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Universal SEND programme.

Abstract

Context: This case study explores the use of Colourful Semantics and Augmentative and Alternative
Communication (AAC) tools to support literacy development in a special school setting. The study focused
on two pupils with autism, aiming to increase engagement and comprehension during shared reading
through interest-based stories and visual communication strategies.

Aims: The research aimed to investigate how AAC tools, including TD Snap and Colourful Semantics, could
be used to enhance participation and understanding in literacy activities. It sought to explore how these
approaches could be embedded into shared reading to support expressive language and sentence
structure development for non-speaking pupils.

Methods: Using a Lesson Study model, the team planned and delivered three shared reading sessions
tailored to each pupil’s interests. Observations focused on engagement, comprehension and use of AAC.
Laminated Colourful Semantics symbols and TD Snap page sets were used to support sentence
construction and character identification. Ethical consent was obtained for anonymised publication.

Findings: Both pupils showed increased engagement and comprehension. Pupil A responded well to
Colourful Semantics prompts and began answering ‘who’ and ‘what doing’ questions. Pupil B used TD
Snap to identify characters and allowed adult modelling on a second device, marking a shift in his AAC
use. Interest-based texts and visual supports were key to sustaining attention and promoting interaction.

Implications: The study highlights the value of embedding Colourful Semantics and AAC into literacy
teaching for pupils with complex communication needs. Staff training in adapted resources and AAC
modelling is essential. Lesson Study proved an effective model for collaborative professional
development, and the approach is recommended for wider dissemination across the curriculum to
support inclusive literacy practices.
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Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; shared reading; alternative augmentative
communication (AAC); Colourful Semantics
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Lesson Study for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND): Case Study

Colourful Semantics and AAC
Using interest-based stories, Alternative Augmentative Communication (AAC) tools like TD Snap, and
Colourful Semantics significantly increased engagement and comprehension in shared reading for
two pupils with autism (Special School).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Type of setting Special school (age 3-18)

Case study pupil(s) Pupil A: Is a 10-year-old female with autism in Year 5 (age 9-10) she
is a Gestalt language processor! who communicates using single
words and phrase chunks (e.g., ‘let’s go toilet’ for requesting the
toilet). Due to high sensory needs, she has limited tolerance for
busy classroom environments and spends significant learning time
utilising a sensory cube.

Pupil B: Is an 11-year-old male with autism in Year 6 (age 10-11)
communicates effectively using Makaton? signs and the TD Snap
communication app® on his iPad. He thrives in predictable
classroom routines and demonstrates strong engagement with
visual learning, particularly through songs and multi-sensory

activities.
Roles of the Research - Speech and Language Therapist
Team - English Lead and class teacher

- Communication Lead and class teacher

LESSON STUDY STEPS
See Appendix 1 for the Lesson Study Steps

1 AssistiveWare. (2024, October 28). Gestalt Language Processing [Blog].
https://www.assistiveware.com/blog/gestalt-language-processing-aac

2 Makaton. (2025). About Makaton. https://makaton.org/TMC/AboutMakaton.aspx?hkey=c8a4263d-78cc-
4c30-b135-153eb6ac3118

3 Tobii Dynavox. (2025). TD Snap. https://uk.tobiidynavox.com/pages/td-snap
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Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

LESSON STUDY SUMMARY

Research focus

Augmentative and Alternative Communication, AAC, functional
language, self-advocacy, literacy, Colourful Semantics® Speech and
Language Therapy

Research question

How can we encourage the use of Augmentative and Alternative
Communication (AAC) to support literacy development?

Overview/Key information

The study encouraged two pupils to engage with a story chosen
specifically around their own interests. We used Colourful
Semantics and the TD Snap app on an iPad® to increase
engagement.

In session 1, this study explored the use of interest-based stories,
Colourful Semantics, and the TD Snap app on iPads to enhance
engagement in story time for two pupils with autism. Pupil A, using
laminated symbols alongside her chosen story 'Rockpool Rap*®,
showed positive initial engagement by selecting and matching
character images. Rockpool Rap, published in 1985, is an older text,
but one that the child engages with and loves.

In session 2, Pupil A was introduced to the story 'Tiddlerand
Colourful Semantics symbols. Tiddler was chosen as a text because
it is a text that has similarities with Rockpool Rap, and it was hoped
that she would make the transition into reading a different text. She
demonstrated increased engagement compared to baseline,
maintaining focus, allowing the Teaching Assistant to read,
spontaneously repeating character names, and beginning to answer
'who is it?' and 'what are they doing?' questions.

In session 3, Pupil B used the TD Snap app to answer ‘who is it?’
questions related to his chosen book, ‘Animal Boogie®. This was
complemented by the Colourful Semantics symbols velcroed into
his book to provide visual cues for the characters. Prior to this, Pupil
B would often become restless during story time and struggle to
focus on the characters.

4 Colourful Semantics is a visual and colour-coded approach to sentence building that helps children develop
grammar and narrative skills by linking colours to specific parts of a sentence, such as who, what doing, what,

where, and when.

5 TD Snap is an Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) app for iPads designed by Tobii Dynavox,
it is designed to support the communication of people with speech and language disabilities.

6 Hunt, R. (1985). Rockpool Rap: ORT rhyme and analogy. Oxford University Press.

7 Donaldson, J., & Scheffler, A. (2008). Tiddler. Alison Green Books.
8 Harter, D. (2000). The animal boogie. Barefoot Books.
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Pupil A demonstrated increased engagement. She was more willing
to maintain focus with the book and the Teaching Assistant, and
allowed the adult to read the story to her for a longer duration. She
spontaneously repeated character names and began to answer
‘who is it?’ and ‘what doing?’ questions. For example, when
prompted with the 'who' symbol, she identified Tiddler.

Pupil B enjoyed taking part in the activity and learning with the
device. He worked very well with his TA and was able to engage in a
story and the characters in a way that he had not done before.

Evidence-informed
practice

Using interest-based stories, Alternative Augmentative
Communication (AAC) tools like TD Snap, and Colourful Semantics
significantly increased engagement and comprehension in shared
reading for two pupils with autism.

Reference

Erickson, K. A., & Koppenhaver, D. A. (2020). Comprehensive literacy
for all: Teaching students with significant disabilities to read and
write. Paul H. Brookes.

Key point(s) of note

Erickson and Koppenhaver (2020) advocate for inclusive literacy
instruction, offering practical strategies to support students with
significant disabilities in learning to read and write.

Emphasis is placed on the importance of shared reading and giving
all pupils the opportunity to become readers.

The CAR model is referred to, this stands for Comment, Ask,
Respond, and it's a strategy used to support language development,
particularly in early years and special educational needs contexts:

- Comment: The adult makes a comment about what the child is
doing or looking at, without asking a question. This models
language and shows interest.

- Ask: The adult then asks a relevant, open-ended question to
encourage the child to think and respond.

- Respond: The adult responds to the child’s answer, either by
expanding on it, affirming it, or continuing the conversation.

Reference

Koppenhaver, D., & Williams, A. (2010). A Conceptual Review of
Writing Research in Augmentative and Alternative Communication.
Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 26(3), 158-176.
https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2010.505608

Key points of note

The cognitive processes that underlie writing are complex, and
there is limited research into the use of AAC to support writing.

The authors support the use of the writing model by Flower and
Hayes (1981). This model argues that writing is achieved by
orchestrating a set of distinctive thinking processes: planning,
translating, reviewing and monitoring.
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We need to carefully select materials to ensure that working
memory is not overloaded.

Reference Benson-Goldberg, S., & Erickson, K. (2024). Reported and Enacted
Emergent Literacy Instruction: Understanding Young Students With
Extensive Support and Complex Communication Needs,
Opportunity to Learn. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education,
44(1), 6-19. https://doi.org/10.1177/02711214241235404

Key points of note In this study, staff reported that students had access to personal
AAC devices, but this was not consistent and was not effectively
employed to develop literacy skills. This was concerning because
students can make progress in emergent literacy skills and
expressive communication when their AAC systems are in regular
use.

It is important to ensure that staff have relevant training and feel
confident in using AAC and modelling effectively, as this doesn’t
come naturally to many of us.

TIMING OF LESSON STUDY ACTIVITIES
Week 1:

Lesson Study Cycle 1

Review and Planning

We discussed the two pupils as a team and considered how we might encourage the use of AAC®
to support literacy development. Pupil A does not use high-tech AAC at present; she displays a
love of animals and pictures and has particular books she is attached to. At present, neither pupil
is currently using AAC to support their literacy development. For both pupils, who are non-
speaking, we feel that developing their use of AAC to share experiences and develop further
functional language (i.e. verbs) would greatly benefit them, supporting them to develop
independence and advocate for themselves in future.

Pupil A

As Pupil A shows an interest in books, we decided to initiate a more structured approach to
shared reading using the CAR model as detailed by Koppenhaver and Erickson (2020). The first
lesson will focus on a book she has self-selected (‘Rockpool Rap’), and we have ordered a selection
of other stories that we feel she might enjoy that have similar rhythm and rhyme. For the first
lesson, the class teacher will attempt to share the story with the pupil, using the CAR method and
modelling key vocabulary from the story on the TD Snap iPad app; see Figure 1 as an example of
what the TD Snap iPad app looks like. NB. Figure 1 shows the app set up for the book Animal
Boogie.

% For more information about AAC see:
Communication Matters. (2025). What is AAC? https://www.communicationmatters.org.uk/what-is-aac/
University of Dundee. (2025). Dundee ATech & AAC Group. https://aac.dundee.ac.uk/
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Figure 1, TD Snap app for iPad

The hope is that we may be able to move towards using Colourful Semantics to demonstrate
comprehension.

Pupil B
For Pupil B, we are hoping to model how to use the TD Snap app to construct longer sentences.
We are going to use a favourite book — “Animal Boogie’.

Figure 2: Page from Animal Boogie book with the laminated Colourful Semantics symbols

— Orange is ‘who’, (GRS Liq:[eJ1i]e

Again, a page set will be created on the TD Snap app (see Figure 1), which will be available on his
device and on another device for an adult to model. A Teaching Assistant will share the story with
the pupil, modelling using the CAR method and the AAC device to support commenting, with a
focus on verbs. Pupil B has an AAC device that he uses independently, mainly for making requests.
His class teacher reports that he does not like others using his device, so the Speech and Language
Therapist suggested that an adult could model on another device.

Lesson

- Pupil A was given laminated symbols to look at alongside the book ‘Rockpool Rap’, showing
images of characters from the story.
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- Pupil A engaged with the symbols, selecting some and matching them to the characters in the
book, she was happy to tolerate an adult in her space and enjoyed the shared experience of
looking at a book together.

- Pupil B was absent for this lesson.

Post Lesson Review

Teachers and Teaching Assistants felt that Pupil A enjoyed having the symbols to look at, and it
increased her engagement with the story as a shared activity.

Lesson Study Cycle 2

Review and Planning

We planned to introduce a new text to Pupil A. Based on her interest in sea animals, we selected
‘Tiddler’. The class teacher will introduce the story by modelling key vocabulary and using
Colourful Semantics to demonstrate comprehension and increase engagement. This approach
aims to move beyond simply flicking through the pages, which has previously resulted in limited
engagement or comprehension of the story.

Lesson

Pupil A was given a copy of ‘Tiddler’?° with laminated Colourful Semantics symbols of the main sea
animal creatures (see Figure 1 below) to match to the picture in the book and begin to answer
‘who is it?’ questions.

Figure 3: Page from Tiddler book with the laminated Colourful Semantics symbol —

Pupil A engaged with the entire story and selected the correct characters for each page, saying
animal names.

Post Lesson Review

The teacher felt that Pupil A was engaged in the story because it related to her interest in sea
animals. The Colourful Semantics allowed her to focus on each page, giving time for the teacher to
read the story and for Pupil A to become familiar with the repetitive rhyming lines, therefore
increasing her enjoyment of the story.

Pupil B was absent for this lesson.

10 Donaldson, J., & Scheffler, A. (2007). Tiddler. Alison Green Books.
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Lesson Study Cycle 3
Review and Planning

Lesson

Pupil A continued to engage with ‘Tiddler’ daily, she is verbalising the names of some of the
characters before she sees them - we observed her asking for ‘mermaid’. Staff have started to
introduce ‘what doing’ (Green) alongside * " )- she is able to choose some symbols for
this. ‘Tiddler’ is not the best text for variety of verbs, as ‘swimming’ features a lot!

Pupil B has engaged well with the story ‘Animal Boogie’, he enjoyed looking at the story with his
Teaching Assistant and allowed the Teaching Assistant to select characters from the device -
previously, he had not allowed adults to model on his device.

Post Lesson Review
Staff feel that the activities have increased engagement in reading and developed understanding
that can be applied to reading and Colourful Semantics.

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

- The activity was very successful; both pupils engaged well with the stories, and they
demonstrated enjoyment of the shared activity with an adult.

- Thisis an approach that can be disseminated more widely to improve engagement with shared
reading and develop understanding of Colourful Semantics that will lead to writing.

- Focusing on pupils’ interests increased engagement, and once the activity is familiar, we can
guide them to different materials

- Staff need training on how to produce adapted books and how to use AAC, both low and high
tech, to support reading, writing and colourful semantics.

- Colourful semantics needs to be embedded across the school and the curriculum

- Lesson study has been a fantastic opportunity for rich and productive CPD and is something that
will be carried on.
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Appendix 1 — Lesson Study Steps

Select the case study pupil(s) (1 or 2) and decide on the curriculum focus (i.e. Dance,
Maths, etc.).

Arrange who will be in the Lesson Study team.

Decide on the research question relevant to the Lesson Study.
For example, ‘How can we increase the engagement of two pupils with autism in Dance?’

Shape and develop the Lesson Study based on research literature.

For example, draw on research from the Education and Endowment Foundation, or an

Plan and academic journal, such as the British Journal of Special Education, or the Journal of Special
Study Educational Needs (JORSEN).
NB. Steps 3 and 4 may happen in conjunction with one another, or the Lesson Study team
may wish to conduct Step 4 before 3.
Set the timeline for the Lesson Study.
For example, three dance lessons running over a three-week timeframe.
1 of 3: Conduct Review and Planning meeting
. Decide on the ‘additional to and different from’ provision that will be embedded for each
Review and . .. . )
Plan pupil. Remember, the provision needs to lead towards answering the research question
(see Step 3 above).
Teach 1%t Research Lesson: jointly observe and assess the case study pupil(s). Focus on the
efficacy of the ‘additional to and different from provision’ put in place for each case study
Teach pupil.
Post-lesson interview with case study pupil(s)
2 of 3: Conduct Review and Planning meeting. Focus on what went well and what needs
. amending/what the next step is.
Review and . . e . , . .
Based on the review, decide on the ‘additional to and different from’ provision that will
Plan . .
be embedded in the next Lesson Study for each pupil.
Teach 2" Research Lesson: jointly observe and assess the case study pupil(s). Focus on
the efficacy of the ‘additional to and different from provision’ put in place for each case
Teach study pupil.
Post-lesson interview with case study pupil(s)
. 3 of 3: Conduct Review and Planning meeting. Focus on what went well and what needs
Review and . .
amending/what the next step is.
Plan
Teach 3" Research Lesson: jointly observe and assess the case study pupil(s). Focus on the
efficacy of the ‘additional to and different from provision’ put in place for each case study
il.
Teach pup!
Post-lesson interview with case study pupil(s).
Review and Review and evaluate Lesson Study; focus on case study pupil(s) learning and progress, and
evaluate the efficacy of the ‘additional to and different from provision’.
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Appendix 2 — Colourful Semantics

Oxford Health NHS Foundation Trust. (2020). Colourful Semantics [Adapted by Catherine
Woolley]. https://www.oxfordhealth.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2021/08/Colourful-
Semantics.docx

What is Colourful Semantics?

Colourful semantics is an approach that was created by Alison Bryan and is designed to support
children develop their understanding of sentence structure and expand the length of their
sentences. The structure of a sentence (syntax) is colour coded and then these are linked to their
meaning (semantics).

The aim is that children begin by focusing on sentences that contain 2 elements e.g. ‘who’ and
‘doing’ e.g. ‘the boy is running’. Each coloured section does not have to contain only one word but
instead these are split into the information that they contain. As children become more confident
they then move up through the stages, adding in more colours as they go. Most begin working at 3-
4-part sentences but some children may need more support working on 1-2 word phrases. The
different sections are generally added to a child’s sentences in the order below, although at the
higher (e.g. adjectives onwards) this is less fixed. It is also useful to teach that not all of these need
to be included in every sentence e.g. ‘the girl is reading in the kitchen’ does not contain the object
element (although it could use ‘the book’).

Who (Subject) — Orange

Doing (Verb) — Yellow

What (Object) — Green

Where (Location)—- Blue
Like/Describe (Adjectives) — Purple
When (Time) - Red

How (Adverb) - White

Connect (Connectives) - Pink

(7 \ 7 N\

Who? Doing?

kL J \ y

)

Note: When this system was first created, red was used for the location option, which was then
replaced with blue. Most systems have now changed their location section to blue, but older
documents may still have this coloured in red.
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Children are encouraged to choose the correct item for each option and then place these on a
sentence strip that grows as their experience with the system develops. These can be used alongside
other visual supports such as Makaton/BSL signs to help reinforce the different concepts.

Generalising Colourful Semantics

They can be brought into the classroom throughout the day such as by underlining/highlighting
passages of text in books that children are working on or colour coding elements of PowerPoint
slides or documents. The more that children are exposed to these during the day, the more that they
become aware of the importance of structuring and organising elements of their sentences.

If a child produces a response that lacks grammatical details then you can use the correct ‘wh-
‘question to help them give a more complete answer e.g. ‘where was the boy running?’ to prompt
for a location. Modelling these to the child can also help to develop these sentences and reinforce

the different structures to them.
.
. Doing?
. o .
. o . .
. o . .
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