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Instructions for  Adapting Lessons 
  
We invite you to use these materials to teach your learners to participate in a 
telephone conversation. There are many ways to adapt these materials so that persons 
with cognitive, visual, and/or physical challenges can participate in the program and 
learn to engage in conversations.   
 
The benchmarks are arranged in a hierarchical manner, from simple to more complex, 
with the result being that the learner is able to use the telephone and Speech to 
Speech. It is not necessary to cover every goal and objective. Begin the training at the 
skill level that matches that of your learner. Progress through the benchmarks and 
objectives at a pace that is comfortable for the learner. Repeat the activities for any 
given objective as often as is necessary for the learner to master the desired skill. 
 
You may have learners who are beginning communicators. If your learner is just 
starting to learn communication skills, begin with the first benchmark. He/she needs 
to be able to process verbal input as evidenced by success at following simple, one-
step directions. Verbal output at a one-utterance level is adequate. For example, the 
learner responds with the word, "fun," when asked, "How was your day at school?" 
He/she is probably at the picture or symbol level. While it is not necessary for the 
learner to read printed words, he/she must be able to interpret language at the 
representational (picture or symbol) level. The concrete referent (real thing) that a 
picture or symbol represents must be understood by the learner. For example, he/she 
must understand that the picture or symbol of a telephone represents the telephone in 
their kitchen, in the break room, or in their classroom.    
 
It is also important for him/her to understand that picture symbols (or icons) can 
represent abstract ideas. An example of this would be that a picture symbol of a 
person talking on the telephone could represent the verbal message, "I would like to 
make a telephone call please." The meanings associated with the picture symbols in 
the above examples are only to illustrate the idea that the learner needs to understand 
that the picture symbols have meaning and convey messages. Meanings assigned to 
the picture symbols can be unique for each learner. The important thing to remember 
is that the meanings associated with the picture symbols will need to be taught to the 
learner. 
 
Adapting Worksheets: You are invited to adapt the worksheet activities to meet the 
needs of the learners you are training. Some common modifications are: 
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Masking: Covering all but one item on the page so the learner isn’ t distracted. 
 

 
 
 
Advance Preparation: Cut out any pictures/icons and pre-glue each location to 
minimize the physical challenges. 
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Minimize Writing: Instead of circling ‘yes’  or ‘no,’  cut out each item and put them 
into stacks, one for ‘yes’  and the other for ‘no.’  Instead of writing words for ‘ fill in the 
blank,’  cut out the vocabulary words and have the learner place them by the correct 
statement.  
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Visual Proximity: Instead of matching all the pictures, cut the pictures out and place 
them on the page; then the learner can draw lines between the statement and the 
picture. 
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Modifications: In addition, you may need to make more extensive modifications to 
meet the needs of some of your learners. Listed below are suggestions for making 
adaptations for learners with cognitive, visual, and/or physical limitations. 
 

Suggested Modifications for Persons with Cognitive Challenges: 
1.  Break down activities into small chunks of information. 
 
2.  Repeat activities until the skill becomes automatic. 
 
3.  If picture symbols are being used, introduce one or two new symbols at a time. 



 

  Page 6 of 7 
Speak Up Texas! is a project of the Public Utility Commission of Texas, © 2005. 

Items may be reproduced for educational purposes. 

 
4.  If the learner is able to read, make sure the printed materials are sized 
appropriately. Photocopy machines can be used for enlarging the master copy of the 
printed materials. 
 
5.  If the learner is at an icon-based level, make sure the picture symbols are of 
adequate size. Photocopy machines can be used to enlarge picture symbols. 

 

Suggested Modifications for Persons with Visual Challenges: 
1.  Braille labels can be attached to any printed or pictorial materials. 
 
2.  For persons with low vision, make sure the print or picture symbols are sized 
appropriately. Photocopy machines can be used to enlarge picture symbols. 
 
3.  High contrast for learners with low vision is important. Black, red, or yellow 
backgrounds for printed materials, including those with pictures or symbols, provide 
good contrast. Ask the learner to choose the background color that works best for 
him/her. Adapt a few items to demonstrate the possible background colors. Once the 
learner has selected the color that is best for him/her, adapt the rest of the materials. 
 
4.  Make sure that the print or picture cues are spaced far enough apart if the learner 
uses a monocular or other device. 
 
5. Tactile symbols can be attached to any communication board or symbol card.  
Examples of tactile symbols are  

o a small cup, like those found in play sets, for "drink"  
o a small shoe, like those found on key rings, for "walk"  
o a plastic fork or spoon for "eat"  
o a small piece of terry cloth for "bath"   

Miniature objects can be purchased at drug stores, party favor stores, or Dollar 
General type stores. Glue the tactile symbols onto a piece of cardboard for a sturdy 
background before placing the symbols onto a communication device. The cardboard 
tactile symbol board can also be used as a low-tech communication display. 
 

Suggested Modifications for Persons with Physical Challenges: 
1. If the learner is not able to point to objects using an isolated finger:  

a. Try using a pointer. Occupational therapists are good resource people for 
adapted pointing tools. If you do not have an occupational therapist, you 
can make a pointer by attaching a popsicle stick or tongue depressor to a 
bicycle glove. 
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2. If the learner has severe range of motion limitations in the upper extremities:  

a. Try using an eye gaze frame. The learner can look at the picture symbol, 
or other item, instead of pointing to it. An eye gaze frame can be made 
from PVC pipe and connectors. These items can be purchased at most 
hardware stores. Make a square frame with a base and place the cards 
around the square frame. Velcro or tape can be used to attach the 
stimulus items to the eye gaze frame. 

b. Try using a slant table. This puts the items on an incline so it is easier to 
reach the sections that are at the top of the page. You can make a simple 
slant table using a foam wedge. You can get foam wedges at many hobby 
stores. 

 
3. If the learner has difficulty managing paper, such as scripts or activity pages:  

a. Try using page turners. Attach large paper clips to each page of the script 
flip book. Stagger the paper clips so that they vary in location from left to 
right. The learner will use the paper clip to help turn the page if he/she 
has trouble turning pages one at a time. 

b. Try using a clipboard to hold the paper in place so it doesn’ t slide around 
on the table. You can stabilize the clipboard with Dycem. Ask your 
occupational therapist about a local source for Dycem or a similar 
material. 

c. Try using a paper shield. Cut out a 12”  x 15”  piece of plastic laminate or 
clear contact paper folded back on itself. Cut out a window that is 6”  x 
9.”  Slide the activity sheet into the shield. The learner can write on the 
activity page but will not catch the edges if they slide across the surface 
of his/her desk. 

 
4.  Many communication devices are designed for scanning so that direct selection is 
not necessary to operate these devices. You will need an external switch so that the 
person can press the switch when the appropriate message is highlighted. The rate and 
type of scanning can be selected so that the scanning mode fits the needs of the 
learner. For more information about scanning, talk with your speech language 
pathologist or occupational therapist.   
 
5.  Provide adequate support in the torso area so that the learner is able to use his/her 
arms more easily. 
 
6.  Space the items far enough apart so that the learner who uses a fist or whole hand 
movement can more easily select the picture symbol or text without inadvertently 
touching an unwanted item. 


