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Situation
Sophie is 20 years old and has severe learning difficulties, which impacts on her communication skills: on her ability to understand complex language as well as express her wants and needs effectively. Sophie understands simple instructions containing up to 3 key words, e.g. ‘give me the big orange cup’.  She also understands some question words (Who, What doing, Where), basic concepts such as size and colour, and positional language (in/on/under).  Sophie is largely non-verbal; and has a few functional words, such as ‘no’ and ‘stop’.  Sophie communicates with others using her Voice Output Communication Aid (VOCA).  Using this, she can make requests for items and activities that she wants or needs, and has the opportunity to explicitly share how she feels about something, whether it be good (happy) or bad (sad).  The device enables her to verbally communicate ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to something.  It also opens up the potential for Sophie to share communicatively with others during social interactions, meaning she can experience reciprocal verbal exchanges or ‘turn taking’.  The opportunity to engage with others about topics that are motivating to Sophie, supports her ability to foster meaningful relationships with others in her daily life.  Sophie’s VOCA, as with any ‘voice’, serves as a platform for building such relationships - offering a greater sense of self, as she increasingly engages with the people and the world around her.
Task
Introducing the Echo is an extension to Sophie’s use of her VOCA.  It provides a means to actively and creatively participate in her world, and in doing so it enhances and develops independence.  The concept in pairing the two has been demonstrated by other VOCA users who, with severe physical disabilities, are limited in their ability to physically control their environment – for whom, switching on a light or playing a song on a computer, could not be completed independently.  Through the Echo, their ability to do this has altered dramatically.  Sophie does not have the same degree of difficulty in being able to physically navigate and control her environment.  However, she does experience some challenges, even with her VOCA, in achieving communicative control.  Despite being able to express basic needs and have social interactions with others, Sophie frequently depends on others to facilitate her communication.  Communication partners initiate interactions and ask questions to find out what Sophie wants or feels.  At other times, this information comes from Sophie unprompted.  
Action
The Echo was set-up and trialled to develop Sophie’s spontaneous use of social communication, and independence in using her VOCA with others.  It provides a highly motivating means to use her VOCA, and opportunities to learn about cause and effect – that using her voice has an impact on her environment which then has a direct and positive impact on her.  It’s a behavioural approach to learning, which requires positive reinforcement to be effective.  Therefore, Sophie’s use of the Echo was linked to motivating items, for example, her music, and a disco light.  Programmed into her VOCA were phrases that she could use to make such requests, such as “Alexa, turn the disco ball on”, “Alexa turn on classic FM”, “Alexa, turn the volume up”.  Sessions took place at home with support staff present and at college with staff and the SaLT present.  Choices were physically present in the immediate environment where possible, i.e. Echo, disco ball, and these, of course, were available as requests on the VOCA.  Video evidence of how these interactions work are provided in the resources.
Fil McIntyre (AT specialist), the SaLT, Sophie’s college tutor and another support staff member were present during the first introductory session.  Sophie needed adult models and prompting to find the Alexa category on her VOCA, and use the pre-programmed phrases on her VOCA to get different responses from the Echo or disco-ball.  One week later, after 3 sessions at home with support staff, and 1 session at college, Sophie had learned to navigate to the Alexa section on her VOCA and use some phrases independently, exhibiting much enjoyment in being able to control these items by way of her VOCA.  It is a novelty for many, and one that inspires exploration.  In much the same way, Sophie experiences a positive response when using the Echo, which prompts her to use it more.  In the last session, we programmed Sophie’s VOCA to make requests for animal noises, e.g. “Alexa what does a dog sound like?” which has appealed to Sophie’s interest in animals.  It has also had unexpected results, in that on a couple of occasions Sophie imitated some of the animal noises that she heard.  
Videos of the interactions with the Echo can be seen here: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1FisiWh0ACBF3lz5_3xB9RcmlncMPWsn-?usp=sharing
Result
We are still very early on in the process of making full use of the communicative potential that the Amazon Echo has to offer.  These early results are positive and encouraging.  Our next steps, are to continue to develop not just the range of requests that Sophie can make to the Echo, but the quality in which she uses them – with an increased naturalness and independence, and not just in a structured session.  For instance - for Sophie to use them functionally on a day-to-day basis, socially (with and alongside others), as well as when no-one else is there but her.  To progress to these ends, adults working with Sophie are advised to:
- Ensure that Echo requests are an efficient means of getting her needs met, and are linked to varied activities that are motivating.
- Create multiple opportunities where the Echo can be used functionally as part of these motivating sessions.
- Embed the use of the Echo into routines and daily/weekly activities, for example, during leisure time during evenings and at weekends.
- Use the VOCA and Echo themselves, so that it is an engaging social activity that is experienced together with Sophie.
Perhaps the most important measure of the effectiveness of this work will be to monitor if Sophie learns to initiate even more with the people around her as a result. In that sense, the most important advice to adults working with Sophie, could be, to use our exploration with Echo as a model for our interactions with Sophie – to teach the skills of initiating communication by, wherever possible, creating communicative opportunities that are engaging and functional. 

