished with the options of iPads, picture boards, PECS, choice switches, 

speech-generating devices, and recorded speech technology. One educator wrote that she 

received training in ASL through her degree. The remaining of the 32 educators indicated 

that they received no training at all.  

 

 
 
Figure 4.1. AAC training through teacher preparation and certification from 32 
participants. 
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When asked about the training received during teacher preparation and 

certification, 15 indicated background information and hands-on experience, 11 indicated 

individualization and classroom integration techniques, and 3 indicated parental training 

components. When prompted about what the participants recalled from the training, 

several commonalities emerged from the responses. First, several participants felt the 

training was rushed. Rushed training does not provide an opportunity to expose educators 

to the various types and functions of AAC. Another commonality is that the training was 

cursory. A participant stated, “One teacher did give background information in visual 

supports.” Another wrote, “I recalled the basic information on how the alternatives could 

help in the classroom and what students could possibly use them.” Yet another indicated, 

“the training was informal and low priority.” Although background information and 

basics on AAC are a good starting point, simply showing an individual one type of 

system will not equip them to serve their students. Without prioritization, educators-in-

training will not receive the necessary opportunities for exposure, training, and 

experience. A few participants reflected on the experience of lacking in training. They 

wrote statements such as, “wishing that I received specific training on these things,” “it 

was very long ago, and I don’t think any of it actually prepared me for the classroom,” 

and “not specific to severe population, which is what I teach in.” Some participants wrote 

that they have sought out independent understanding or learned on their own in the 

classroom. It was clear that the educators knew the training was not sufficient, and 

therefore they would need to take on the burden themselves.  

When I asked participants if they had received professional development in AAC, 

16 of the 32 respondents selected “yes.” When asked about descriptions of the training, 
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16 indicated classroom integration techniques, 15 indicated hands-on experience, 12 

indicated individualization, 11 indicated background information, and 3 indicated 

parental training components. When asked what educators recalled from the training, 

there was a wide array of experiences. Five educators reported that the training was non-

existent or had not been offered in their district. Six teachers indicated that their districts 

were doing a good job providing training, which is where their AAC knowledge came 

from. There were also three instances of educators requesting training or attending a 

specific training and the district granting those requests.  

Educators indicated the inclusion of the systems in Figure 4.2 within their 

classrooms. The option of “other” included a write-in field, in which respondents filled in 

“Snap and read,” “Podd books and no tech eye gaze frames,” and “Speech generating 

device is student’s own equipment.”  

 

 

Figure 4.2. AAC classroom utilization from 32 questionnaire respondents. 
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The questionnaire asked about the training received for those AAC systems utilized 

within the educators’ classrooms. Educators indicated a variety of styles—16 indicated 

in-person team training, 10 indicated training modules, 7 indicated paper-based training 

or in-person individual training, 5 indicated e-mail-based training, and 2 indicated video 

conferencing. Five participants wrote that they had to learn on their own or on the job. 

When asked about the training, many respondents said that the training was quick or 

basic, providing just an overview. Some examples of responses are “basic overviews and 

people to call for additional support,” “Assistive technology for the district provided a 5-

minute overview of iPhone with software device,” and “watching a webinar.” Basic 

training and narrow-focused training cannot equip educators to serve their students.  

Another commonality was educators seeking out their own supplementary 

training. Some examples of responses were “training varied and was PD based that I 

sought out on my own,” “I also watch YouTube videos if I need to change something on 

the iPad,” and “YouTube videos mostly, supplemented by Google searches for 

information.” Teacher drive accounted for many facets of training and exposure, which 

was a common thread throughout questionnaire responses. There were also several 

instances of in-depth training that were provided by school districts, as six educators 

wrote in that they received training, including hands-on instruction or specialists coming 

into the classroom to assist. One respondent wrote they received “in person and video 

training, as well as opportunities to borrow and practice with devices.” This divide in 

training and experiences was notable in the responses. When I asked the educators if they 

had received follow-up training or support for an AAC system since it was introduced, 23 

educators said no, and six said yes. Therefore, many educators receive AAC systems with 
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basic training and overviews and then carry the responsibility for integrating and 

supporting them in the classroom.  

Several parallels emerged from the questionnaire responses on training and 

experiences. There was a range of training throughout teacher preparation and 

professional development. Many educators indicated they received specialized training, 

perhaps just in one or two areas, but many also revealed that they received cursory or no 

training at all. This shows variation in a systemic thread of policy as well as school 

procedures and standards. Additionally, on an individual level, teachers demonstrated a 

great deal of autonomy in seeking out training and support on their own or requesting 

specific training for their growth. This intrapersonal drive was critical in the development 

of many teachers.  

 
Juliet.  Throughout her dual certification program in early childhood and Special 

Education, Juliet experienced cursory training in assistive technology. She stated: 

I remember it being like we picked one and we studied it. And then we presented 
it to the class. It was never like, learn about this assistive technology and how it’s 
used; it was pick one and study that. And that was the extent of it. 
 

Although the course included the topic, the experience did not stick with her. The 

inclusion of only basic information on one system cannot prepare a teacher for the variety 

of systems that exist.  

Currently, her district has an assistive technology team. Although she stated that 

she had not received professional development on AT or AAC through either her school 

or the assistive technology team, she does receive consults. She described her AT team 

representative as “one of the best people that I’ve ever met and most knowledgeable 

people that I’ve ever met.” Still, she reflected that she is typically only present for 
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consults and assessments and sees her usually just once a year. She said that the 

representative oversees 17 schools in the district. She then described what a typical 

assessment looked like: 

She might say, “Okay, a Go Talk 20+ is going to be what the student is going to 
utilize.” Which is great, and then they hand me a Go Talk 20+, which we—our 
program has an entire cabinet, just that my school has like an entire floor-to-
ceiling cabinet filled with Go Talks of different sizes, BIGmacks of different 
sizes. We have a ton of equipment. It’s just not utilized. 

In this circumstance, systems are available and accessible to teachers and students but are 

not used. Juliet followed up with a photograph of the cabinet, showing shelves lined with 

brown and white boxes. Most of the boxes appeared sealed, as she stated that the district 

provides equipment, but it is not utilized.   

Juliet relies on herself and her training from her master’s degree in behavior 

analysis for high-tech systems like the Go Talks. In that program, she learned about 

verbal behavior and how to teach and approach students. As far as programming the 

devices, she stated, “I have to Google on a daily basis to re-record.” When reflecting on 

her students, she said that while some are entirely verbal, she could think of two students 

who still don’t have a reliable communication system.  

As far as training and experience, Juliet explained that the professional 

developments she is required to attend do not relate to her population or needs. Her 

training has been either cursory or on-the-job with support from the internet and various 

how-to videos. Systemically, the training is sparse, so Juliet finds herself working with 

her resources to set up and utilize the systems for her students.  

 
Olive.  With a bachelor's in elementary education, Olive recalled receiving 

training in a wide variety of subjects, but they were overviews of various fields. She 
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stated that the classes lacked depth and information on how to teach subjects, but instead 

introduced various subjects. Olive did state that she received copious training on behavior 

management throughout several classes.  She reflected, “And then I, you know, wound 

up in the sped world, and that’s like a totally different ballgame.” Olive did not receive 

any notable formal training in Special Education from her degree.  

After graduating, Olive became a paraprofessional in a self-contained classroom. 

Without any formal training, she learned the requirements of Special Education on the 

job. She then taught Elementary Resource for two years before becoming a Special 

Education teacher. Since she took the position, she did receive some training on specific 

devices, such as the Tobii Dynavox with eye gaze, to learn the basics of the system.  That 

training was through the company. She stated, “I’ve done a little bit, like here and there, 

of different programs—but mostly it’s just been like, ‘Okay, give me the device, and let 

me play with it and figure out how things work.’” This overview is helpful in getting 

started on devices, but to utilize the systems and integrate them into the classroom, a 

training requires more depth and opportunity to experiment. She also has an assistive 

technology consultant in her district, but she serves many schools. 

When reflecting on experiences with AAC in the classroom, Olive spoke about 

prioritizing consistency. She found that many times she knew what students wanted to 

say since she spent so much time with them, but she needed to push them to utilize their 

device so they could practice using it. A similar occurrence happened at home, where 

parents would not promote the device if they knew what their child wanted to say. Olive 

thinks that the consistency of use is crucial for continued AAC utilization. This 
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consistency involves both interpersonal and institutional levels of involvement to 

promote use.  

Due to the lack of training Olive has received, she finds herself searching for 

guidance on Google. Although she has AT support through her district, getting answers 

to basic questions can take a lot of time. Therefore, Olive takes it into her own hands. She 

reflected on her training: 

But most of it is like, self-taught. Like, my one that does use his device a lot, you 
know, my staff is not self-taught, so I’ve created little picture symbols and I’ll 
like, you know, draw little pictures for every single button they need to help him 
remember where to push, or whatever.  
 

Since Olive’s paraprofessionals are also not receiving training, she tries to support them 

and train them in the classroom. Her intrapersonal self-drive aids in her interpersonal 

classroom and building relationships and helps to train more individuals in the basics of 

AAC.   

 
Emma.  Emma stated that in her undergraduate and graduate degrees in Special 

Education, she did not receive more than an overview on AAC—she recalled learning 

that there were systems, and they could be high-tech or low-tech. She did feel that service 

providers, such as speech-language pathologists, existed in a separate, isolated world. 

Therefore, many people missed out on opportunities to learn about how teams work 

together. Her training focused a lot on co-teaching but not much on self-contained 

environments and severe disabilities.  

She has worked in three different counties in her professional career, and she 

stated that all three handled training differently. She said that one county focused on 

technology training but not necessarily for communication purposes, while another 
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included training when specific students were utilizing systems. When discussing 

training, she stated: 

Which I think is kind of unfortunate because you never know. You know, maybe 
you have the student that doesn’t necessarily have a device right now but could 
benefit from it, but I just don’t know enough about it or know the systems or 
options that are out there. So, if I don’t ask or if a parent is not asking, then… 

When discussing her current district, she explained that her first experience with AAC 

utilization began with a parent. The student was using picture symbols in private speech 

therapy. The parent wanted it included in the classroom, so Emma integrated the system 

and then consulted with the private speech pathologist and school-based speech 

pathologist to move to a more high-tech system. They grew to an eight-cell device and 

then to using ProLoQuo. Since she had never used ProLoQuo before or received training 

on it, she found herself spending hours making new layers and pages without 

understanding the core vocabulary or how to utilize the system best.  

The district assistive technology team is comprised of three people. Emma stated 

that they come and assess students once a parent, teacher, or speech pathologist raises a 

concern. Since the team is so small, the process can be prolonged. Reflecting on a student 

assessment, she said, “I don’t really know how they finally decided this system versus 

that system. I don’t know! Eventually, it came back with a recommendation, like, here’s 

an iPad with ProLoQuo, and now we’re going to teach you about ProLoQuo.” The lack 

of communication always confused her, as she wanted to understand why they went with 

one device over another. Once a device was assigned to a student, teachers were 

supposed to follow a chain of command. First, they would consult their speech 

pathologist if they had a question. If they could not answer, Emma could reach out to the 

AT team, understanding that the response would not be immediate. But, when discussing 



73 
 

her experience with various speech pathologists, Emma stated, “I think even amongst 

speech pathologists, the use of assistive, Augmentative Communication varies. And their 

level of experience and expertise.” When working at some schools, her speech 

pathologist was unable to answer any questions about AAC. This range of experience and 

training seemed to spread beyond just educators and into the realm of service providers. 

Emma’s various training experiences had a common cursory thread. On a systemic level, 

both postsecondary and professional, she lacked specific training and exposure to 

multiple AAC systems. Her hands-on experiences came from intrapersonal or 

interpersonal experiences, including working with parents and private service providers.  

 
Jessie.  Jessie holds a bachelor’s in Special Education. Although she did not 

receive instruction on any type of assistive technology, she did observe a few types of 

AAC in her practicums and observations. In those instances, she reported that she was 

told the system's name and was exposed to its basic functions. It was not until she had 

been in the classroom for a few years that she had the opportunity to learn about AAC. In 

her fourth year of teaching, Jessie reported that she attended training on token economies, 

and in that training, she learned about using picture communication and picture 

schedules, which she calls her “first introduction to how to integrate it into the 

classroom.” 

As the single self-contained teacher in her rural district serving students with such 

an extensive age range, Jessie has sought out her own training opportunities. She reported 

that two years ago, she and her speech-language pathologist requested to go to a LAMP 

Words for Life training. Jessie had a student in her classroom utilizing the system on a 

personal learning device, so she wanted to receive proper training on its utilization to 
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serve the student best. Since convincing her district to send them, Jessie has increased the 

number of students utilizing LAMP from one to five students. This incredible data point 

shows the efficacy of intentional, direct training on an AAC system.  

In addition to LAMP, Jessie has students who utilize PECS. Her classroom 

currently has several nonverbal students as well as a student who is selectively mute. A 

middle schooler recently joined her classroom who had used PECS in a prior 

environment and is now starting to utilize a high-tech system. Jessie stated: 

It’s neat when a kid doesn’t want to do something and they, they press they—they 
go “cough—sick—cough—help” and you’re like, “You’re not sick! You just 
don’t want to do this!” But you celebrate because they’re telling you something to 
get out of a task.  

Jessie finds great joy in any form of communication with her students, as it gives her the 

tools to best create educational content for their needs. It also allows an individual to 

display choice, as shown above, which is crucial.  

Jessie had a student who she was determined to aid in potty training. She began 

her with a potty card. Once the student began exchanging it for the bathroom, she 

increased her cards to ten various activities. Once she learned to use those, Jessie helped 

navigate the parents through a program to have the student evaluated for a device, which 

she was eligible for, trialed successfully, and officially received. The staff has also helped 

other parents navigate various insurance offerings and develop solutions if they were 

denied.  

Aside from training, Jessie states that she learned from individual exploring and 

trial by error. She searches Google when the quick reference guides do not have the 

answers. Her speech pathologist is helpful in finding solutions and even calling customer 
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services numbers for certain systems. Since systemically there is no training, Jessie works 

intrapersonally and interpersonally to find solutions for her students.  

 
Darcy.  As an undergraduate student of English and education, Darcy’s Special 

Education training consisted of a single introductory course that she does not remember 

much content from. After graduating with her bachelor's, she worked as a substitute 

teacher, stating, “I got to know the kids and just loved spending every day with them.” 

She then took an educational assistant position. She loved the environment and decided to 

pursue her master's in a program that partnered with an Autism research facility. She 

trained in a residential program. The atmosphere was very research-friendly and provided 

a lot of resources for thesis completion. Working through this program, Darcy stated: 

I feel like being hands-on with the students, though, while I was going through 
school, like I kind of had to learn how to use their systems of communication. I 
don’t recall necessarily getting any specific training on it, more than just like 
another teacher who was more seasoned than me kind of showing me how to use 
it.  

Though Darcy felt very prepared to deal with the paperwork aspect of Special Education, 

her training on assistive technology came from hands-on experiences and knowledgeable 

colleagues. While working at the facility, her speech-language pathologists worked 

closely with the students, but typically in a pull-out fashion, so she did not observe what 

they did together. She also reflected that her training at the beginning of the year mainly 

focused on de-escalation tactics. Therefore, formal training in AAC was not present in 

her graduate training.  

While working at the facility, Darcy experienced a range of AAC systems, from 

picture books to high-tech devices. With each student, she learned things along the way 
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from observation and hands-on experimental training. She reflected on how the speech 

pathologists set up the systems at the facility, stating: 

I feel like the way that they set up the PECS books … were so intuitive, like even, 
even the more high tech devices, where you’d hit like an “I want,” and it would 
bring you to a page of any sort of thing that you might want, um, and it was just 
like it was set up in a very smart way to make it really easy for the kids to make 
sentences.  

This type of support made her job a bit more seamless. The system would be introduced 

to the teacher, and they would be shown how it worked. Yet, she stated that she did not 

know how to set them up herself, only how to integrate them into the classroom.  

After her program, Darcy began working in a school district. She reflected that 

although her speech pathologist works very hard to figure out appropriate systems for the 

students, Darcy is unsure how much training she has received. She reflected that “in our 

district, I feel like they introduce the kids to their communication systems so late that 

like, by the time they get to the high school they haven’t had much time to practice with 

them.” This systemic issue impacts the functional communication available for the 

students. She stated: 

We currently have two freshmen who have like three different forms of 
communication, which is really ineffective, I think? Because none of it is, um, 
they haven’t learned any of them effectively and it’s kind of like we’re just 
throwing everything at them to see if something sticks. 

This type of multiple system integration is confusing for the student and the teacher and 

service providers. Training a student in a system, particularly a newer one, takes 

purposeful integration and experimentation. Additionally, finding an appropriate system 

does require device trialing, but trialing multiple systems at once can be overwhelming or 

confusing.  
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Reflecting on a student, Darcy stated that the girl had little affect. She had a 

picture exchange system but struggled to utilize it due to physical restrictions. She was 

recently introduced to a Dynavox with Eye Gaze, and Darcy stated, “Prior to that 

Dynavox, nobody knew how much she was capable of, and now they’re realizing that 

she’s—there’s a lot more in there than anybody gave her credit for.” The new system has 

been instrumental in allowing student choice. When I asked her about how the experience 

of supporting the student with the Dynavox, she stated that the student’s educational 

assistant had sought out her own training to help the student, she manages the Dynavox 

from the school and one that the student’s parents own. She alternates them to program, 

so they are ready for instruction. She accomplishes this by going and switching the 

devices herself, allowing for an easy transition and prepared materials. This type of 

specialized training that the educational assistant sought out truly benefits the student, 

allowing her meaningful participation in academic instruction.  

Darcy’s range of experiences highlights a few key elements. First is the absence 

of formal training and exposure to AAC, including in teacher preparation and 

professionally. The individuals making a difference for students exist in the educational 

environments but show self-drive in aiding students. Darcy’s training has occurred on the 

job, experiencing various systems and utilizing them herself to serve her students best. 

 
Framework analysis.  A thread of social ecological impacts became clear from the 

first research question, which asked how teachers described their training and experiences 

with Augmentative and Alternative Communication. On an intrapersonal level, educator 

understanding often came from self-requested training or self-sought-after answers. 

Searching the internet and asking for assistance were ways that teachers supported their 
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students. Additionally, interpersonally, educators found support systems with speech-

language pathologists, service centers, and assistive technology specialists. 

Institutionally, educators received some training but also requested that their schools send 

them to training to serve students best. Since the policy sphere governs oversees the legal 

aspects, such as a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment, it 

is essential to note that educators are striving to create this environment regardless of 

what the system provides them.  

Second Research Question 

The second research question, “How do teachers of self-contained classrooms 

describe their understanding, beliefs, and attitudes toward Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication?” examined the phenomenon in terms of personal understanding and 

emotions. I asked teachers about their knowledge and thoughts on AAC to determine 

connections between perception and utilization. The line of questions looked for social 

ecological impacts in the lower, personal spheres.  

 
Questionnaire responses.  To gauge beliefs and attitudes toward AAC from 

questionnaire respondents, I inquired about educator confidence levels. Respondents 

rated their confidence in operating the system, individualizing the system, supporting the 

student with the system, integrating the system into lessons, integrating the system into 

the educational environments, and creating a home-school system connection. These 

overarching AAC categories would provide a foundational understanding of how teachers 

perceive and feel towards AAC. Table 4.3 displays the ratings, ranging from not at all 

confident to very confident, on the six overarching categories.  
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Table 4.3 

Confidence Ratings 

Confidence Category Not at all 
confident 

Not very 
confident Neutral Fairly 

confident 
Very 

confident 

Operating the system 
 

0.0% 19.4% 19.4% 32.2% 29.0% 

Individualizing the 
system 
 

10.0% 16.7% 23.3% 
 

26.7% 23.3% 

Supporting the student 
with the system 
 

6.4% 19.4% 9.6% 32.3% 32.3% 

Integrating the system 
into lessons 
 

6.7% 13.3% 33.3% 26.7% 20.0% 

Integrating the system 
into the educational 
environment 
 

3.3% 25.8% 29.0% 
 

16.1% 25.8% 

Creating a home-school 
system connection 
 

12.9% 19.3% 29.0% 32.3% 6.5% 

 

As evidenced by the results, the confidence ratings ranged across categories. For 

operating the system, over half of participants rated themselves as fairly or very 

confident. Many educators had learned to manage systems on their own time or through 

support networks. By working hands-on with devices in the classroom, individuals 

gained confidence. When asked about individualizing the system, there was a notable 

range of responses, including ten percent not feeling confident. The other responses 

varied across categories. The highest confidence ratings were in supporting the student 

with the system, for which about one-third of participants were fairly confident, and one-

third of participants were very confident. 
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The scores lowered with integrating the system into a lesson, for which one-third of 

participants were neutral. For integrating the system into the educational environment, 

over half of the responses indicated they fell at neutral or lower. And finally, for creating 

a home-school connection, the answers varied greatly with neither side having a majority. 

This spread of data indicates that educators have had a range of experiences and training, 

as well as classroom exposure, and therefore have varying confidence about supporting 

their students with AAC. This range indicates interaction with several social ecological 

spheres, as many of these categories would be addressed by training in teacher 

preparation or professional development. 

 
Juliet.  In her current classroom, Juliet sees a lot of opportunities to utilize AAC. 

During the pandemic, the makeup of the classes within her program shifted. By grouping 

students according to virtual or in-person instruction, the prior grouping by 

communication types no longer applies. She reflected that the range of student 

communication in her classroom is now larger. Virtual instruction has given Juliet more 

insight into the home-school connection, as she stated: 

We have gone out of our ways to deliver Go Talks and deliver outlays for just 
simple communication systems, low-tech devices and things like that, but families 
aren’t utilizing them for class, so I’m assuming that they’re also not utilizing them 
at home in general.  

 
This statement tied into her reflection about families seeing AAC as “almost a burden,” 

as learning the system can take time and effort and promoting the use of a system within 

any varying environment takes intention. She also reflected that sometimes there is a 

conflicting opinion on what is best for the student, with families having alternate 

perspectives from the school. This can lead to a lack of AAC support.  
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Juliet also reflected that this belief exists with some paraprofessionals and 

attributes it to the lack of training they receive. She stated, “Because if I’m getting zero 

training on assistive technology, the paras who are working one-on-one with the student 

have less than that!” This lack of understanding directly affects the effort with which 

individuals support a student using an AAC system.  

Juliet believes strongly in the possibilities AAC can provide. She often finds 

herself researching things independently. She stated: 

I think a lot of times people look down upon it and think it’s taking the possibility 
of having a student voice away, instead of the fact that it could be their voice, or 
that it can bridge the gap between the nonverbal communication to try to make 
them verbal.  

She believes that by not researching and doing her own reading, she is letting her students 

down. She is also fortunate to have a large team above her that supports her and her 

growth. Juliet reflected that although she does read independently, conversing with her 

team aids in her research process. She believes training in assistive technology should be 

a priority and reflected that she should push to turn her research into professional 

development opportunities to aid her team. Since she thinks that teaching AAC is 

“teaching a language,” Juliet believes that schools should prioritize AAC training and 

support for professionals in self-contained settings.  

Juliet’s intrapersonal prioritization of system utilization stems from her beliefs 

about the power of teaching the language of AAC. Her positive understanding and 

attitudes toward AAC impact her interpersonal relationships as she discusses her 

independent reading with her team. On an institutional level, Juliet desires to see 

professional development opportunities for the self-contained environment.  
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Olive.  As a hands-on learner of AAC, Olive finds that she has learned the most 

by figuring out devices independently. She feels that she constantly must be the person 

pushing for students to utilize their systems, as the beliefs of those around her vary. Since 

Olive stated that she knows her students well enough to know often what they are going 

to ask for, she must ensure she reminds her students to use their devices “so that 

everybody knows what you’re trying to tell them.” Olive makes sure she frames AAC 

usage as a positive experience whenever she discusses it around her students, ensuring 

she never refers to it as negative or some sort of burden when she must look up 

something or reprogram a device. 

Olive reflected that some parents she has encountered find their child’s AAC 

device to be a burden or unnecessary because they already can predict what their child 

will request. She has also seen this sentiment in staff members, such as paraprofessionals, 

because supporting device usage takes an additional step when working with students. 

She often hears phrases such as “we don’t need that” when introducing AT solutions to 

other staff members. Olive must remind those individuals of the systems' importance and 

teach students communication methods for their postsecondary lives.  

At the same time, for students who do have some verbal language, Olive must 

demonstrate that AAC will not hinder verbal development; instead, it can help it. She 

stated, “You know, if they hear it on their device, you know enough times, then they can 

mimic those sounds.” This belief also exists with some parents, so Olive tries her best to 

explain that AAC can promote additional expressive language.  

Olive stated that some of these beliefs lead to students arriving in her classroom 

without a reliable communication system. She says that some students are simply verbal 
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enough or that AAC “hasn’t been utilized as much as it should have been in the 

elementary world, so they’ve just learned how to use other coping mechanisms to get 

across their points.” Although various viewpoints on AAC surround Olive, she believes 

in the research that supports AAC systems for students with complex communication 

needs. Regardless of interpersonal support for device usage, of which she has some great 

individuals, her intrapersonal beliefs and understanding of AAC are strong enough to 

promote use in her classroom. Although her school and district-level support may not 

fulfill her training needs, she seeks out her own understanding as needed.  

 
Emma.  Emma’s time in various counties and grade levels has shaped her 

perspective on AAC. She stated early in the interview that she wished that they would 

“tag-team” teacher preparation programs with speech-language pathologist preparation 

programs. Since the worlds are isolated during certification programs, she stated that she 

did not feel like she truly understood the role of an SLP and how to collaborate. 

Providing some training together could foster collaboration more from the beginning. 

This type of partnership could also promote positive beliefs and attitudes about AAC 

from the whole team.  

Emma found in her district that particular environments had different levels of 

support. In her current system, she referred to a self-contained elementary school with 

switches and communication boards integrated into the classroom. Core vocabulary 

words always are accessible through AAC. In her classrooms, which have consisted of 

self-contained settings within comprehensive school settings, these types of systems do 

not exist. She reflected that it was unfortunate since “we only can see it if we ask or if we 

have a student need,” which can result in students missing out on various AT.  When 
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asked about the provided AT in her current school, Emma shared an adaptive mouse and 

stated, “So, it hasn’t been opened because I’m not really sure how to make it work or 

what to use it with.” She also showed a switch interface that was provided for her 

classroom but stated that she did not yet know how to operate it. These items, which she 

also sent photographs of, demonstrated the accessibility tools that the county provides to 

Emma, but do not include any training or methods of integration. 

Emma stated that she does not feel comfortable in her knowledge of AAC unless 

it is a system she has utilized before. She knows that she can figure out systems with a 

trial-by-error approach and using Google searches but does not feel confident. Something 

that has aided her in the past was a reliable home-school connection for the individual 

utilizing AAC. She reflected that there was once a parent who would reach out when she 

discovered new tips for the device, stating, “that was a nice relationship where we were 

learning this experience together.” She knows that this is not always the case, as there are 

times where one side may not want to utilize or prioritize a device. Ultimately, Emma 

believes intrapersonally in the power and ability of AAC and the benefit of exposing 

children as early as possible to various systems. Interpersonally, she has found 

relationships with parents and staff who support the utilization of AAC and share similar 

attitudes about prioritizing it. On a district level, she sees the support that various 

classrooms receive and hopes it will become more widespread.  

 
Jessie.  Jessie’s classroom is set up in ways that are optimal for communication 

opportunities. She utilizes many picture communication options with her students and 

does groupings for various PECS systems. Jessie feels strongly about introducing 

students to high-tech systems once they can use various picture communication methods. 
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One student in her class was able to speak in one- or two-word phrases, so Jessie 

introduced AAC to him. She stated, “it really opens up a whole new world to him to 

communicate in full sentences and express his wants and needs.” For Jessie, pushing 

students beyond their current methods, even if showing success, can provide new 

opportunities for students.  

Jessie has witnessed significant growth in students utilizing AAC on several 

occasions. Reflecting on one student, she stated that the parents and staff did not think the 

girl would be able to communicate. Still, Jessie pushed to utilize picture communication 

symbols with her in exchange for actions. This grew to having her evaluated by an 

outside agency and gaining a device that she was successful with. Jessie reflected on 

another student who had not communicated effectively in years. She began playing 

games with a picture board, and slowly the student started to communicate. She reflected: 

Then I asked him what his favorite color was, and he told me! And, um, so it—it 
just opens up a whole new world to not only learning, but to knowing your 
students, meeting their needs, and them just having a voice! Because, I mean, 
these kids are 10, 12 years old and have never had a voice! And then to see them 
get so excited, um, because they do!  

This type of communication opportunity opens ample room for growth. Students who are 

given opportunity and choice thrive in environments. Jessie believes in the power of 

AAC and all the opportunities that various systems can provide. When reflecting on 

AAC, she stated that “you get this whole new perspective of their intelligence, and it’s—

it’s mind-blowing, and it’s exciting!” Jessie’s integration of AAC in her classroom and 

intrapersonal drive to receive training and support students shows her belief in the power 

of AAC. Her interpersonal relationships also support this belief, as she has been able to 

seek out training with and through other staff members. On a school level, there is 
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support of AAC use. At the same time, Jessie’s classroom encompasses such a range of 

ages and abilities, and her school district is very small, so opportunities can be limited. 

 
Darcy.  The first experiences with AAC for Darcy were hands-on experiential 

training that she received in the classroom while going through school. She reflected on 

her understanding of AAC coming from more “seasoned” teachers who showed her how 

to operate the systems. While working in her specialized school, she reflected that the 

team set up the picture boards and the high-tech device page layouts in an incredibly 

intuitive way that was easy to use. Once in the school district, the staff was constantly 

trialing systems and seeing what worked best, but often the student had gone for years 

without utilizing AAC.  

Currently, Darcy’s school can utilize a nearby hospital program that matches 

students with appropriate systems. The program trials various systems and assesses a 

match. The school system then pays for the device if they deem it appropriate, but the 

students must return it once they graduate. Darcy reflected that she understood why this 

happens but stated, “that’s their whole life.” She recognizes the importance of AAC 

systems and the access they provide to individuals. She said that parents often stick with 

what the hospital suggests but that there is also a lending program at a nearby 

organization that Darcy has utilized to trial various systems with her students, including 

her post-graduate individuals. This option allows for increased opportunity to trial and 

find appropriate systems.  

Darcy’s utilization of various outside programs demonstrates her intrapersonal 

commitment to serving her students. She has identified resources from her interpersonal 

relationships, such as the hospital and organizational programs, that allow for greater 
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access for her students. This type of institutional and community relationship allows for 

greater student access to communication systems.  

 
Framework analysis.  The social ecological spheres contain several important 

areas of impact for the second research question. Participants all demonstrated great drive 

and autonomy in learning to access and operate systems for their students on an 

intrapersonal level. Regardless of their teacher preparation and professional training, their 

attitudes and beliefs about AAC were positive. They sought ways to incorporate 

communication systems for their students however possible. Interpersonally, participants 

utilized their relationships with other staff and speech-language pathologists to gain an 

understanding of systems. Amid the institutional and community spheres, there was a lot 

of variation amongst districts and private organizations regarding access to systems and 

training. Overarching policy still governed the importance of a free appropriate public 

education.  

Third Research Question 

The third research question, “What factors contribute to teachers’ experiences in 

gaining access to Augmentative and Alternative Communication for self-contained 

secondary Special Education students?” surveyed the phenomenon based on specific, 

identifiable factors that influence educator access to AAC. I asked teachers to describe 

the aspects of the system that contribute to access and thoughts on what would be 

beneficial for educators. The questions looked for social ecological impact across all 

spheres of influence. 
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Questionnaire responses.  Several recurring messages about time arose when 

participants wrote about their experiences, such as flexibility and accessible training. 

Many participants cited feeling rushed during training or not having time to fit in 

training. One participant wrote that they were promised that someone would help them 

set up a students’ device, but “she was too busy to come back,” so the educator did it on 

their own. Other participants cited that they receive little support because of limited time 

with assistive technology specialists or related service providers. One educator stated that 

she tries to work closely with her speech pathologist, but, “unfortunately, there isn’t time 

in the day to sit down and work together on learning how to program the devices or to 

make sure we’re prompting the students the same way on how to use them.” Assistive 

technology specialists tend to be spread across many schools, so it can be difficult to 

receive assistance when a consult is not required. There was also a participant who 

recounted that their district had an AT specialist for one year, but then her contract was 

not renewed. Therefore, there is no current support. Several educators cited excellent 

support and dedication to district training and support, where interpersonal relationships 

enabled them to best serve their students.  

Accessible training was a recurring comment throughout the questionnaires. 

Many educators stated that the training they need just does not exist in their district, or 

they must request to attend training on their own. Several participants wrote that they 

wished they had received more training or exposure, writing responses such as “wishing 

that I received specific training on these things,” and “I wish we received more…it is 

expected that staff figure it out on our own.” This type of atmosphere is not conducive to 

building confidence in educators to introduce and support AAC in their classrooms. 
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Hands-on training was a recurring topic that came up, as many educators cited that they 

learned how to operate devices through their own trialing. One participant wrote, “most 

of my training has been through my own hands-on experience in the classroom.” These 

types of responses made it clear that the opportunity to practice on a real AAC system is 

pivotal in learning how to operate it.  

 
Juliet.  Juliet identified in her interview that although her representative from the 

district is very knowledgeable, she only sees her occasionally. She attributes some of this 

to being in a middle school and the belief that students should have a mode of 

communication by that point. Along the same line, her paraprofessional staff does not 

receive training on AAC systems before entering the classroom. Because of this, the team 

typically discusses AAC solutions around a student’s annual review time when assistive 

technology appears on the IEP.  

Juliet attributes her access to AAC to doing personal research. Since she reflected 

that her required professional development trainings do not relate to her self-contained 

environment, she must seek out her own training on systems and how they operate. She 

also feels she can access AAC due to her large support team, which helps her discuss 

possibilities and grow as an educator. She thinks that training on various systems is vital, 

even if it is training staff on a specific set of systems present in the school so that they are 

fully operable within the classrooms. She feels that since teaching AAC is like teaching a 

language, it is important to stress that AAC is not simply “another material we’re using in 

the classroom.” The research behind AAC and its possibilities is critical in promoting its 

use. This is also critical for a home-school connection, as Juliet has found that even when 

the school system delivers systems, including low-tech options, families are not always 
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utilizing them at home. This lack of environmental consistency affects individual 

utilization of a system and their ability to bring it into new environments. The belief that 

a system is a burden is rooted in misunderstanding of its possibilities and therefore 

requires acknowledgment. 

Juliet’s intrapersonal beliefs about the benefits and usage of AAC drive her to do 

independent research. She finds that access can be rooted in a lack of training and 

therefore takes it upon herself to explore various systems and approaches. She also finds 

that some interpersonal relationships can hinder AAC support, as many staff and families 

do not know the benefits that research has identified when individuals utilize AAC 

options. Finding interpersonal support, though, such as her school team, aids in her 

individual growth. Institutionally, the school and district provide AT support, but its 

limited nature at the middle school level impacts student accessibility. Though a system 

is in place, it does not always meet the needs of students. The community understanding 

of AAC also suffers limitations, as a widespread understanding of various systems is 

lacking. At the policy level, the written declaration of meeting students’ needs does not 

always match the provided support that manifests in the classroom.  

 
Olive.  Olive’s experience has centered around autonomous AAC research and 

experimentation. Although she has received cursory training on systems, most of her 

knowledge has come from self-discovery and hands-on experiences. She has encountered 

instances of families not utilizing systems at home because they already know what 

requests their child will make. Similarly, staff often claim that students may not “need” a 

particular system, and Olive stresses the importance of providing communication 

opportunities. She has also found that some staff see a functioning system as the end 
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goal, even if Olive can identify greater opportunities or a movement towards verbal 

expression. She values growth and opportunity.  

The district has available resources, as they ship out devices quickly when needed 

or requested, so in terms of physical access there is not a barrier. When identifying 

factors that can affect access, Olive stated that time was the biggest issue. Aside from 

filling out the evaluation and completing the necessary paperwork, a successful system 

requires buy-in across environments, including with the parents and the individuals 

themselves. Establishing the need and support for the anticipated benefits involves time. 

She sees system abandonment as an issue that can arise from underutilization.  

When reflecting on factors that could increase access, Olive stated that 

professional developments often focus on trainings that do not directly address self-

contained environments. She finds that even within the Special Education world, self-

contained programs are siloed. Intrapersonally, Olive has the drive to research AAC 

solutions and programming on her own. Interpersonally, this is the first year that she has 

had another self-contained teacher on staff, providing companionship. Institutionally, 

Olive says her administration is wonderful and recognizes that her self-contained 

classroom operates differently than the other environments in the school. Still, her 

training at the school level does not apply to her classroom. On the community and policy 

level, technology is available, and things are in place for support. The available training 

and provided direct instruction just seem not to uphold the possibilities of the system. 

 
Emma.  With Emma new to the secondary environment, her perspective on 

accessibility also included any elementary training she had received.  She reflected that 

although she had gotten training on specific programs like Kurzweil, none of the training 
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focused on systems for communication. The training on systems she has received was 

specialized to students she would have on her caseload, rather than training for anyone 

interested in learning more about AAC. She reflected that this was an issue if a student 

could benefit from a system, but a teacher did not know enough about it to suggest a trial. 

When reflecting on the differentiation between elementary and secondary, Emma stated a 

difference in culture. In elementary, educators are more hands-on, whereas she feels the 

secondary environment demands more independence from students. This elementary 

culture allows for more time and attention on exposure and trial.  

Emma identified access and understanding as the factors that affect AAC 

utilization. For access, Emma noted that many educators do not realize what is available, 

particularly in their districts. She identified this as a “hurdle” in helping students because 

although it would still be possible, there are extra steps involved in procuring AAC 

systems. Additionally, without understanding, educators feel uncomfortable operating 

systems and integrating them into classrooms. She reflected that she even worries about 

teaching something to a student incorrectly or not using it to its full potential. She stated 

that there is no training that discusses county offerings for AT.  

Emma also reflected that in terms of training, professional development lacks 

differentiation. She stated how teachers were required to learn about Google Classroom 

and all its features for the virtual year, and as you mastered one area of content, you 

would move onto another. This type of self-paced module and differentiated content 

based on what you needed to utilize could be a good model for AT training. Emma 

reflected that educators could train in various areas and brush up on specific systems. She 

even thought that having a cheat sheet from training could be enough to support some 
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educators in suggesting AAC trials. She noted that exposure to the systems would be a 

critical area of the training.  

Emma’s intrapersonal drive and beliefs in the power of AAC aid in her continued 

exploration of systems for the social ecological spheres. Interpersonally, parents have 

driven some of the AAC access. They try to incorporate things they are doing at home 

with the school environment, such as using picture symbols. Institutionally, there is a 

lending library available through an assistive technology team. Emma just is not sure 

what is available within that library. Although the community and policy spheres are in 

place and established to provide support, the fulfillment of that support seems to be 

lacking. 

 
Jessie.  In Jessie’s experience, with such a wide range of students in one 

classroom, outside resources can greatly benefit. With her knowledge of insurance and 

assistive technology options, Jessie can utilize various avenues to aid her students. She 

has also used old systems in the school before to help students who did not qualify 

through other means. Jessie knows the importance of writing AT into a student’s IEP and 

has been able to navigate having the school order devices within the Special Education 

budget. Those devices stay in the building at her school, so there is no home-school 

connection with particular high-tech systems. This affects the overall utilization and 

effectiveness of any learned communication. Jessie and her team have purchased other 

systems, such as choice buttons and supplies for picture boards, with teacher supply 

money.  

Jessie identified some of the condensed, intensive training she has received as an 

issue. She stated that she found the complete immersion to be overwhelming. Instead, she 
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believes a staggered training that broke down the various pieces into digestible content 

would be beneficial for educators to increase AAC access. Jessie stated: 

It can be frustrating sometimes because we have an Accent and we’ve got one 
type of iPad that’s not set up to—like our school iPad, so all the language works 
differently on every different technology resource. So, we are still definitely in the 
learning phase, but I’m excited about the possibilities. 

Jessie’s reflection played into several scenarios where she would feel proficient on one 

device and then face a different system. Because of this, she finds herself taking photos 

of the various steps to ensure the team can remember how to program or change 

something.  

Before this school year, Jessie identified the aspects of finances and outside 

resistance as accessibility factors. Finding the resources to order systems or create low-

tech options was difficult, especially for her small school system. In addition, she found 

that many parents believed that AAC systems would hinder their child’s communication 

and that they would “never try to talk on their own.” Jessie always stresses that regardless 

of the mode, she just wants her students to be able to communicate.  

Jessie’s intrapersonal drive to provide her students with options for 

communication includes personal research, self-driven training, and teacher supply 

money. Interpersonally, she finds that relationships can help or hinder access. Some 

professionals support her growth and aid in procuring devices. Some families do not 

know the potential of AAC and therefore do not support it, which seems to infiltrate some 

of the community. On an institutional level, finances affect access. The overarching 

policy remains and is written to support access, regardless of what is delivered. 

 
Darcy.  Darcy reflected on the separation of services when discussing AAC 

access. She stated that many students had pull-out services for speech therapy, and 
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therefore she could not observe what the students were working on. Though this touches 

on a different manner of access, it does stress the importance of interpersonal 

communication to best support the students. With open communication, teams can 

provide the best services to students. Darcy did find that many parents wanted systems 

for their children, even to the point of offering their own and communicating with the 

school about utilization. 

When asked about access specifically, Darcy cited time as the most significant 

impacting factor. She stated that “just having the time to educate myself, having the time 

to meet with the SLP” would have allowed her to ensure everyone was on the same page 

and able to support one another. She reflected that even watching an SLP program a 

device would be beneficial for training purposes. Even when team members have the 

training and professional development time, she feels that every moment is accounted for. 

Though her school did inquire with the self-contained teachers about what training would 

benefit them, she does not feel that anyone mentioned communication devices. Since 

Special Educators desire so many types of training based on their classrooms, finding 

time for all of it seems impossible. 

Consistency arose as another factor that influences accessibility. Students coming 

from various intermediate schools have different experiences with AAC, which varies 

based on their teacher and program. This does not only apply to AAC; it applies to the 

IEP and the overall goals for each student. Darcy believes that consistency with training 

and expectations would go a long way.  

Darcy’s intrapersonal positivity about AAC drives her ability to navigate the 

system to serve her students best. She understands the importance of interpersonal 
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collaboration with both team members and family members to introduce and support 

AAC systems for students. Darcy identified the institutional factor of time with training 

as a hindrance to effectively training teachers. The community sphere heavily endorses 

AAC use, as there are outside resources Darcy utilizes to provide her students with 

communication systems. Although policy clearly states what needs to be considered for 

students, there are many students without appropriate evaluations and matches for AAC. 

 
Framework analysis.  Intrapersonally, it was clear that educators have the desire 

and drive to provide their students with an appropriate education and will go the extra 

distance to learn things on their own, program things themselves, and seek out their own 

training or resources. Interpersonally, it was clear that supportive relationships with 

service providers and families significantly impacted AAC success. Some of these 

relationships were affected by misinformation or misunderstanding of AAC, its purpose, 

and its benefits. Institutionally, there was variation with levels of support, but a common 

thread of insufficient training exists. 

Additionally, although resources may be available, many teachers do not know 

what they are or how to access them. Community factors varied greatly, with some 

supports in place but questions about accessibility that tie into the institutional level. For 

policy, there overarching requirement of a free appropriate public education and the 

inclusion of assistive technology on the IEP mandates the consideration of systems that 

can benefit students.  

Thematic Analysis 

Four themes emerged from the results of the questionnaire and interviews. The 

thematic categories include systemic roadblocks, varying opportunities, educational silos, 
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and autonomy. Throughout the analysis of the three research questions, educators shared 

commonalities amongst their experiences, even though the participants are spread across 

the United States and completed various avenues to become Special Educators. Figure 

4.3 demonstrates the codes, thematic categories, and thematic statements analyzed from 

the data.  

 

 

Figure 4.3. Coding and thematic analysis. 

Systemic roadblocks.  The first theme amongst participants addressed the 

roadblocks they faced in the system. The combination of systemic issues, missing district 

support, lack of AAC training, cursory training on AAC, and a lack of self-contained 

training collectively represent aspects of teacher training that impact AAC inclusion.  
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This theme included instances of policies, such as when students could have evaluations. 

Juliet stated that assistive technology for students was “typically talked about only around 

their annual review time.” Another policy impacting AAC usage includes the terms for 

which they could utilize a device, like having to return it for summer months or not 

taking it out of the classroom. Juliet discussed students attending Extended School Year 

(ESY) but since the devices were loaned for the traditional school year, “they weren’t 

receiving those devices for ESY.” These policies affect usage, which then affects success.  

District support varied greatly—some educators had assistive technology 

representatives available for consults, and some had only in-school support options. 

Emma reflected on a small district team who provided consults and evaluated students for 

systems. Olive stated that her district did have an assigned AT person, but that she 

oversaw “eighteen elementary schools, six middle schools, three high schools.” Darcy 

had no assistive technology specialist outside of her speech-language pathologist. The 

variation of accessibility and district resources can make access difficult.  

Training was a large overarching category that became clear in the three areas of 

lack of AAC training, cursory training, and lack of self-contained training. Several 

teachers said that AAC training was “non-existent” in their certification or professional 

development. For teachers who did receive training, much of it was a brief overview or 

just an introduction to a specific system. One educator stated, “I haven’t had any in-depth 

training on any AAC systems. If we are implementing one with a student, I get a basic 

gist of it from the SLP.” Cursory overviews were a common experience. In addition to 

AAC specifically, many educators spoke about their lack of self-contained preparation. 

Olive said that her elementary education program did not contain Special Education 
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classes. Emma stated that her program taught her “how to live the co-teaching world of 

special ed, but not so much the nitty gritty of self-contained and more severe disabilities.” 

Although individuals have degrees and training in Special Education, much of the focus 

was on co-teaching or inclusive classrooms. Another commonality was a focus on 

paperwork. Darcy recalled that her training “was all the paperwork” involved in IEPs. 

This focus carries into professional development, as well, since Special Education 

training often focuses on areas such as IEPs. One educator stated about professional 

development that “none of it is ever geared toward self-contained,” but they are mandated 

to attend. Therefore, the theme emerged that self-contained secondary educators 

encounter roadblocks in their certification and professional development that affect their 

access to AAC. 

 
Varying opportunities.  The second theme that arose dealt with varying 

opportunities amongst educators. This category contained the codes within the school 

buildings of differing access, parental advocates, lack of home-school connection, and 

county support. Varying access dealt with both in-school access to systems and access to 

SLP or specialist support.  

Some educators had access to resources in the community, such as through 

hospital programs, to assist their students. Darcy was able to utilize a program at the 

nearby Children’s Hospital that matched individuals with AAC systems. This opportunity 

varied by district and by state, as some educators simply did not have these types of 

resources available.  

Parental advocates played a prominent role in opportunity, as some parents were 

able to provide their child with a device to use in school or advocate appropriately for one 
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through the district. Emma reflected on a parent who began the AAC process, as their 

child “was receiving outside speech therapy and they were using picture symbols.” Olive 

reflected on a student who utilized an Eye Gaze device their parent purchased. Darcy 

reflected on a student who was able to use a device his dad created. These varying 

circumstances demonstrate the important role parents can play in the AAC process. In a 

similar light, the home-school connection for AAC is vital to successfully support a 

system, but educators have varying experiences with this aspect. Jessie reflected on a 

family who was initially resistant to AAC because they were “concerned that him 

speaking with the device at school will make him maybe stop speaking at home or 

interfere there.”  The opportunity to successfully support an individual with an AAC 

system requires outside assistance to utilize the device across environments.  

County support also played into the code of varying opportunity, as the available staff 

and resources to support a student relied a lot on budget and district size. Specialists can 

be spread across many schools, some schools have in-building support, some districts 

have lending libraries, and some do not. All of these factors play into the aspect of 

opportunity. This theme can be summarized as self-contained secondary educators 

experience varying opportunities within their schools and support networks that limit 

access. 

 
Educational silos.  The third theme of the data analysis dealt with educational 

silos, which included missed exposure, educators who felt spread thin, educator isolation, 

and lack of confidence. Many educators discussed feeling as though the self-contained 

programs existed on their own. There were also instances of educators stating that 

students arrived at the secondary environment without AAC introduction, as Darcy 
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reflected that her students are not “introduced to speech devices until middle school.” 

This is a perfect example of missed opportunity.  

Educators also discussed the emotional components of their careers. Several 

times, educators reported feeling “spread thin,” and it also came across that they 

recognize related service providers also experience this feeling. One educator stated, 

“most of our people are spread across many campuses,” which was echoed by other 

educators about their AT specialists and SLPs. Self-contained educators also feel 

isolated. Without specialists or service providers to support them, educators must figure 

things out on their own. In conjunction, educators expressed a lack of confidence in their 

training and abilities to utilize AAC. Without training and support, they felt that they 

might not have the skills to operate appropriate systems or only felt proficient in certain 

areas. Darcy stated that she wished she had “the time to educate myself” and said, “I'm 

not as confident as I would like to be.” Juliet similarly stated: 

I feel as a teacher… we have all of these professional developments to do and 
they're never related to my students or my situation, so that I have to go and do it 
myself. Um, I know that I have read so many research articles about various 
things because I feel like I’m letting my students down if I don't. 
 
Due to a lack of training, Emma expressed that she was “not that confident” in 

AAC use for communication purposes. Olive reflected on her training, saying “let's say 

it's somewhere between self-trained and Google.”  Jessie credited most of her training to 

“trial by error.” This common thread of educator isolation and a lack of confidence have 

an enormous impact on student access to AAC. Since AAC requires an understanding, 

purposeful integration, and connection outside of the classroom, educators must receive 

intentional training. Therefore, this theme can be stated as self-contained secondary 

educators exist in silos which impact their opportunities and performance. 
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Autonomy.  The fourth theme that emerged was autonomy, which encompassed 

the ideas of small wins and self-driven educators. Educators consistently brought up 

anecdotes of introducing systems for students and the progress they were able to witness. 

This progress drove educators to continue their education and provide systems for their 

students, whether they were creating low-tech options or advocating for high-tech ones. 

By recognizing progress and celebrating the small gains, educators continued to provide 

appropriate systems for their students. Much of this work, and a primary overarching 

sentiment in the analysis, was the autonomy and self-drive that educators have. 

Throughout the questionnaires and interviews, educators took it upon themselves 

to Google, watched YouTube videos, reached out to resources in the community, and 

requested help from service providers to serve their students best. Through their own 

exploration, “hands-on experience in the classroom,” attending workshops, training of 

paraprofessionals, the resounding sentiment was that many educators are “self-taught.” 

Juliet noted that there are things she has “to Google on a daily basis to re-record.” Olive 

is not only self-taught, but she trains her own staff. She said that for her staff working 

with a particular student, she will “draw little pictures for every single button they need to 

help him remember where to push.” Darcy stated, “I am completely confident in standing 

there and working with the student, as long as I need to.” Jessie beautifully reflected, 

“there are infinite possibilities within those kiddos, and we just have to figure out how to 

tap into them.” These teachers demonstrate belief in students and willingness to commit 

their own time to serve them. The drive to support students and provide a free appropriate 

public education was apparent across the data. These two codes of small wins and self-

drive work in unison as educators see progress and therefore continue their autonomous 
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training. Thus, the theme can be described as self-contained secondary educators 

independently drive their training and progress with AAC resulting in agency.  

Framework Analysis  

To best understand the thematic implications of this study, an overlay of the 

thematic analysis onto the social ecological framework provides a visual environmental 

analysis of factors associated with AAC access. Figure 4.4 depicts the four thematic 

categories and corresponding thematic statements along the spectrum of social ecological 

environments, demonstrating the spheres in which the identified themes fall. To best 

analyze the four thematic categories and corresponding themes, I highlight each of the 

four themes by providing their corresponding coding categories along the spectrum of 

environments. This setting demonstrates where the accessibility factors land in the social 

ecological framework.  

 

 

Figure 4.4. Thematic and framework analysis overlay. 
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The first thematic category, autonomy, included the codes of small wins and self-

drive. As depicted in Figure 4.5, these two codes fit squarely into the intrapersonal 

environment, as educators are driving their training and progress forward through their 

attitudes and beliefs. This positive finding demonstrates the dedication of educators to 

truly serve their students.  

 

 

Figure 4.5. Autonomy and the intrapersonal environment.  

 
The second thematic category, varying opportunities, included the codes of 

parental advocates, differing access, lack of a home-school connection, and county 

support, fit between the interpersonal and institutional environments. As shown in Figure 

4.6, parental advocates fall within an interpersonal sphere, as relationships drive the 

advocacy and insistence to utilize AAC. Differing access and the home-school 

connection involve both relationships and the school, involving the ability to access 

materials and form cross-environmental usage for systems. County support at the 

institutional level varied so greatly, contributing to a variation of opportunity for 

educators depending on where they lived and the ability of districts to provide resources.  
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Figure 4.6. Varying opportunity and the interpersonal and institutional environments.  

 
The third thematic category, educational silos, included the codes of educators 

feeling spread thin, feeling isolated, lacking confidence, and missing exposure, which fit 

between the institutional and community environments. As shown in Figure 4.7, on a 

school level, educators report feeling these negative attributes due to reasons such as 

Special Educator workload and siloed school structure.  

 

Figure 4.7. Educational silos and the institutional and community environments.  
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Between the school and community, there are instances of missed exposure, as access 

and exposure to systems happens within the school building, from supporting community 

organizations, and within the community itself when accessibility features are missing in 

public spaces. 

The fourth thematic category, systemic roadblocks, included the codes of missing 

district support, lack of AAC training, cursory training, lack of self-contained focus, and 

systemic issues, which fit amongst the institutional, community, and policy 

environments. As shown in Figure 4.8, on an institutional level, district support was a 

resounding issue that played into systemic roadblocks as well as varying opportunity 

since the repetitive aspect of absent support emerged, creating a separate code of missing 

district support. 

 

 

Figure 4.8. Systemic roadblocks and the institutional, community, and policy 
environments. 

 

Additionally, on a training level from professional development to certification 

requirements to policy guidelines, training on AAC either is not happening or is a simple 
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cursory overview, lacking in true instruction. This also included the code of a lack of 

self-contained training, as Special Education training focused primarily on co-teaching 

roles. Finally, systemic issues that includes the social structures and laws that govern 

Special Education and how a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive 

environment is interpreted and upheld.  

Discussion and Implications 

The results demonstrated the impacts of the various social ecological 

environments and their structures upon AAC access. The importance of training and 

access to AAC is evident. The research states that individuals who cannot express 

themselves have social-emotional implications, such as acting out or withdrawal (Andzik 

et al., 2018; Durand, 1999; Irwin et al., 2002; Thurm et al., 2018). Introducing AAC 

options to individuals with complex communication needs provides an opportunity for 

choice and expression, allowing students to access the curriculum and participate in 

meaningful content. As evidenced by Durand (1999), AAC can increase functional 

communication when provided with adequate training.  

Educators in this study identified a lack of training as a significant factor for AAC 

access. Radici et al. (2019) expressed that teacher experience and relationships correlated 

to their feelings regarding AAC, promoting the need for training both in certification and 

professional development. Syriopoulou-Delli et al. (2012) stated that training was the 

most significant impact on teacher attitudes toward AAC. With this research, it is critical 

to address the need for teacher training. The study also pointed towards the interpersonal, 

as Bailey et al. (2006) noted the aspect of team support leading to positive AAC beliefs 

for educators. Addressing the needs across the social ecological frameworks, particularly 
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training from the institutional to the policy spheres, is critical to address this need. Philipp 

and Kunter (2013) researched professional development and addressed the need to 

consider teacher job features when determining their training. Creating professional 

developments that cater to specific jobs seems sensical but requires training. For self-

contained educators, creating training opportunities for AAC introduction, exposure, and 

integration would serve the population.  

Although the literature on AAC benefits and usage is scarce, what exists is clear. 

In a national survey of Special Education teachers, there was a documented lack of 

proficiency in communication for students with disabilities (Andzik et al., 2018). To 

provide the mandated free appropriate public education, schools must address this data 

point. Students with complex communication needs require choice and expression, not 

just in the classroom but in every environment. This study demonstrates that teachers 

recognize this need and seek out training and exposure on their own. The drive of 

teachers when trying to provide the best education for their students is unbeatable. To 

support these teachers, districts and policies must support their education regarding the 

vast selection of AAC systems that can benefit students in self-contained environments.  

This study aids in filling a gap in the research on AAC accessibility for self-

contained secondary students through educator experiences. The research on AAC is 

scarce and requires more attention moving forward, especially as technology becomes 

more accessible and affordable. Future research that includes the realm of elementary 

education would aid in a complete picture of AAC access. Additionally, bringing in the 

perspective of related service providers and their experiences would benefit the 

discussion of training for self-contained environments. This study identified four direct 



109 
 

implications for the field—accessible AAC training, appropriate educational options, 

training on self-contained environments, and autonomy regarding essential knowledge.  

First, the results demonstrate that AAC training is not accessible to all educators 

in their teacher preparation programs or professional development. The variation in 

training and accessibility was staggering and therefore requires attention. The 

questionnaires demonstrated great variation in training and highlighted how training that 

schools or programs provided was often cursory. When educators did receive training, it 

focused on only one or two systems. The interviews echoed these results, with 

participants reporting limited training on AAC. Participants often sought out their own 

training or researched solutions independently. This training deficit exists in multiple 

environments, from the institutional school level up through the policy level. Without 

training standards on advancing technology, the field will fall behind. Therefore, teacher 

education programs and professional development plans need to include training on AAC 

systems and their integration into classrooms.  

Second, providing AAC is best practice according to the literature and includes 

the expectation of a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment. 

An educator must address anything inhibiting choice or expression to serve a student in 

the least restrictive environment. To best connect this understanding, explicit research on 

AAC that posits it as a best practice for expression and communication would benefit the 

field of Special Education as a whole. Since AAC research is scarce, it is not common 

knowledge that AAC systems provide such vast options for individuals with complex 

communication needs. This is not just present in schools, but evident also in the 

community and policy environments. Research into community integration and benefit 
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would also aid in AAC research, as many educators in the study stated that systems often 

stay within the buildings or are turned in after graduation. If an AAC system is an 

individual’s voice, then it should never be taken away.  

Third, teacher certification and professional development need to integrate 

training opportunities for the moderate to severe disability populations. The self-

contained environment exists in a silo, and therefore training is minimal. Training Special 

Educators to be co-teachers is not inclusive of all areas of the field. The questionnaire 

data demonstrated that educators continuously must attend trainings that are not related to 

their classrooms, such as professional developments on school-wide testing. The 

interview participants had the same reflections, with limited applicable training for the 

self-contained environments. This issue also ties in the environments of institution, 

community, and policy. If the educational system is not set up to serve all communities, 

then certainly some will be left out. This issue requires attention within individual 

schools, but also through district and state boards of education.  

Fourth, teachers may not receive AAC training, but they seek out their own 

resources and autonomously provide solutions. It is crucial to know that this knowledge 

is essential enough to educators that they seek it out independently, utilizing the internet 

and interpersonal relationships to serve their students best. The questionnaires and 

interviews displayed the unwavering dedication of educators to provide their students 

with a means for expression. The topics of Google and YouTube came up frequently, 

with educators spending their own time studying. For a system that already taxes its 

employees, failing to address this aspect has consequences. The burnout rate of Special 
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Educators is already high. The autonomous drive cannot survive in a system that is not 

providing training or promoting accessibility.  

Overall, the framework analysis demonstrated particular systemic issues that 

require addressing to support the intrapersonally driven educators. The issues of varying 

opportunities, educational silos, and systemic roadblocks create a system in which 

educators are seeking out their own training to serve their students appropriately. These 

issues exist at the institutional, community, and policy environments, necessitating a 

focus on self-contained populations and appropriate AAC systems to provide the 

mandated education to Special Education populations. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Distribution of Findings 
 

Executive Summary 

The law mandates that Special Education students in public schools receive a free 

appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment (Department of 

Education, 2010). For students in self-contained Special Education, this mandate may 

require the consideration of assistive technology (AT), a section of the Individualized 

Education Plan (IEP). Although the law does not define precisely what qualifies as 

appropriate, for students with complex communication needs, a system for choice and 

expression is necessary for students to meet their potentials. Augmentative and 

Alternative Communication (AAC), a facet of AT, provides low-tech and high-tech 

communication options for students with complex communication needs. Systems vary 

greatly and are highly customizable, particularly as technology advances and becomes 

more available and affordable.  

As with any district service, AT support varies greatly for educators across the 

country. Funding and employment allocations affect staffing for AT approval and 

availability. Not only that, but educators also often enter Special Education without 

specialized training on AT or AAC, which limits their ability to identify appropriate 

systems or interventions for students. With these two factors and limited research on 

AAC and accessibility, students are not accessing valuable AAC options that could 

provide them choice and expression. Research states that individuals who cannot express 

themselves have social-emotional implications (Andzik et al., 2018; Durand, 1999; Irwin 
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et al., 2002; Thurm et al., 2018). Once students get to the secondary environment, they 

should already possess a communication method, but many students arrive in their 

classrooms without reliable communication.  

The present phenomenological study explored the degree of access to 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication through teacher experiences for Special 

Education students in self-contained secondary classrooms. Since educators are the 

gatekeepers for these self-contained students, their training, beliefs, and experiences with 

AAC and accessibility shed light on the phenomenon of varying access for students. The 

primary research questions asked how self-contained secondary Special educators 

described their training and experience with AAC, how they described their 

understanding, beliefs, and attitudes toward AAC, and what factors contributed to their 

gaining access to AAC. Utilizing a social ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1978; 

Wendel & McLeroy, 2015), I grouped the themes by five environments—intrapersonal, 

interpersonal, institutional, community, and policy. This Problem of Practice identified 

the common themes amongst educators and framed them amidst social ecological 

environments.  

Overview of Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design, as it was most 

appropriate to study the common lived experiences of educators and create shared 

meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I collected data from educators on their training, 

beliefs, and experiences with AAC to compile an analysis of the commonalities. I 

conducted two rounds of sampling for this study. First, I collected a sample of qualitative 

questionnaires from educators around the country. I built the questionnaire on Qualtrics 
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and asked a few demographic questions about participants’ length of teaching career and 

classroom environment, and then a series of experiential questions. The questions 

focused on training during certification and professional development, district support 

and assistive technology teams, therapeutic classroom support, classroom accessibility 

features, and professional support networks. Once I collected and thematically coded the 

questionnaires, I set up a second maximum variation sample of five teachers for semi-

structured interviews. I conducted the interviews one-on-one on the Zoom video 

platform, allowing for recording and transcription.  

After completing the collection, I analyzed my data by research question and 

evaluated the social ecological implications of the findings. I utilized triangulation, 

identifying bias, including counter information, and member checking to ensure the 

validity of my data. I analyzed the data thematically and lay the themes over the social 

ecological framework, identifying the foundational issues impacting educator access to 

AAC for self-contained secondary students. I discuss my thematic and framework 

analyses in the following section.  

Summary of Key Findings 

This qualitative study answered three research questions about AAC accessibility 

through educator experiences. Four themes emerged amongst the five social ecological 

environments through the analysis of data from the research questions. These themes 

included systemic roadblocks, varying opportunities, educational silos, and autonomy. 

First, systemic roadblocks emerged as a common factor affecting educator access 

to AAC. The corresponding codes dealt with systemic issues, missing district support, 

lack of AAC training, cursory training, and a lack of self-contained training. Access and 
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district support play a significant role in supporting teachers who attempt to gain AAC 

for their students. Additionally, training during certification and professional 

development is crucial for keeping educators up to date on current technologies, as well 

as aspects of integration and support in various environments. Therefore, self-contained 

secondary educators encounter roadblocks in their certification and professional 

development that affect their access to AAC. Collectively, these issues existed in the 

institutional, community, and policy environments of the social ecological framework. 

Second, varying opportunities became apparent from the questionnaires and 

interview data. Educators discussed differing access, parental advocates, lack of a home-

school connection, and county support. The variation amongst these codes demonstrated 

the implications of teaching in various districts. Variation of access to AAC systems and 

an AT specialist from a team or an SLP showed a notable difference in student access. 

There was also a clear difference in communities that had outside resources to evaluate 

and support AAC use. 

Additionally, some parents who advocate for their children can provide systems 

or resources from their own homes. A strong home-school connection best supports a 

student with AAC success, but that support varies greatly. District funding also varies 

greatly and affects staff allocations and resource availability, thereby impacting student 

access. Therefore, it became clear that self-contained secondary educators experience 

varying opportunities within their schools and support networks, limiting access. This 

thematic category exists between the interpersonal and institutional social ecological 

environments. 
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Third, educational silos surfaced as a critical factor in AAC accessibility. The 

codes of missed exposure and educators feeling spread thin, isolated, and lacking 

confidence arose throughout the data analysis process. Since self-contained environments 

do not typically have a great deal of interaction with the general education environments, 

educators reported the emotional ramifications. The feelings of being overwhelmed and 

stretched amongst many obligations appeared in the data. Self-contained educators have 

extensive training to attend already, not to mention additional required paperwork. Often, 

mandated training in the school does not pertain to the self-contained population. 

Therefore, it is evident that self-contained secondary educators exist in silos that impact 

their opportunities and performance. This thematic category occurs between the 

institutional and community levels.  

Fourth, educator autonomy surfaced as a thematic category. Educators 

consistently discussed their small wins and self-drive, enabling greater opportunities for 

access and self-growth. Special Educators, even without training or support, found ways 

to support their students and measure growth. The noticeable progress they witnessed 

with their students encouraged them to continue to research on their own, Google and 

YouTube solutions, and form relationships to support student use. This progress led to 

autonomous educator research and independent training. Therefore, self-contained 

educators independently drive their training and progress with AAC, resulting in agency. 

This theme existed solely in the intrapersonal realm.  

Informed Recommendations 

The autonomous drive of educators to research and learn systems to best serve 

their students exists regardless of the varying opportunities, educational silos, and 
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systemic roadblocks identified throughout the study. Although educators are not 

receiving training in AT, they are seeking it out on their own. Due to this, training should 

exist in both aspects of educator training—certification requirements and professional 

development. To best prepare educators to serve the Special Education population, 

dedicated training and exposure to various AAC systems should be present. AAC does 

not only exist in self-contained environments, therefore all Special Education preparation 

programs should include AT courses. Limited teacher training impacts student 

accessibility and communication. Educators consistently stated that mandated training 

once in the classroom often did not include their student population, yet their presence 

was required. Specialized training options should exist for these educators who spend 

their time researching and training on student accessibility solutions. Assistive 

technology support should be readily available for educators before a system is 

introduced, once it needs to be integrated into a classroom, and ongoing as a student 

learns to operate it. There are opportunities to build educator support without including 

many additional training hours in an already packed schedule. The driving force behind 

professional development should revolve around the areas of greatest need, and therefore 

systems should include the moderate to severe populations of students in that 

conversation.  

Findings Distribution Proposal 

Given the demonstrated need for educator training on AAC, it is imperative that I 

distribute these research findings to the appropriate audiences. For the greatest immediate 

impact, current educators who act as gatekeepers for their students should be targeted 
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first. This will ensure that current students are awarded the opportunities they need to 

access communication systems.  

Target Audience 

The audience for my initial findings distribution includes school-level 

administrators and district administrators. There must be agreement from the district 

Professional Growth and Development Office to impact professional development 

opportunities and schedules. By demonstrating the need for this training to administrators 

at the school and district levels, I can garner support to provide professional development 

for existing educators. Long-term, I hope to bring these presentations to higher education 

for certification consideration and write a publication for distribution to educational 

audiences.  

Proposed Distribution Method and Materials 

The stakeholders for this initial presentation include school and district 

administrators, who I can reach in various principal meetings, assistant principal 

meetings, and district superintendent meetings. These occur within the district and 

address pertinent topics facing the schools. A slide presentation overview of my literature 

review findings, data collection process, and thematic and framework analyses will serve 

as part of the presentation and a quick, live demonstration of select systems and 

description of supporting AAC research. The presentation slides will be in a shareable 

format for subsequent viewing and discussion within the school administrative teams. 

The visual representations of the findings are helpful for quick understanding and 

analysis during an administrative meeting and independent viewing. The presentation 

will not be longer than 30 minutes. The presentation aims to gain support for increased 
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AAC integration and support for self-contained students, which can thereby influence the 

trajectory of self-contained professional development mandates.   

Conclusion 

This qualitative study delved into the phenomenon of self-contained secondary 

Special Education student access to AAC. I utilized thematic and framework analyses to 

outline the factors that impact AAC access in secondary environments and identify the 

social ecological environments. By researching educator training and experiences, beliefs 

and attitudes, and factors that affect AAC access, I uncovered four themes: systemic 

roadblocks, varying opportunities, educational silos, and autonomy. The first three 

themes—systemic roadblocks, varying opportunities, and educational silos—ranged from 

the interpersonal to policy environments, while the fourth theme of autonomy existed in 

the intrapersonal realm. Results of the study demonstrate that educators are independently 

driving their research and training to serve their student population best, regardless of 

district training and support. Therefore, districts should increase the training and support 

opportunities afforded to self-contained teachers to provide a free appropriate public 

education to secondary self-contained Special Education students.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Educator Questionnaire 
 

Distributed in Qualtrics XM Software 

Demographic Information 

1. In what type of program did you receive your initial teacher preparation training? 
Check all that apply.  

o Associate Degree 
o Bachelor’s Degree 
o Master’s Degree 
o Teach for America 
o Doctorate 
o Other (please describe) ____________________________________________ 

 
 
2. What age range do you fall in? 

o 20-30 
o 30-40 
o 40-50 
o 50-60 
o 60-70+ 

 
3. How many years have you been teaching? 

Sliding scale 0-100 

4.  How many years have you been teaching self-contained Special Education? 

Sliding scale 0-100 

5. What type of school do you currently teach in? 

o Self-contained classroom in a comprehensive/general education school 
o Self-contained classroom in an alternative school 
o Other (please describe) ______________________________________________ 

 

6. How many paraprofessionals are in your classroom on a daily basis? 
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Sliding scale 0-10 

7. How many related service providers are regularly in your classroom?  

Sliding scales 0-10 

o Speech-Language Pathologist 
 Push in  
 Pull out 

o Occupational Therapist 
 Push in 
 Pull out 

o Physical Therapist 
 Push in 
 Pull out 

 
Training Experience 

1. Do your students participate in any part of the general education day? Please describe.  

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Have you received specific training in any of the following AAC areas during your 
teacher preparation or certification? Please check all that apply. 

o Picture communication symbols 
o Choice switch buttons 
o iPad with speech software 
o Speech generating device (i.e., Tobii Dynavox) 
o Recorded speech devices 
o Picture Exchange Communication System 
o Visual supports 
o Other – please describe ______________________________________________ 

 
3. Please choose the descriptions of the training. Check all that apply: 

o Background information 
o Hands-on experience 
o Individualization 
o Classroom integration techniques 
o Parental training components 

 



123 
 

4. What do you recall from the training?  

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Have you received professional development in assistive technology or Augmentative 
and Alternative Communication in your school or district?  

o Yes 
o No 

 
6. Please choose the descriptions of the training. Check all that apply: 

o Background information 
o Hands-on experience 
o Individualization 
o Classroom integration techniques 
o Parental training components 

 
7. What do you recall from the professional development?  

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

8. What sort of AT support do you receive at your school? Check all that apply. 

o Assistive technology specialist within the school 
o Assistive technology district team 
o Speech-Language Pathologist familiar with AT and AAC 

 
9. Please describe the support you receive. 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

10. Please select AAC that students currently utilize in your classroom. Check all that 
apply.  

o Pictures boards or PECS 
o Choice buttons 
o Visual supports 
o iPad with speech software 
o Recorded speech devices 
o Speech-generating devices (i.e., Tobii Dynavox) 
o Other (please describe) _________________________________________ 
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11. If you checked boxes above, please describe the training you received for that AAC 
system.  

o Paper-based training (book or manual) 
o E-mail based training (instructional and links) 
o Training modules 
o Video conferencing 
o In-person team training 
o In-person individual training  
o Other (please describe) ______________________________________________ 

 
12. What did the training entail? 

________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

13. Have you received follow-up training or support for the AAC system since it was 
introduced? 

o Yes 
o No 

 
14. In the planning or writing of an Individualized Education Plan, have you included an 
assistive technology device as a supplementary aid or service? 

o Yes 
o No 

15. Please rate your confidence with AAC on these items on a 5-point scale: 

 Not at all 
confident 

Not very 
confident 

Neutral Fairly 
confident 

Very 
confident 

Operating the system 
 

     

Individualizing the 
system 
 

     

Supporting the student 
with the system 
 

     

Integrating the system 
into lessons 
 

     

Integrating the system 
into the educational 
environment 
 

     

Creating a home-school 
system connection 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Interview Protocol 

 
Thank you again for agreeing to participate in the interview portion of this research 
study. As mentioned before, this study aims to investigate student access to 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication through educator experiences. The 
research looks at your training, exposure, and experiences as a self-contained Special 
Educator. I will ask about your teacher preparation program, your school setting and 
professional development, and your experiences with assistive technology and AAC. 
 
Review consent form. 
 
Review agreement to be recorded for audio and/or video. 
 
Semi-structured interview question guide: 
 
1. Tell me about your teacher preparation program. What do you feel were its strengths 
and weaknesses?  
2. What was the Special Education focus in your program? Was there notable training on 
IEPs and AAC?  
3. Describe an example of the training on AAC that you have received, either in teacher 
certification or in professional development, if applicable. 
4. What type of communication methods do your students utilize? 
5. What stands out to you with respect to students utilizing AAC?  
6. Can you tell me about AAC access in your school? How does a student get a 
communication evaluation? 
7. What type of AT and AAC support does your school or district provide? Do you have  

a lending library? A knowledgeable SLP? 
8. Describe an experience supporting one of your students with an AAC system. Do you 
feel confident in your training?  

Follow-up – where does your confidence come from? Self-training, optional 
training, required training….  

9. What factors affect your ability to access technology or systems that could be 
beneficial for your students? 
10. What training would be beneficial for special educators?  

Follow-up: would you be willing to provide a sketch or photo of accessibility 
features available or provided to you in your classroom – demonstrating the 
toolkit that you are given as an educator?  
 

Table B.1 includes the relationship between research questions and interview questions.  
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Table B.1 

Relationship of Research and Interview Questions 

Research Questions How do self-
contained 
secondary Special 
Education teachers 
describe their 
training and 
experience with 
Augmentative and 
Alternative  
Communication?  

How do teachers of 
self-contained 
classrooms describe 
their understanding, 
beliefs, and attitudes 
toward 
Augmentative and 
Alternative 
Communication? 

What factors contribute 
to teachers’ experiences 
in gaining access to 
Augmentative and 
Alternative 
Communication for 
self-contained 
secondary Special 
Education students? 

Tell me about your 
teacher preparation 
program. What do you 
feel were its strengths 
and weaknesses? 
 

X  X 

What was the Special 
Education focus in your 
program? Was there 
notable training on 
IEPs and AAC? 
 

X X  

Describe an example of 
the training on AAC 
that you have received, 
either in teacher 
certification or in 
professional 
development, if 
applicable. 
 

X X X 

What type of 
communication 
methods do your 
students utilize? 
 

X  X 

What stands out to you 
with respect to students 
utilizing AAC? 
 

X X X 

Can you tell me about 
AAC access in your X  X 
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school? How does a 
student get a 
communication 
evaluation? 
 
What type of AT and 
AAC support does your 
school or district 
provide? Do you have a 
lending library? A 
knowledgeable SLP? 
 

X  X 

Describe an experience 
supporting one of your 
students with an AAC 
system. Do you feel 
confident in your 
training?  
Follow-up – where 
does your confidence 
come from? Self-
training, optional 
training, required 
training….  
 

X X X 

What factors affect 
your ability to access 
technology or systems 
that could be beneficial 
for your students? 
 

X X X 

What training would be 
beneficial for special 
educators? 
 

X X X 

Follow-up: would you 
be willing to provide a 
sketch or photo of 
accessibility features 
available or provided to 
you in your classroom 
– demonstrating the 
toolkit that you are 
given as an educator? 

X  X 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Consent Form for Questionnaire 
 

Baylor University 

Department of Curriculum and Instruction 

Consent Form for Research 

PROTOCOL TITLE:  Investigating Self-Contained Special Education Students’ 
Access to Augmentative and Alternative Communication 
Through Educator Experiences: A Phenomenological Study 

 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR:   Claire Williams 
 

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study 
You are invited to be part of a research study. This consent form will help you choose 
whether or not to participate in the study. Feel free to ask if anything is not clear in this 
consent form. 
 

Important Information about this Research Study 
Things you should know: 

• The purpose of the study is to explore access to Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC) through teacher experiences for Special Education 
students in self-contained secondary classrooms.  

• To participate, you must be a self-contained Special Education teacher 
• If you choose to participate, you will be asked to respond to a virtual 

questionnaire. This will take under 20 minutes.  
• Risks or discomforts from this research are not greater than everyday life. 
• This study's possible benefits include benefit to others by promoting access to 

technology that can benefit self-contained Special Education students.  
• Taking part in this research study is voluntary. You do not have to participate, and 

you can stop at any time. 
 
More detailed information may be described later in this form. Please take time to read 
this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to participate in this research 
study. 
 

Why is this study being done? 
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The purpose of this study is to investigate AAC access. The research focuses on self-
contained Special Education teachers, who are gatekeepers for access for students with 
complex communication needs who need technology such as AAC. The study looks at 
training, exposure, and accessibility that teachers have to assistive technology.  
 

What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to complete a virtual 
questionnaire. You can complete this form at your own convenience. The form should 
not take more than 20 minutes to complete.  
The form will ask information about your teacher preparation program, the training that 
has been provided to you during your career, and your exposure to various technologies.  
 

How long will I be in this study and how many people will be in the study? 
Participation in this study will be for the length of time it takes to complete the 
questionnaire. About twenty subjects will take part in this research study.  
 

What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
We don’t believe there are any risks from participating in this research. You can choose 
not to answer any question for any reason.  
 

Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
Although you will not directly benefit from being in this study, others might benefit 
because it deals with access to technologies that can benefit your student population.   
 

How Will You Protect my Information? 
A risk of taking part in this study is the possibility of a loss of confidentiality. Loss of 
confidentiality includes having your personal information shared with someone who is 
not on the study team and was not supposed to see or know about your information. The 
researcher plans to protect your confidentiality. 
 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by erasing identifying information and 
storing data in an encrypted file. We will make every effort to keep your records 
confidential.  However, there are times when federal or state law requires the disclosure 
of your records. 
 
The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 
quality control or safety: 

• Representatives of Baylor University and the BU Institutional Review Board 
• Federal and state agencies that oversee or review research  

 
The results of this study may also be used for teaching, publications, or presentations at 
professional meetings. If your individual results are discussed, your identity will be 
protected by using a code number or pseudonym rather than your name or other 
identifying information. 
 

Will I be compensated for being part of the study? 
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You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 
 

Your Participation in this Study is Voluntary 
Taking part in this study is your choice.  You are free not to take part or to withdraw at 
any time for any reason.  No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty or loss of 
benefit to which you are entitled.  If you decide to withdraw from this study, the 
information that you have already provided will be kept confidential. You cannot 
withdraw information collected prior to your withdrawal.  
 
If you are a Baylor student or faculty/staff member, you may choose not to be in the 
study or to stop being in the study before it is over at any time.  This will not affect your 
grades or job status at Baylor University.  You will not be offered or receive any special 
consideration if you take part in this research study. 
 

Contact Information for the Study Team and Questions about the Research 
If you have any questions about this research, you may contact: 
Claire Williams 
Phone: [Redacted] 
Email: [Redacted] 
 
Advisor: Jessica Meehan 
Email: [Redacted] 
 
Contact Information for Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain 
information, ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other 
than the researcher(s), please contact the following: 
 
Baylor University Institutional Review Board 
Office of the Vice Provost for Research 
Phone: 254-710-3708  
Email: irb@baylor.edu 
 

Your Consent 
SIGNATURE OF SUBJECT: 
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. We will give you a copy of 
this document for your records. We will keep a copy with the study records.  If you have 
any questions about the study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team 
using the information provided above. 
 
I understand what the study is about and my questions so far have been answered. I agree to 
take part in this study.  
 
______________________________________ ____________________ 
Signature of Subject  Date 
 

mailto:irb@baylor.edu
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Optional Research 
 
Consent to be Contacted for Participation in Future Research 
I give the researchers permission to keep my contact information and to contact me for 
future research projects. 
 
YES_________ NO_________ Initials ________ 
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APPENDIX D 
 

Consent Form for Interviews 
 

Baylor University 

Department of Curriculum and Instruction 
 

Consent Form for Research 
 
PROTOCOL TITLE:  Investigating Self-Contained Special Education Students’ 

Access to Augmentative and Alternative Communication 
Through Educator Experiences: A Phenomenological Study 

 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR:   Claire Williams 
 

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study 
You are invited to be part of a research study. This consent form will help you choose 
whether or not to participate in the study. Feel free to ask if anything is not clear in this 
consent form. 
 

Important Information about this Research Study 
Things you should know: 

• The purpose of the study is to explore access to Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC) through teacher experiences for Special Education 
students in self-contained secondary classrooms.  

• In order to participate, you must be a self-contained Special Education teacher 
• If you choose to participate, you will be asked to participate in a virtual interview 

via Zoom that will take approximately 30-45 minutes.  
• Risks or discomforts from this research are not greater than everyday life. 
• This study's possible benefits include benefit to others by promoting access to 

technology that can benefit self-contained Special Education students.  
• Taking part in this research study is voluntary. You do not have to participate, and 

you can stop at any time. 
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to 
participate in this research study. 
 

Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this study is to investigate AAC access. The study focuses on self-
contained Special Education teachers, who are gatekeepers for access for students with 
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complex communication needs who need technology such as AAC. The study looks at 
training, exposure, and accessibility that teachers have to assistive technology.  
 

What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in a virtual 
interview through the Zoom web conferencing platform. The interview will last between 
30-45 minutes.  
The interview will ask information about your teacher preparation program, the training 
that has been provided to you during your career, and your exposure to various 
technologies.  
 
I would like to make an audio/video recording of you during this study. Audio recording 
is required for this study. If you do not want to be video recorded, you can still be in the 
study. If you do not want to be audio recorded, you should not be in this study. You will 
indicate your decision at the end of this form.  
 

How long will I be in this study and how many people will be in the study? 
Participation in this study will last about 30-45 minutes – the length of the interview 
process. About five subjects will take part in the interview part of this study.   
 

What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
We don’t believe there are any risks from participating in this research. You can choose 
not to answer any question for any reason.  
 

Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
Although you will not directly benefit from being in this study, others might benefit 
because it deals with access to technologies that can benefit your student population.   
 

How Will You Protect my Information? 
A risk of taking part in this study is the possibility of a loss of confidentiality. Loss of 
confidentiality includes having your personal information shared with someone who is 
not on the study team and was not supposed to see or know about your information. The 
researcher plans to protect your confidentiality. 
 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by erasing identifying information and 
storing data in an encrypted file. We will make every effort to keep your records 
confidential.  However, there are times when federal or state law requires the disclosure 
of your records. 
 
The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 
quality control or safety: 

• Representatives of Baylor University and the BU Institutional Review Board 
• Federal and state agencies that oversee or review research (such as the HHS 

Office of Human Research Protection or the Food and Drug Administration) 
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The results of this study may also be used for teaching, publications, or presentations at 
professional meetings. If your individual results are discussed, your identity will be 
protected by using a code number or pseudonym rather than your name or other 
identifying information. 
 

Will I be compensated for being part of the study? 
You will be compensated with a $10 gift card for completing the interview portion of this 
study.  
 

Your Participation in this Study is Voluntary 
Taking part in this study is your choice.  You are free not to take part or to withdraw at 
any time for any reason.  No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty or loss of 
benefit to which you are entitled.  If you decide to withdraw from this study, the 
information that you have already provided will be kept confidential. You cannot 
withdraw information collected prior to your withdrawal.  
 

Contact Information for the Study Team and Questions about the Research 
If you have any questions about this research, you may contact: 
Claire Williams 
Phone: [Redacted] 
Email: [Redacted] 
 
Advisor: Jessica Meehan 
Email: [Redacted] 
 
Contact Information for Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain 
information, ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other 
than the researcher(s), please contact the following: 
 
Baylor University Institutional Review Board 
Office of the Vice Provost for Research 
Phone: 254-710-3708  
Email: irb@baylor.edu 
 

Your Consent 
SIGNATURE OF SUBJECT: 
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. We will give you a copy of 
this document for your records. We will keep a copy with the study records.  If you have 
any questions about the study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team 
using the information provided above. 
 
I understand what the study is about and my questions so far have been answered. I agree to 
take part in this study.  
 
______________________________________ ____________________ 

mailto:irb@baylor.edu
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Signature of Subject  Date 
 
 
 

Optional Research 
Consent to be Audio Recorded 
I agree to be audio recorded. 
 
YES_________ NO_________ Initials ________ 
 
Consent to be Video Recorded 
I agree to be video recorded. 
 
YES_________ NO_________ Initials ________ 
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