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Description of this Project 
The goal of the Nursing Facilities Transition Project is to assist individuals with 
disabilities to better understand their rights and to communicate their choices while 
transitioning from skilled nursing facilities to the community.   One task of the Nursing 
Facilities Transition Project is to create a Transition Tool Kit.  This tool kit contains a 
number of resources including screening assessments to be used by discharge staff to 
avoid inappropriate placements, and follow up strategies to monitor success in the 
community.  In addition to these products, the tool kit will contain a video, picture 
communication book and communication word board to help with awareness and 
informed consent specific to transition.  This packet was created as a part of that toolkit 
and includes the instructions for the communication word board and picture 
communication boards. 
 
How to Use this Guide 
This guide was created as a resource to help you learn more about communication boards 
and how/when to use them.  If you are new to communication boards it will be helpful for 
you to read this guide thoroughly.  If you have some understanding you may want to skip 
to the sections that you need.  The boards in this kit were designed for a specific 
communication interaction, an intake interview to consider transition of an individual out 
of a nursing home.  They each contain sixteen common keys, which remain consistent on 
the right hand side, to help make the communication exchange go more smoothly.   
This handout provides a brief summary of the communication boards provided and some 
background information for you as you use the boards.   
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Understanding what a board is and how to use it 
Before you begin, you may need to teach your communication partner how to use the 
board.  Ask them if they have ever used a picture communication board.  Explain that by 
pointing to pictures, they can let you know what they want, what they are thinking and 
help you both understand and communicate more easily.  
  
 
Who may use these communication boards? 
These communication boards are designed for any individual who has difficulty 
communicating with others.  A number of individuals may benefit from the use of a 
communication board.  This may include:  
 

 Anyone who is not able to communicate effectively with speech (nonverbal),  
 Anyone who is partially able to communicate with speech (has speech but is not 

understood by most listeners or speech is not functional),  
 Anyone who has adequate speech but requires an augmentative system for 

purposes of writing or carrying on long conversations. 
 

It should be noted that the boards will be easier for an individual who has literacy skills 
(or who can read), but with proper training can be used with an individual who does not 
read.  To understand the degree of training necessary, try covering the written word on 
the board and learning what the picture represents.  The task can be difficult. 
 
Method of Access/How will they indicate which picture is the 
one they want? 
Direct Selection: Some individuals may be able to point to the pictures, while others 
may not have the motor skills or ability to do so.  They may need to use their eyes to look 
at the picture of choice or use another method to signal their intention.  For someone 
using their vision, it would be helpful to cut out the pictures and then hold up two choices 
at a time at least one foot apart so that they can more clearly look at the picture of their 
choice.    
 
Scanning: Another way individuals make choices on a communication board is by 
scanning.  Scanning involves being presented with several choices in order, either by 
seeing them or hearing them, then indicating the picture of choice through some agreed 
upon signal.  Often, individuals who use scanning to communicate have difficulty 
moving their body.  Consequently, the way they indicate their choice depends on the 
movement they can do most easily.  Some individuals may raise an eyebrow, blink, move 
a finger, or use some other subtle movement.  Watch your communication partner 
carefully or talk to a caregiver to determine what method works best for them.  Some 
individuals may need you to help them “scan” the pictures.  You do this by pointing to 
and naming the pictures, one at a time, with at least three to five seconds between items, 
until the individual indicates that you have pointed to the one they want.  They may 
indicate their preference by blinking their eyes, making a sound, moving a finger or toe 
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or by some other method.  It is important that you agree on a method prior to starting the 
interview process.   
 
 
Seating and Positioning for Optimal Communication 
Many times, individuals with motor difficulties can move their body more easily if they 
are positioned with the correct support.  If there is a motor therapist such as a physical or 
an occupational therapist available, ask this person to help you in positioning the 
individual.  If not, ask a caregiver or nurse who is familiar with the person to help.  Be 
sure to consider: 

 Ideally, an individual needs to be in a comfortable and well-supported position to 
be able to adequately see and use a communication board.   

 They should not be struggling to maintain their position or their balance.   
 They may need additional supports such as head or arm rests. 

 
 
Understanding the vocabulary 
 
Place the picture board in a convenient easily accessible location near your 
communication partner where they can easily see it and reach it.  Ask them to look at the 
board and help you verify that they understand the vocabulary.  Take the “template 
board” out (it has only sixteen 
pictures on it on the right hand 
side) and explain that each board 
you show them will have sixteen 
pictures on the right hand side that 
stay the same.  These pictures will 
help them control the conversation.  
Ask if they understand what the 
pictures mean.  If they indicate no, 
ask them to point to a picture that 
they don’t understand.  Take time to explain what the picture represents.  The words yes 
and no can be helpful in answering many questions on the intake form.  Ask them if they 
understand which pictures represent yes and no.  Wait for a reply.  Often when a new 
board is introduced, it takes considerable time for any user to examine the board and 
learn where pictures are located.  Be sure to allow plenty of time for the individual to 
respond.  Start with questions that you know the answer to. For example, one can begin 
with questions like: "Is your name Jim?” 
 
The pictures on the right side of the board will be valuable as you communicate together.  
Explain that anytime they don’t understand or need clarification, they can point to the “I 
don’t understand” picture.  Point to each picture on the template as you explain its 
meaning and give examples of when they may want to use it.  Make sure they understand 
each of the pictures so that you know what makes sense and what doesn’t.  This will 
ensure validity in their answers.   Please note that some of the pictures may have more 
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than one meaning.  Explain this to your communication partner.  For example, the 
“more” picture can be used if they want to know more or for general meanings of “more” 
such as more coffee.  
 
Verifying that they understand what the pictures mean 
If they indicate that they understand the pictures, explain that you would like to double-
check to make sure each of the pictures makes sense to them.  Take extra time if the 
individual is not able to read to clarify the meaning of each picture.  Although care was 
taken to choose pictures that are concrete and represent their intended meaning, some of 
the picture’s meanings are not always clear initially. You may need to simplify your 
language if they do not appear to understand the communication board but it is important 
to not “talk down” to your communication partner.  Do not use baby talk or a sing-songy 
voice as if you’re talking to a child.  Treat the communication partner with respect.   
 
 
An example of a communication exchange with the Intro 
Board:  
 

 
 
Ask if they can find the picture that represents home.  Explain that you are going to talk 
about some choices they have about where they may want to live.  Can they find the 
picture that represents an apartment, a nursing facility, a house, and other housing?  Ask 
them to point to each of them as you name them.  Briefly explain what each of these 
options offers.  Whenever possible, point to the pictures as you talk about them.  For 
example, we’re going to talk about where (point to the picture of where) you may want to 
live.  Are you interested in living in a house (point to house), an apartment (point to 
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apartment), staying in the nursing home (point to nursing home), or some other option? 
(point to other).  Remember to pause between each item. 
 
If you feel too many pictures at one time may distract the individual, you can limit the 
pictures that are available by covering the pictures that are not needed.  All the boards are 
set up in such a way that a row of pictures can be exposed as the conversation unfolds.   
 
Discuss that they have options of people with whom they might live.  Point to pictures of 
choices of people to live with.   If possible, on the template, substitute actual photos of 
individuals in their life.  The template can be photocopied and will serve as a place to add 
additional pictures as needed.   
 
Talk about how the individual will be available to live outside the nursing home.  What 
needs to happen?  Will they need help from a nurse, help to eat, help with medicine?  
Explain that you will talk about some of those details on another board in a little bit.   
 
 
Communication Board Layout Considerations:  
When a speech pathologist designs communication overlays, like the one you see above, 
several factors are taken into consideration.  The number of pictures presented and the 
overall layout is typically determined by the user's: 

 cognitive/linguistic abilities,  
 visual/perceptual skills, 
 range of motion, and  
 access method.    

 
Because these boards were designed with no knowledge of the final user, they were 
designed to fit as many communication situations and partners as could be anticipated. 
Consequently, they may need to be modified to meet your particular needs.   
 
Customizing the Boards 
The “template board” and other boards can be easily customized.  There are blank 
squares on some of the boards.   Add pictures or symbols as they are needed.   
 
Examples of picture sources: 

 real photographs,  
 pictures cut out of a magazine,  
 pictures that you have drawn 
 software programs (see below) 
 internet searches (see below) 

 
Use pictures that are: 

 clear with good contrast 
 have simple backgrounds or no background 
 clearly represent the intended meaning.   
 Large enough to see with low vision (enlarge on a copier if needed) 
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Vocabulary & Pictures Used for the Board 
The pictures for these overlays were predominantly obtained from a software program 
called Boardmaker and use Picture Communication Symbols©.  This software can be 
purchased from Mayer-Johnson, Inc.  Their web site is www.mayer-johnson.com.  
Another, inexpensive option for finding pictures is to visit the google search engine at 
www.google.com.  When you arrive at the google site, click on the images tab and you 
will be taken to another page.  Type the name of the picture you are looking for and hit 
the return key.  The search engine will look throughout the Internet for all the picture 
matches available.  Be sure to turn the safe search feature on to avoid exposure to 
pictures explicit in nature. The images identified by the Google Image Search service 
may be protected by copyrights. Although you can locate and access the images through 
the Google service, the site does not grant you specific rights to use them.  If you would 
like to use any images you have found, you can contact the site owner to obtain the 
requisite permissions. 
 
Additional Uses of the Template Board 
The template board has only sixteen pictures on the right hand side.  It is useful when 
starting the communication exchange to explain how each board is set up.  The template 
board may be the only board you need to 
have a conversation.  It may also be 
useful if you need additional 
communication boards for your 
interview and communication exchange. 
Copy the template board on legal size 
paper.  Keep the original master copy 
for future use.  Find pictures through a 
software program, the Internet, photos, 
or other locations.  Use your copy machine to copy, reduce, or enlarge pictures, symbols, 
and photos that you feel need to be included.  Be sure to include a written word or phrase 
above the picture or symbol to help your communication partner as well as others who 
may use the board understand its meaning.  The font size on each of the boards is 14 
point. There are two reasons to label the pictures with a written word or phrase.  The first 
is that it allows anyone who reads the board to consistently emphasize the same word to 
the user. This repetition of words aids in understanding. Secondly, as the user sees the 
written word over and over, it can be beneficial for that person in the learning process.  
Keep a clean copy of the boards you create with the master copies.  This will save a great 
deal of time if you or others need to use the board again in the future.  
 
Care and Maintenance of the Boards 
We encourage you to make an extra copy of the communication boards whenever you use 
them.  Other care and maintenance suggestions include: 

 Keep the master copy with the directions.   
 Laminate each board.   
 Make an extra copy of the template board for additional uses  
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The extra copy of the template board can be adapted with new pictures added as 
needed.  Attach the soft side of Velcro pieces to each blank square.  As useful 
pictures are found, photocopy them, cut them to the size of the target square, laminate 
them, and apply the rough side of the Velcro to the back.  With this system, pictures 
can easily be added and removed as needed. 

 
Communication Strategies that help when using a 
communication Board 
Pause and use expectant delays.  Wait at least three to five seconds after you ask a 
question.  Allowing additional pause time gives the individual time to explore the board 
and find their response.  In addition, the pause lets your communication partner know that 
you are waiting for a reply.  Patience and time are the keys to success in effectively using 
any communication board.   
 
Do not anticipate the answer to a question given, wait for your communication partner to 
initiate a response.  Do not talk for them.  Do not insist that they use only the board to 
communicate.  Most individuals use a combination of communication methods to get 
their message across (a total communication system). 
 
More information about Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication 
Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) refers to ways (other than speech) 
that are used to send a message from one person to another. We all use augmentative 
communication techniques, such as facial expressions, gestures, and writing, as part of 
our daily lives. In difficult listening situations (noisy rooms, for example), we tend to 
augment our words with even more gestures and exaggerated facial expressions. 

People with severe speech or language problems must rely quite heavily on these 
standard techniques as well as on special augmentative techniques that have been 
specifically developed for them. Some of these techniques involve the use of specialized 
gestures, sign language, or codes. Other techniques use communication aids, such as 
charts, bracelets and language boards. These are all forms of communication boards.  
When using aids such as these, pictures, drawings, letters, words, sentences, special 
symbols, or any combination of these may represent objects.  Be observant of your 
communication partner for subtle attempts at communication. 

A Word of Caution 
Selecting the communication methods that are best for an individual is not a simple 
process. Indeed, developing the best communication system for a person with a severe 
speech and language problem typically requires evaluation by many specialists.  
 
The boards that are developed for this project represent a best attempt at anticipating 
future communication needs.  The creators of these boards recognize it is impossible to 
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predict specific communication events and the specific communication needs of each 
individual as they transition.  However, it is believed these communication boards will 
facilitate specific communication exchanges around the individual’s rights and choices 
and will serve as a starting point.   
 
We recognize that these boards will not be a solution for every individual but will instead 
serve as a vehicle for potential communication when no other system exists.   Following 
the interview, if the use of the board is at all successful, it is imperative to refer the 
individual for an augmentative communication evaluation so they are able to 
communicate with individuals in their environment.  Information about augmentative 
communication evaluations can be obtained by calling: Assistive Technology Partners at 
303-315-1280. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


