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Short abstract – 150  word abstract

Let's Talk Days at School target the introduction of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) to children whose speech is inadequate to meet their needs.  A range of enjoyable, interactive activities are offered to small groups of children, each of which is carefully ‘scripted’ for use with communication boards and devices.  At a Let's Talk Day event parents and teachers are not only exposed to several different types and complexities of AAC but also learn numerous strategies to promote their students’ interactive communication.  A recent innovation within the Let's Talk Day programme has been to develop theme-based activities centred around favourite children’s literature, such as the time-honoured story ‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’.  It is common practice in educational settings to present units of work, where students are exposed to a theme over a period of time.  Contemporary theories of learning suggest children need to interact with new material at a number of different levels.  

500 word abstract/paper  
For the past eight or nine years the Cerebral Palsy League of Queensland has run Let's Talk Days for children whose speech is inadequate to meet their needs.  Participants at these events include children with physical, sensory and intellectual disabilities, often accompanied by siblings or classmates.  The days provide an opportunity to demonstrate different types of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) to children and their families.  For many, it is their first-ever exposure to AAC.  Typically, the format involves choosing a small number of high-interest activities for which pictured scripts are prepared.  Available activities include, but are not limited to, face painting, bowling or treasure hunts.  Materials are gathered for each activity, and scripted vocabulary is programmed onto a range of low- and high-tech AAC systems.  Whilst engaged in the activity, activity-specific vocabulary is modelled for students using AAC.

There has been a recent shift in the focus of programmed Let's Talk Days.  These are now more often requested by schools, with strong attendance by education personnel.  This shift has been advantageous.  It is well known that in order for success to be realised in aided communication, there must be dedicated support within the user’s community.  Von Tetzchner, Brekke, SjØthun, & Grindheim stated, “In order for a child to develop alternative language competence, there must be a reasonable number of people in the environment who are more competent than the child in understanding and using the child’s language form” (2005, p. 84).  A number of researchers have described the value of training communication partners in the use and implementation of AAC (Hodge, 2007; Kent-Walsh & McNaughton, 2005; von Tetzchner, Brekke, SjØthun, & Grindheim, 2005).  When providing sessions within school environments, staff are able not only to witness first-hand how students are able to communicate using AAC and how familiar activities may be adapted to promote the use of AAC, but also to gain experience in modelling the use of AAC.

It is critical that educators not be overwhelmed by adapting their curriculum to cater for the needs of aided communicators, but feel that they have access to a body of support in order to facilitate such adaptations.  Moos & Hartwig (1997) provided a model for the adaptation of children’s literature in the classroom, to meet the needs of AAC users.  Early childhood educators know that when children engage with familiar vocabulary across a number of different activities or environments there is opportunity for enhanced learning.  This principle underlies the curricular use of units of work.  Providing educational personnel with a framework whereby activities presented at Let's Talk Days are ‘linked’ by a familiar theme may help to de-mystify the process of curricular implementation. 

Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry Caterpillar story was chosen as an initial theme-based Let's Talk Day programme.  It is familiar to many students, and lends itself to varied curricular content eg, insects, nutrition, and environment.  Special themed activities include reading and re-telling the story, egg carton bug craft, making fruit salad, and butterfly face painting.
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