
Measuring Learning in Students with ASD: 
Use of the AAC Prompting Hierarchy

Problem: In the absence of EQAO data and standardized 

assessment tools, there is a need for tools and resources to 

assess and monitor learning of skills in students with ASD. 

Aim: To use the AAC Prompting Hierarchy:

(a) to increase the independence of students 

communicating their requests for “more”, and 

(b) to concurrently have staff reduce their level of 

prompting on tasks. 



Measuring Learning in Students with ASD: 
Use of the AAC Prompting Hierarchy

Sample: 28 marker students identified (i.e., those 

students diagnosed with ASD, who are non-verbal, and 

demonstrate joint attention).

Team Involved: Principal, Educators (x3), Educational 

Assistants (x1), Research Officer 

Methods:

• selection of a student specific task

• checklist to track level of prompting and 

number of prompts used by staff over a 

five-month period

• video recordings and observations

• survey of educator team



Measuring Learning in Students with ASD: Use 
of the AAC Prompting Hierarchy

Findings:
• 83% of marker students completed the task at a 

higher level of prompting over the five-month period
• 76% of staff reduced the total number of prompts 

given to students 

Feedback/Observations:
• checklist and prompting hierarchy are easy to use
• staff felt that the AAC Prompting Hierarchy 

was a useful tool to incorporate into everyday 
teaching practices, and effective for helping
students learn new skills with greater 
independence



OCDSB Secondary Alternate Program: 
Collaborative Inquiry

Context: 

• 6 secondary alternate learning sites

• 1,056 students in grades 10-12

Inquiry Focus in two areas:

• closing the gap via credit accumulation

• post-secondary pathways

Why? Students in Alternate Programs are at least 
1 year behind working toward graduation/OSSD



OCDSB Secondary Alternate Program: 
Collaborative Inquiry

How?

• Engagement through increased credit accumulation.
A number of our students come to Alt with a very low credit count and are 

17-19 years old. In order to get them to the point where they are 

challenged and earning credits in the areas they want to pursue after high 

school, we need to provide and present curricula in such a way as to 

support that.

• Engagement through relationship building.
Help students become engaged in school, feel some academic 

momentum, and know that the school trusts and supports them - as 

guided by anecdotal survey responses.

• Promotion of successful outcomes for a range of 

pathways.
Once the students reach 23/24 credits, they know they are 

supported and we can now ask them how the school can 

help them with their chosen pathway and to get to 

30 credits.



OCDSB Secondary Alternate Program CI: 
Survey & Results

Survey was designed to:

• assess how students are doing academically and in 

terms of school engagement; and

• inform staff in meeting student needs (e.g., post-

secondary planning, classroom practices)

Results from survey indicate:
• students attend an alternate program to “catch up on 

credits”;

• college is the most common post-secondary destination 

of choice

• lack of sleep, mental health concerns, home life and 

poor social connections pose significant barriers

to academic success



OCDSB Secondary Alternate Program CI: 
Next Steps

Informing the School Learning Plan:

• further collaboration between sites - numeracy focus 

for initial course development.

• use the data to: inform classroom practices to address 

varied post-secondary outcomes (work, college, 

university); create engagement and provide support; 

determine what individual students plan to do post-

graduation, then support and challenge them to get 

there.

• use student voice to inform decisions related to 

programming and supports for health and 

wellness.




