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I  acknowledge the traditional owner on the lands on which we 

gather and pay my respects to elders past, present, and future. I’d 

like to welcome any Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

here today.

Acknowledgement of Country 



Acknowledging the Deaf Community
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Many Methods of 

Communication 



Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication (AAC)

• Communication is about saying what you want, when you want, to 

whomever you want, however you want (Porter, 2004).

• Language is variable and fleeting (Farrall, 2021).

• “Everyday without words is trauma” (Jordyn Zimmerman, 2025).

• “If we give them the 26 letters of the alphabet, there’s nothing they 

can’t say” (David Koppenhaver, 2014)



Who is AAC appropriate for?



Many ways to communicate – UNAIDED  

Speech

Tone of voice 

Facial 
Expression

Body 
movements

Gestures 

Manual 
signs



Many ways to communicate – AIDED 

Real 
objects

Photos

Pictures & 
Pictographs

Logos

Text 

Electronic 
Device 



Multimodal communication 
is about having the 

opportunity and choice to 
use multiple preferred 

methods of communication – 
Aided and Unaided



What does the research say about 

KWS?
Goldin-Meadow & Alibali (2013) - On Gesture
• Gesture was found to have a role in:

o Learning speech and language.
o Expressive speech and language.
o Helping children learn new information across different 

settings.
o Helping communication partners to support and enhance 

communication development.

Meuris, Maes, De Meyer & Zink (2014)
• Use of translucent signs support in uptake and early success.
• Verbs were frequently used and should introduced in initial sign 

sets.
• Vocabulary sets must be motivating.



Pattison & Robertson (2016):

• Not being able to share a message leads to:

o Frustration

oPassive communicator

o Lack of opportunities for participation

• Using sign and speech together during activities improved number 

of words a child with ID used in a sentence.

• Showed evidence that using speech and sign together might 

improve expressive communication.

Rombout, Maes, & Zink (2017), and Cologon & Mevawalla (2018)

• One study on adults and one on children

• Communication partner training in KWS is key to shifting 

perceptions of people they work with.

Research Continued



• A form of unaided AAC 

• Evidence-based.

• A form of manual signing 

• A way to build receptive and expressive communication.

• A tool to support people with communication disability or delay.

• One of many communication methods that can be used by people 

with communication disability 

What is Key Word Sign?



•  Its own language (Auslan).

• It is not a simplified form of Auslan

• It is not a new signing system

• Used in isolation from other communication systems.

What isn’t Key Word Sign?
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Principles of 

Key Word Sign 



Features of Key Word Sign

1. Use speech and sign together 

S
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Features of Key Word Sign 

2. Sign the important words 
in a sentence.

I
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Features of Key Word Sign 

3. Use natural gestures

G
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Features of Key Word Sign 

4. Use non-verbal expression 
to add meaning

N
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Features of Key Word Sign 

5. Slow down and simplify 
what you are saying

S
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Hand dominance when signing 

Key Word Sign Australia – Basic Workshop
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Building 

Communication 

Environments with 

Sign



•  A small number of words make up 75-85% of speech.

• We want words that can be used across environments.

• Provides language rich opportunities for both child and adult.

• It's fun and usable.

• Generally verbs, adverbs, and adjectives.

• Limited nouns, we don't just want to label.

General Interactive Vocabulary 



Finished Like

More Food/Eat

Want Drink

Help Play

Go Toilet

General Interactive Vocabulary



Finished



More



Want



Help



Go



Like



Eat



Drink



Play



Toilet



Practise Time!



It’s time to finish.
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I can help you.
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It's time to play.

Key Word Sign line drawings © by Key Word Sign Australia, Victoria, Incorporated. All Rights Reserved. Used with permission. 

© 2024 Key Messages about Key Word Sign Introductory Workshop. 



We can go.
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Let's have something 
to eat.
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I want a drink.
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A few signs, but many things to say

Sing a 
Song 

Read a 
Book 

Play a 
Game 

Familiar 
Routine



• Connecting with others 

• Building relationships 

• Sharing experiences

• Successful exchange of 

information

• Shared understanding  

• Meaningful interactions

• Participation and inclusion

• Communication is a human 

right!

Communication is all about…





I can Sing a Rainbow

red green blue rainbow eyes

yellow purple I too ears

pink orange sing listen see



Red
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Yellow
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Pink
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Green
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Purple
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Orange
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Blue
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I Can Sing a Rainbow
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Key Word Sign and 

Literacy



• Brereton (2010) observed mainstream kindergarten 

students seemed to remember letters quicker when they 

saw the sign.

• Receptive language understanding is increased with KWS 

is used in a multimodal form during alphabet instruction 

(Kurt, 2011; Lamberth & Lambeth, 2013)

• Using KWS in literacy activities, such as Shared Reading, 

has been found to build joint attention and engagement 

(Frizelle et al. 2022)

• The use of repeated and simplistic language supports in 

grow of receptive and expressive communication. Use of 

AAC systems support this (Frizelle et al. 2022; Farrall, 

2022; Porter, 2016)

Teaching Letters and Sounds



• Teach a minimum of two letters a week. 

• Read and sign alphabet books. 

• Sign and sign alphabet songs.

• Link letters and signs in environmental print.

• For activity ideas, check out janefarrall.com

What does this look like?



Shared Reading
The goal is to maximise interactions page-by-page.

.



• Frizelle et al. (2022) found:

– Using KWS while reading increased child participation.

– Children’s initiation and attention increased

– Parents used shorter sentences and more utterances while 

reading.

•  Jeremic et al. (2023) found:

– Found asking questions using KWS during Shared Reading was 

associated with increased child participation and communication.

• Sheehy et al. (2023) found:

– Teachers identified in the study that:

• improved comprehension of the story by all children; 

• being inclusive of children with a disability;  

• that they had or intended to show the approach to other teachers in their 

school. 

How can integrating KWS into Shared Reading help?

Smidt, A. (2023). Research summary: Shared book reading and Key Word Sign. [Research summary]. 













Attention Getter: 
Oh, he’s gone.
Invitation: I 
wonder what 
animal is next.
Respond: scaffold 
response based 
on the child’s 
attempt.













Level 1
Attention Getter: Scary
Invitation: I don’t want 
a scary snake.
Respond: based on 
reaction













Level 3/4
Attention Getter: Aww a 
puppy.
Invitation: What animal 
would you like for a pet?
Respond: Based on the 
child’s response.
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Moving from talk to 

action



What goes in…





• Think about how to link KWS into daily routines.

oSongs

o Toilet/bath time

oPlaytime

oSensory play

oArt activities

• Make sure signs are relevant and usable across 

environments.

• Include signs of motivating items to encourage 

signing

• Model without expectations

• Attribute meaning

• Join us for a workshop!

Where to from here?
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