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Meeting Children’s Additional
Educational Needs

Crick’s Communicator app for
iPads is a simple way to give a voice
to children who have speech and
language difficulties.

As a speech, language and
communication advisory teacher, I have
been trialling it with various children,
including Jack, a Year 1 pupil in a
mainstream school. His speech difficulty
makes him hard to understand, especially
when he is talking out of context. His
speech and language therapist thought
he would benefit from something that
would facilitate the development of his
expressive language and so reduce his
social isolation by enabling his peers to
understand him better.

Jack prepares an answer to his teacher’s question
about growing cocoa

Having seen a demonstration of the
app, I felt that it would help to support his
communication at home while giving him
access to all the curriculum vocabulary he
needed at school. I particularly liked the
way it has a similar interface to Crick’s
other apps, including Clicker Sentences,
Clicker Docs and Clicker Books, which he
was already familiar with.

The app has hidden toolbars, making
the screen highly accessible to children
with a wide range of learning difficulties.
They just tap on the symbols they want,
then tap anywhere on the sentence they
have created and the app speaks their
words in the voice of their choice — there
are several voices pre-loaded, and more
are available as free downloads.

Communicator comes with three ready-
made vocabulary sets or grids, each at a
different level, to get the child off to a fast
start. These include core, colour-coded
words — adjectives in blue, common
phrases in red, verbs in green. Literacy
skills are not required so long as the
student can point to symbols.
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Giving children the ability to speak out -

The simplest grid makes more use of
phrases than the other two, to reduce
the number of taps required to make
sentences. Meanwhile, the most complex
grid includes a link to a touchscreen
keyboard with symbol-supported word
prediction. Obviously, in order to use this,
children will need to know the first few
letters of words.

For children with fine motor
difficulties, Crick’s SuperKeys is included
in the app. This provides larger target
areas by grouping keys into clusters.
Children simply tap on a cluster, which
then fills the screen so they can tap on the
individual word or symbol they want.

Editing the grids is very easy. As soon
as you type in a word, the app invites you
to link it to a corresponding symbol —
these are reproduced in SymbolStix, PCS
or Widgit, depending on the version of
the app you have chosen to buy. Access
to Crick’s extensive curriculum picture
library is also included, and you can even
add your own photos. The latter facility
has allowed Jack to personalise his grids
with his family and friends and arrange
these in an order that makes sense to him.

It takes Jack seconds to construct a sentence
using the Communicator app

To help Jack access the curriculum, his
TA can quickly make up grids that will
support him in a given lesson, or use one
of the free, ready-made LearningGrids in
Crick’s online library.

T've used Communicator with pupils
as young as five, and am currently
considering it for a pre-school child. I
might also use it for secondary school
children, depending on their intellectual
abilities and communication needs.

Because it is so intuitive, Jack, his
teachers and family didn’t need much
training. I simply created some situations
that would enable them to learn their

Jack shows off the grid that allows him to take part in
class discussions about growing cocoa

way around the Communicator quickly.

To facilitate this, we started Jack off with

a simple set of words and then added to
this fairly rapidly. The app has had a huge
impact on his confidence. In the past, he
used to become frustrated when he couldn’t
get his message across and tended to give
up. Now he chats with his peers and is
included in the class to a far greater extent.

His ability to communicate with his
family has improved as well. In the past,
on the drive to and from school, his
mum couldn’t understand what he was
saying because she couldn’t use his facial
expressions as a reference. Now staff
programme in what he has been doing so
he can tell her about his day, just like any
other child. She, in turn, loads grids with
words that enable him to share his weekend
experiences with the rest of his class.

The feedback from teachers, family
and users has been excellent. I recently
spent a morning observing Jack in class
and it was good to see him take part
in discussions on the same level as his
peers. One small niggle is to do with
the iPad itself — the speaker has quite a
low volume, so it is sometimes difficult
for Jack to make himself heard. You
can overcome this by using an external
speaker when out and about. It is a
fantastic app that has transformed his life.

Clicker Communicator for iPads with
SymbolStix, Widgit or PCS symbols is
£149.99 inc VAT www.cricksoft.com
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