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Today's Webinar
✴ Describe alphabet instruction and word 

identification strategies to support your 
student’s emergent reading skills 

✴ Introduce developmental scales to inform 
instruction and assessment 

✴ Create motivating, meaningful opportunities for 
students to deepen their letter and word 
knowledge



Today’s webinar in the  
5 STEPS

Targets Letter and word identification

Teaching Alphabet knowledge and sight 
word instruction

Tools The symbol set of the alphabet 
An “alternative pencil”

Testing Authentic assessment: 
portfolios, observation, 
developmental scales

Team Free resources: books, 
websites



Typical targets:  
letter and word ID

✴ Student will correctly identify the target letter 
on command in 4/5 trials  

✴ Student will correctly identify the target 
survival sight words with 80% accuracy over 
ten trials



How it goes wrong
✴ Student will correctly identify the target letter 

from a field of two with 50% accuracy.  

✴ Student will correctly match the target word 
with a target photo (from a field of three) six 
out of ten times over ten trials with hand over 
hand assistance.



How it goes wrong
✴ Q.1: Does the student have print awareness?  

Does the student know that print carries meaning?  

✴ Q.2: Does the student know that print represents the words 
we speak?  

✴ Q.3: Does the student know that letters are different from 
shapes, numbers, emoticons, and punctuation?  
 

✴ Q.4: Does the student know that specific letters are 
associated with specific sounds? That letters have names? 
That letters can be combined and re-combined to form 
words?



How it goes wrong
Parents perceived literacy instruction  

- such as letter identification and automatic 
sight word recognition -  

as distracting the school team from the higher 
priorities of communication, independence, 

and social interaction skills.

Leyser and Kirk, 2011



Key Emergent Literacy Concepts

• Concept of letter 
• Letters are linked to sounds 
• Letters are used to make words 
• Realization that there is an entire alphabet 
• Letters are used for a purpose 
• Letters can be read 
• The alphabet can be used to express 

thoughts 
• Letter names & sounds

Slide from Dr. Gretchen Hanser



The Alphabetic Principle
• Emergent readers & writers need to learn the  

 alphabetic principle 
• Letters are linked to specific sounds. 

• Words can be segmented into individual sounds. 

• Variety of activities lead to these 
understandings 

• Letter knowledge 

• Sound awareness 

• Letter names & sounds should be taught in 
parallel.  

Slide from Dr. Gretchen Hanser



How do we teach this?
✴ Experience:  

Increase the student’s exposure to text and print 

✴ Personally meaningful:  
Associate letters/words with what the student knows and cares about 

✴ Repetition with variation:  
Embed letter experiences across the school day and home  

✴ Opportunity:  
Daily opportunities to explore the alphabet for personally meaningful 
purposes. 

✴ Multi-sensory: Touch, jump, go, do!



How do we assess this?
✴ Authentic and contextual: Using words and letters for 

real purposes: important-to-me words and letters 

✴ Dynamic: What does the student do in activities with us?  

✴ Observational: Document the observable literacy 
behaviours the student demonstrates in these activities 

✴ Portfolio: Collect artefacts over time and between contexts  

✴ Analytical: Examine the artefacts for what our student is 
demonstrating according to developmental scales



Portfolio assessment analyzed 
with developmental scales



Portfolio assessment analyzed 
with developmental scales



The Bridge developmental 
scales
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Alphabet Knowledge 
10. How does ______________ interact with/use letters of the alphabet?  
Explores and 
plays with 
alphabet 
materials 

Enjoys alphabet 
materials of 
own favourite 
people, foods, 
items, activities 

Knows that 
letters are 
different from 
pictures and 
shapes 

Recognizes 
first letter in 
their name 
(says, writes, 
points to) 

Associates 
specific letters 
with specific 
people or items 

Recognizes 
other letters in 
their own 
and/or other’s 
names 

Identifies 
specific letters 
in their own or 
other names 

Identifies at 
least 10 letters 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
 

 
Phonological/Phonemic Awareness 

 11. How does _____________ demonstrate phonological awareness?  
Alert to and 
curious about 
sounds in the 
environment 

Enjoys music, 
songs, rhymes, 
or word play 
 

Identifies/ 
names sounds 
in the 
environment 

Follows 
rhythmic beat 
of language and 
music 

Repeats 
rhythmic 
patterns in 
poems and 
songs 

Participates in 
familiar sound 
and word play, 
songs, finger 
plays through 
visual cues & 
imitation 

Awareness that 
different words 
begin with the 
same sound 

Identifies some 
initial letter 
sounds and/or 
makes some 
letter-sound 
matches  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
 
 

 12. How does _________demonstrate phonemic awareness? 

 
 
 

Enjoys listening 
to rhyming 
songs, 
wordplay and 
storybooks 

Recognizes 
sounds of 
language by 
predicting 
familiar rhymes 

Recognizes 
words that are 
the same from 
words that are 
different:  
“cat, cat, sat: 
which word is 
different?” 

Identifies words 
that rhyme and 
words that 
don’t 

Can follow 
along while 
clapping, 
nodding or 
signifying the 
beats (syllables) 
in a word  

Creates rhymes 
from a closed 
set or 
substitutes 
initial sounds to 
create rhymes 

Creates 
alliterative pairs 
from a closed 
set 

   Can 
independently 
signify the beats 
in a word 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

DRAFT: Erin Sheldon, 2015
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Dr. Caroline Ramsey Musselwhite 
www.aacintervention.com 

http://spedapps2.wikispaces.com 

http://aacgirls.blogspot.com 

Interactive
Alphabet 

FUN!

http://www.aacintervention.com
http://aacgirls.blogspot.com


Write with an Alternative Pencil!  
Writing With Alternative Pencils CD, $35, Center for Literacy & Disability 

Studies, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill

    
 

 

   



Qwerty AlphaBoard



Alphabetic 
AlphaBoard



From:
Pinterest AAC 
& Literacy Quotes

Dr. Caroline Musselwhite



Letter of the Week 
Club???

“Today is brought to 
you by the letter 
‘D’.”

“Hey, it’s D / duh 
week!!”



Alphabet 
Action Man!



Alphabe
t 

Man H F



Alphabet 
Action Man!

• In the handout!



Scavenger Hunt Letter Books

• Student writes a letter using alternative pencil 

• Co-constructs & conducts an interview social 
script 
– by Caroline Musselwhite & crew, 1999 
– Go to www.aacintervention.com for more social script 

info 

• Takes photos, records results or takes an item 

• Puts in book-tactual book, PowerPoint book

http://www.aacintervention.com


Team S and N! 
Team N

Pictello 
book





Team N



Great for little kids . . . but not  
age-respectful for older ones!





Your Child’s Name!!!!

Finn

Sophia

Vrinda
Colin

Owen



Harper 
Bingo

Could You Do This With Little 
Ones???



Name Song

JessicaJessica



Name Song Directions



Vrinda 
Name 

Chant



Carly



Carly



Daddy



Ella



Ella and Erin







Egypt  
 by Maggie



3

P is for pyramid.



2

S is for sarcophagus.





The Bridge









Upcoming webinars
✴ March 17: 

Progress monitoring and IEP goals  
with Maureen Nevers and Caroline Musselwhite  

✴ March 24: 
Writing and journaling with  
Mary-Louise Bertram and Caroline Musselwhite  

✴ March 31: 
Connecting to the Curriculum with Erin Sheldon



Possible Next Steps
✴ Identify important-to-me letters for your student: 

people, pets, places, foods 

✴ Create alphabet books or select a fun alphabet activity 

✴ Identify important-to-me words for your student 

✴ Create alliterative sentences with important-to-me 
words 

✴ Share your experiences in the Facebook group!



Questions?



The ASF Communication Training Series 
is made available by 

the Angelman Syndrome Foundation 
and a generous grant from 

The Foster Family Charitable Foundation,
 a family foundation established in Central 

California.

Thank You!




