
 
Module 3:  
Teaching Functional Communication Strategies 
 
 

Remember!  Behavior is Communication 
 

 
 

Key Elements 
 

 
● Function-Why do we communicate? 

○ We want something/someone (requesting) 
○ We don’t want something/someone (protesting/saying ‘No’) 
○ We want attention  
○ We want to share information  
○ We want to add to the conversation (commenting) 
○ We need to know information  
○ We want to engage with others (social routine) 

 

 

 
 

● Form-How do we communicate? How do we send and receive messages to/from a 
partner?  

○ Eye gaze 
○ Facial expression 
○ Body language 
○ Pictures 
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○ Gestures 
○ Objects 
○ Written 
○ Signs 
○ Verbal 
○ Challenging behaviors!!! 
○ Assistive technology- any item, piece of equipment, software program, or product 

system that is used to increase, maintain or improve the functional capabilities of 
persons with disabilities.  
For more information about using Assistive technology, see the following links: 
ATIA https://www.atia.org/at-resources/what-is-at/ 
Autism Apps https://www.autismspeaks.org/autism-apps 

 
 

How might the characteristics of individuals with ASD affect communication? 
 

Social-Communication and Social 
Interaction Challenges 

Restricted, Repetitive Patterns of 
Behavior 

Social-emotional reciprocity Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, 
use of objects, or speech 

Nonverbal communicative behaviors used for 
social interactions 

Insistence on sameness, routines, or 
ritualized patterns of behavior 

Developing, maintaining, and understanding 
relationships 

Highly restricted, fixated interests 

Hyper- or hypo- reactivity to sensory input 

 
Remember, behavior is communication.​ Having a functional way to communicate our wants, 
needs, likes and dislikes is critically important for everyone. If the individual does not have a 
functional way to communicate his/her wants and needs, he/she may demonstrate challenging 
behavior. By teaching functional communication, we can create strategies and communication 
that will accomplish the same goal as the challenging behavior. The functional communication 
strategy must be as effective or more effective than the challenging behavior if we want the 
individual to use it.  
 
One way that we can facilitate communication for individuals with ASD is through the use of a 
choice board. Choice boards are a visual way to teach an individual how to request desired 
items or activities. To create a choice board, identify what the individual likes and create a visual 
representation of these items/activities. Present the choice board to the individual. The 
individual can indicate his/her choice by touching, pointing, removing or handing the preferred 
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choice to you. Once the person indicates his/her choice, immediately provide him/her with the 
item/activity. 
 

 
 

Another way that we can facilitate functional communication for individuals with ASD is through 
the use of a simple “Yes” “No” system.  Using a “Yes” “No” system gives the individual a way to 
accept or refuse an item or activity.  
 

                                     
 

It is also important that the individual have a way to gain attention or say “hi” and ask for help. 
 

 
 
….and take a break.  

3 



                                             
 

 
Activity 
 
 

1. What do you think the individual with ASD that you care for might be trying to 
communicate with his/her behavior? 

 
2. Think of a challenging behavior demonstrated by an individual with ASD.  Based on 

strategies from Module 2, identifying the function, create a functional communication 
system and supports to replace the challenging behavior.  

 
 

 
Tips and Strategies 
 
 

● Acknowledge the communication attempt! 
● Keep the language simple. 
● Keep language concrete. 

○ Avoid jargon, nuance, idioms, and sarcasm. 
● Address the meaning behind the communication attempt. 
● Use multiple forms of communication for the same message (pictures and gestures, 

written and verbal, etc.). 
● Teach an alternative way to communicate the message. 
● Allow processing time.  

○ Avoid verbal repetition 
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