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Turn on the Power – training direct care staff in AAC  
Many people with a disability or challenging behaviour rely upon ways other than speech to communicate or to understand what is happening in their world.  Recognising the need and importance of AAC is a vital skill for direct care staff.  A large government department, responsible for providing accommodation and respite services for people with intellectual disabilities decided to train staff in augmentative and alternative communication.  Pre-training visits, customised training for each unit, and a post training Project Task for each staff member was set.  A pilot was conducted in 2004/2005 and 75 staff were trained.  In 2005/2006 119 staff were trained and twenty Communication Resource Libraries setup across NSW.  In 2006/2007 995 staff were trained and finally in 2007/2008 1023 staff participated.  This presentation will present data collected during after the training and eight weeks post the training.  A number of case studies will be presented and exampled of range of AAC strategies explored.
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The NSW Department of Ageing Disability and Home Care has invested over $2million in training over 2,000 staff from 217 group homes and respite centres and 40 large residential centre units in augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) since a pilot was conducted in 2004/2005.

The training program was designed to improve communication between people with a disability and direct care staff in supported accommodation units.

The key objectives of the training program were to provide direct care staff with the skills to:

· Understand, recognise and record the unique communication behaviours, skills and abilities of clients and determine the each clients' communication as symbolic, intentional informal or unintentional; 

· Understand and recognise the communication skills of the partners; 

· Recognise the communication skills used and ones that would be possible to include within the environment;

· Use consistent current terminology to describe communication skills; and

· Apply a range of communication strategies for the client.  For example, the use of personal communication dictionaries (PCD’s), chat books, all about me books, touch cues, Key Word Signs and gestures, object symbol and multisensory environments (MSE).

Commercially available resources were provided to each unit trained, including the Triple C: Checklist of Communication Competencies (1999) and InterAACtion (2004). Additionally generic strategies used within the field of Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC), modified to suit Australia (in particular the use of pictographs and Key Word Signs and gestures) were created project tasks by participants.  

An internal evaluation of the efficacy of the program was conducted following the completion of the 2005/06 ICABS training program.  The evaluation compared the pre and post training period for incidents of assault (both involving staff and/or clients), workers compensation claims and staff retention rates.  A post training feedback survey also sought staff feedback on the effectiveness of ICABS training on changing outcomes for clients and staff generally.

There were some limitations in the evaluation due to the length of time that the training program had been in operation and the numbers of staff involved.   Notwithstanding this the key findings of the evaluation provided a preliminary indication of the benefits of the training and included:

· six fewer assaults recorded in units where staff were trained;

· a reduction in workers compensation claims relating to client aggression from 70% to 22%; 

· over 80% response rate to the feedback survey;

· overwhelmingly staff said the training had helped them to assist and support clients to become more involved in their home and community;

· the training has also helped staff to think about and influence their clients’ communication environment and gave staff more confidence in recognising and responding to clients’ communication;

· staff strongly felt the training had given them the skills and knowledge that would be useful in their career, would provide more confidence in their ability to do their job and to a lesser extent, be more positive about staying in their job; 

· 97% of respondents said that they would recommend the training to others; and

· as at January 2007, 85% of the 119 staff were still employed at the same house and/or cluster.

The training was funded for another two years 2006/2007 and 2007/2008.  This presentation will include result of further evaluation, Case Studies and examples of AAC created.
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