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Rationale: 
 
AAC can be defined as follows: ‘Augmentative and Alternative Communication 
(AAC) refers to any means by which an individual can supplement or replace spoken 
communication. Communication may range from any movement or behaviour that is 
observed and interpreted by another person as meaningful, to the use of a code 
agreed upon between people where items have specific meanings, i.e. a language. 
 
At Saxon Hill, we believe everyone has the right to be heard and know that they have 
been listened to. All pupils at Saxon Hill can communicate but some require the rest 
of the school community to take time to enter into a dialogue. Every day, each pupil 
should know that they have been listened to and that they in turn have listened to 
someone else. AAC is fundamental to the lives and learning of pupils at Saxon Hill. 
We provide a total communication environment in which all pupils can access what is 
said to them and express themselves. We value the importance of pupils seeing their 
AAC system being used by others and aim to immerse the pupils in an environment 
where AAC is used by adults across the day. The freedom to communicate is a basic 
equal opportunity human right. Moreover, we recognise that the inability to 
communicate impacts adversely on social, emotional, cognitive, language 
development, and wellbeing. 
 
We understand and implement a range of AAC at Saxon Hill to break down 
communication barriers and raise expectations. We use a range of: 
 

• Makaton and other signing systems appropriate to individual pupils e.g. BSL, on the 
body signing (TaSSels) 

• Movement, gesture, body language and facial expression  

• Additional Language Display (ALD) communication boards 

• Pragmatic Organisation Dynamic Display (PODD) – low tech and high tech 

• Symbols 

• Objects of reference 

• Sensory cues (e.g. daily aroma, physical touch, personal identifiers) 

• Intensive Interaction  

• Technology including IPADs with communication apps (Proloquo2go) 

• Voice Output Communication Aids 
 
We also consider that pupils can display a range of behaviours that are a form of 
communication and it is our job to interpret these. Communication is not limited to 
one form or another, so we recognise that Saxon Hill should be a Total 
Communication Environment. We respond to the individual’s needs, starting with 
how they are communicating now, and build on these to develop their 
communication skills. 
 
Intent: 
 

• Pupils who have specialised forms of communication are understood by staff 
and fellow pupils and know that they are understood. 
 



• That the school community works together to develop communication 
systems that are tailored for the individual and seeks to work with other 
settings to produce an integrated approach to communication. 

 

• That communication is recognised as cross-curricular and is vital in order to 
ensure access to the curriculum/learning opportunities. 

 

• That identified key staff are trained to a level, which gives them the knowledge 
and understanding to support pupils with specialised forms of communication. 

 

• That the school has a high level of expertise to call on from amongst the 
school staff and has ready access to other professionals who are well trained 
and experienced and have skills relevant to specialised forms of 
communication 
 

• That staff receive regular INSET on communication from appropriately trained 
members of the school community. 

 

• That assessment directly supports an individual’s communication experience 
at school. 
 

• That assessment is collaborative and includes the family of the pupil and 
anyone who may add to the understanding of the individual. 
 

• That the assessment and communication plans have due regard to the 
individual’s ethnicity, culture, religion and heritage. 

 

• Progress and attainment within a pupil’s communication targets are shared 
regularly with parents at parent’s evening, EHCP reviews and end of year 
reports.  

 
Implementation: 
 
At Saxon Hill, we use a variety of AAC tools to build our total communication 
approach. Pupils are exposed to a range of approaches, but staff focus on the 
method that best meets the pupil’s individual needs.   
 
Pupils starting at Saxon Hill:  
On entry to school, some pupils are already known to a Speech and Language 
Therapist (SALT). If appropriate, the school SALT can refer to the service.  
A pupil’s communication needs are assessed within the school setting using a 
combination of individual assessments: classroom observations by the class team, 
observations by a SALT or other specialists in school and liaison between staff and 
family. Teaching staff will continue to develop the pupil’s current communication 
method and, if appropriate, will introduce additional approaches at a level which 
meets their current communication needs and abilities. Communication targets are 
embedded across all areas of the curriculum and link to the pupil’s EHCP targets.  
 
 
 



Impact: 
 
Pupils at Saxon Hill will have access to a range of AAC tools that meet their needs 
and abilities. As part of our Total Communication Approach, staff will promote and 
model the communication tools that are most appropriate for the individual pupil to 
enable them to develop their communication skills. This will unlock many learning 
opportunities across the curriculum for our pupils, as well as improve their mental 
health and wellbeing and increase levels of engagement. A pupil should be able to 
transfer the communication skills that they learn at Saxon Hill into the wider 
community empowering them to access further opportunities outside of the school 
environment as well.   
 

Below is an overview of the main AAC tools that make up our Total 
Communication Environment. 

 
Symbol-Based Communication Styles  

 
(Please note that ‘In Print’ symbols are also used for visual timetables, to support 

writing and reading as well as to label objects/ rooms around school.) 
PODD: 
What is PODD (Pragmatic Organisation Dynamic Display)?  

• Pragmatic 
- Use of communication 
- Purposes (communication functions) 
- Interaction and conversation  

• Organisation 
- Organisation and layout of vocabulary  

• Dynamic Display  
- “Communication aid or computer displays of symbols that change 

constantly based on previous system selection.” – Glennen &DeCoste, 
1997. P. 773  

• There are a range of PODD tools, such as: single- and double-sided boards, 
eye gaze boards, books and high-tech options. All of these can be further 
adapted to suit the needs of the pupil.  
 

How does Saxon Hill use PODD? 
Sensory pathway: 

• Teaching staff identify individual learners who they think would benefit 
from using PODD.  

• Initially, staff model the use of PODD during general conversation using 
the General Interaction Aided Language Display or during activities of 
special interest using Topic Specific Aided Language Displays.  

• Pupils may not appear to be looking or listening to the PODD boards, but 
staff should assume understanding if in doubt. 

• Pupils may progress to making some eye contact with the PODD boards, 
reaching to touch the boards or communicating yes/no.  

Emerging pathway: 

• Staff model PODD using Topic Specific Aided Language Displays and 
Class books throughout the school day in a variety of situations. This 



exposes pupils to a wide range of language and symbols and gives 
communication a purpose.  

• Pupils progress accessing the Topic Specific Aided Language Displays 
and Class books in real life situations through their preferred method 
(pointing, yes/no, eye gaze etc.). 

• When pupils become more confident and their preferred access method is 
established, pupils receive an individual PODD book that is tailored to 
them and their needs.  

Developing pathway: 

• Staff tailor the level of modelling needed using Topic Specific Aided 
Language Displays and individual books based on the pupil’s individual 
communication needs and confidence.  

• Pupils have constant access to their individual PODD book or 
communication aid and are encouraged and expected to use this in a 
range of settings throughout the day.  

• The individual PODD books or communication aids are transported 
between home and school on a daily basis so the pupil develops the 
understanding that that is their ‘voice’.  

 
Voice Output Communication Aids  
 
What are Voice Output Communication Aids? 
Some of our pupils at Saxon Hill use electronic communication devices, also known 
as VOCAS which stands for Voice Output Communication Aids. VOCAS use 
electronically stored speech as the method of communication. Depending on the 
pupil, they may use single words to communicate, or it may be that sentences are 
pieced together from individual words or phrases.  
Many VOCA electronic communication aids have symbols on buttons which are 
pressed to generate speech output. Some may have limited messages, key words, 
greetings or common phrases that are pupil specific. Some are more complex and 
involve hundreds of words. So that our VOCA’s are personalised our pupils, 
sometimes we can add further icons, personal images and even photos. 
There are different ways to operate these aids. For example, pressing buttons or a 
touchscreen (direct selection) or using switches that allow access through any 
controllable movement of the body (scanning selection). Most of the VOCA’s that we 
have in school are touchscreen which often allows you to rearrange icons to suit the 
preference of the child or young person. Some also have access to the internet, 
SMS, email, phone calls and inbuilt cameras. 
Some VOCAs use paper or laminated ‘overlays’ with words or symbols to represent 
messages which have been recorded. These are called ‘static’ overlays; the 
symbols/messages do not change. Other VOCAs display the words or symbols on a 
screen, like a computer. These ‘dynamic’ displays change depending on what the 
user selects e.g. they might select a button named ‘Places’ which will take them to a 
page of places they might like to go. 
 
How do we use VOCAs at Saxon Hill? 
Sensory 
Our sensory learners may use VOCAs with some key words or phrases on them. 
They may be operated through switches or eye gaze, depending on the physical 
ability of the child or young person.  



 
Emerging 
VOCAs are used with our emerging learners that are adapted to individual pupils. It 
may be that it is used as part of a structured routine and they use it to communicate 
simple wants and needs. They may be beginning to expand their VOCAs to more 
words/symbols that they recognise. Again, they would be operated in whatever way 
suits individuals best. 
 
Developing 
Our developing pupils would use their VOCAs to converse with peers and adults, 
usually in full sentences. They may also use it alongside their education to convey 
whatever they would like to say in their learning. Switches, eye gaze or physically 
touching the screen are all ways in which our developing pupils access their devices.  
 
T.O.B.I 
 
What is T.O.B.I? 
True object-based icons-  
These are photographs of real items which are cut out and laminated to inform 
children of what is happening next, for example, a chair to indicate it is time for circle 
time, Banana for their snack ect. Often, they are the same size as the item but can 
be reduced if appropriate for the child. T.O.B. I’s can be used in any way just like 
other symbol systems are used (e.g., Visual timetables, First/Then boards). 
 
How does Saxon hill use T.O.B.I? 
Sensory/Emerging  
Pupils in our sensory and emerging groups will mainly use T.O.B.I communication, 
this will often be used to show them what snacks are on offer and for them to make a 
choice between them. Or for them to choose what they would like to play with from a 
selection.   
T.O.B.I, would first be introduced by two members of staff modelling to the children 
how it is used and the results they get from making the choice.  
T.O.B.I is also used on Visual timetables and now and next boards within classes 
this gives the children a more realistic image of what is happening next through real 
life objects.  
 

Signing-Based Communication Styles  
Makaton 
 
What is Makaton? 
‘Makaton is a unique language programme that uses symbols, signs and speech to 
enable people to communicate. It supports the development of essential 
communication skills such as attention and listening, comprehension, memory, recall 
and organisation of language and expression. 
With Makaton, signs are used, with speech, in spoken word order. This helps provide 
extra clues about what someone is saying. Using signs can help people who have no 
speech or whose speech is unclear.  
How does Saxon Hill use Makaton? 
We are proud to have ‘Makaton Friendly Status’ at Saxon Hill and have shown that 
as a school we promote the use of Makaton within our setting and within the local 



and wider community as we visit outside establishments or invite outside agencies 
in. 
 
 
 
Sensory pathway: 

• Teaching staff provide pupils with an environment that is filled with a ‘total 
communication’ approach, using spoken word, vocalisations, gesture, body 
language, PODD and Makaton. 

• Staff model and demonstrate general conversations and key events during 
the school day using Makaton signs at 1-word level such as ‘hello’, ‘drink’, 
‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘more’. 

• Pupils may not appear to be understanding or using Makaton expressively, 
but staff assume understanding if in doubt.  

• Pupils may progress to making some eye contact with Makaton and showing 
interest in others hand shapes and the cause and effect of signing ‘more’ if 
they are engaging in a particularly interesting activity to them.  

Emerging pathway:  

• Teaching staff identify pupil’s ‘motivator’ initially and use this as a way of 
promoting early language skills. Staff provide pupils with an environment that 
is filled with a ‘total communication’ approach, using spoken word, 
vocalisations, gesture, body language, PODD and Makaton. 

• Staff model and demonstrate general conversations and key events during 
the school day using Makaton signs, such as ‘good morning’, offering choices 
at snack time and asking questions such as ‘would you like more?’  

• Pupils progress using some of their own modified pupil specific signs in order 
to request items to meet their basic needs such as ‘drink’ or ‘food’. 

Developing pathway: 

• Staff communicate with pupils using Makaton to reinforce meaning of spoken 
language.  Staff provide opportunities for pupils to ‘chat’ using Makaton with 
their peers. 

• Pupils begin to imitate others signing during signing and signing sessions.  

• When pupils understand and use around 50 words confidently, staff begin to 
encourage forming short sentences of 2 or more words by demonstrating and 
modelling signs at a key word level (although this is modelled prior to this too) 
using nouns and adjectives such as ‘red car’ and then later introducing 
adjectives too, such as the ‘fast red car’.  

• Makaton is used alongside core subjects during phonics screening checks 
and SATs.  
 

Signing (BSL and SSE) 
What is BSL? 
 
BSL – stands for British Sign Language. It is a recognised language with its own 
sentence structure. It involves the use of hand movements, body language, 
gestures, and facial expressions to communicate. BSL is often used by people who 
are either deaf or have a hearing impairment. 
 
What is SSE? 



 
SSE - stands for Signed Supported English. It is used to support spoken English, it 
uses BSL signs but maintains the same order as the spoken words. It is used with 
students with hearing impairments and is often used in schools where pupils mix 
hearing students and staff.  
 
How do we use BSL / SSE at Saxon Hill? 
 
At Saxon Hill, we currently use SSE with our pupils who are deaf or have a serious 
hearing impairment and the communicative ability to learn a sign language.   
 
We introduce SSE by using the sign alongside a visual aid, remembering to always 
allow the pupil to see your lip pattern. After modelling the signs, we would encourage 
the student to repeat them where possible and follow through the request. For 
example, if they sign apple, we would then give them an apple. We often use 
adaptive signs if a pupil is unable to physically make the hand shape.  
At Saxon Hill, SSE does not need to be a pupil’s only means of communication and 
is often used alongside PODD or Voice Output Communication Aids.  

 
Sensory-Based Communication Styles  

 
Tassels  
 
What is TaSSeLs? 
TaSSeLs or Tactile Signing for Sensory Learners is: 

• A system of touch cues to aid understanding 

• Designed to support the early stages of communication 

• Alert learner that something is about to happen 

• Made up of a cool vocabulary of everyday words used in daily routines and 
frequently occurring activities 

• A lifelong communication system 
 
Why use touch? 

• Touch is a vital channel of communication for learners at the earliest 
developmental levels 

• It is the first sense we acquire as infants 

• Touch offers individuals with complex needs access to communication 
 
The TaSSeLs approach 
 
*Alert sign 
3 approaches: 
Hand under hand (preferred method) 
Hand under hand (adapted method) 
On body method 
 
How we use TaSSeLs at Saxon Hill 
 
At Saxon Hill, TaSSeLs is used predominantly with the sensory pathway learners. It 
is used to alert them to something that is about to happen. We are encouraging this 



communication method to be used with the appropriate students, across the school, 
so that consistency in classes and around school can be met. TaSSeLs is also 
appropriate, and used, with some emerging pathway students who are at an early 
stage of communication. Saxon Hill is concentrating on certain key words for the 
students to begin to learn and understand. These include ‘toilet’, ‘go’ ‘finished’ and 
‘hoist’, words they will use every day and more words will be added when 
appropriate.  
 
Intensive Interaction  
 
What is Intensive Interaction?  
Intensive Interaction is an approach to teaching the pre-speech fundamentals of 
communication to children and adults who have severe learning difficulties and/or 
autism and who are still at an early stage of communication development.  
The approach can be used if someone is reluctant to, or disinterested in, interacting 
with other people. 
Techniques such as turn taking, mirroring, rhythm and repetition, and sharing 
personal space can be used to support communication exchange that is initiated and 
led by the person, and in turn promotes a positive interaction 
 
Intensive Interaction sessions should be enjoyable and often playful.  
 
The fundamentals of communication? 
The fundamentals of communication can be characterised by things like:  

• Learning to give brief attention to another person.  
• To share attention with another person.  
• Learning to extend those attentions, learning to concentrate on another 

person.  
• Developing shared attention into 'activities'.  
• Taking turns in exchanges of behaviour.  
• To have fun, to play.  
• Using and understanding eye contacts.  
• Using and understanding of facial expressions.  
• Using and understanding of non-verbal communication such as gesture and 

body language.  
• Learning use and understanding of physical contacts.  
• Learning use and understanding of vocalisations, having your vocalisations 

become more varied and extensive, then gradually more precise and 
meaningful. 

 
 
How does Saxon Hill use Intensive Interaction? 
 
Intensive interaction is used predominantly within the sensory pathway as well as 
with some emerging learners. First and foremost, Intensive Interaction is highly 
practical. The only equipment needed is a sensitive person to be the interaction 
partner. The approach works by progressively developing enjoyable and relaxed 
interaction sequences between the interaction partner and the person doing the 
learning. These interaction sequences are repeated frequently and gradually grow in 
duration, complexity and sophistication. As this happens, the fundamentals of 



communication are gradually rehearsed and learnt in a free-flowing manner. The 
style of the teacher person is relaxed, non-directive and responsive. In fact, a central 
principle is that the teacher person builds the content and the flow of the activity by 
allowing the learner basically to lead and direct, with the teacher responding to and 
joining-in with the behaviour of the learner. This simple principle is the one used by 
adults in interaction with babies during the first year. The first year is the period of 
development when a baby carries out intense and very rapid learning of the 
fundamentals of communication. Much of the development of Intensive Interaction 
was based on reading of the scientific research on the way in which human beings 
learn to communicate during the first year.  
The teaching sessions are therefore frequent, quite intense, but also fun-filled, 
playful and enjoyable. Both participants should be at ease with enjoyment of the 
activity as the main motivation. A session could be highly dynamic, with a great deal 
of vocalisation, sometimes with fun-filled physical contacts. A session could also be 
peaceful, slow and quiet. 
 
Assessment and Evaluation: 
 
Explorers, Investigators and Adventurers Departments  
Saxon Hill uses Evidence for Learning to monitor progress and attainment across all 
areas of learning, including communication.  
Each pupil has an individual communication target linked to their EHCP where 
appropriate. This target is evaluated termly using summative assessment by the 
teacher (or SALT when needed) and a judgment is made whether the pupil has 
made expected progress. 
Pupils’ communication attainment and progress is also tracked using the Rainbow 
Profile (based on the early years framework); this is split into; Speaking, 
Understanding and Listening and Attention.  
When a pupil has mastered the Rainbow Profile, they progress to Jewels (based on 
the Year 1 to Year 6 expectations) and their communication attainment and progress 
is linked to English: Reading and Writing.  
 
Towards Independence Department 
All students who are placed in the Towards Independence Department take part in 
Open College Network West Midlands (OCN) and AQA units, with some students 
achieving Certificates and Diplomas. Additionally, some AAC users are given the 
opportunities to undertake additional accreditations in Mentoring and Personal and 
Social Development, promoting the use of their individual AAC method. This is used 
to track progress and attainment alongside Rainbow and Jewels where appropriate. 
Pupils continue to have individual communication target linked to their EHCP where 
appropriate. 
Communication skills are taught and embedded across the different units at a level 
that challenges the students, throughout their time in the department. This enables 
greater progression and units are mapped into both class-based work and as we 
access the wider community. 
Students can attain differing accredited levels these include Entry 1 -3 and Level 1. 
 
 
 
 



Roles and Responsibilities: 
 
Governors 
Governors are responsible for: 

• Being familiar with the Augmentative and Alternate Communication (AAC) 
policy  

• Holding school leaders to account for improving pupil and staff performance 
by rigorously analysing assessment data 
 

Senior Leadership 
The headteacher is responsible for: 

• Ensuring that the policy is adhered to 

• Monitoring standards in core subjects and those linking to communication 

• Analysing pupil progress and attainment, including individual pupils and 
specific groups 

• Prioritising key actions to address underachievement 

• Reporting to governors on all key aspects of pupil progress and attainment 
linking to communication  
 

Teachers  
Teachers are responsible for following the Augmentative and Alternate 
Communication (AAC) policy and implementing the communication strategies that 
meet the needs and challenge the pupils in their class.  
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