
  

  
A little about  

our collaborators: 

Gaby Berlanga Ramirez & Marcela Manzur 
Camacho, CATIC:  
Gabriela Berlanga Ramirez and Marcela Manzur Camacho are 
speech-language pathologists and the co-founders of CATIC. 
Gabriela was a recipient of the prestigious Teacher-in-Residence 
Award at the Bridge School in 2004-05 and holds a degree in 
Human Communication from the University of the Americas. 
Marcela also holds a degree in Human Communication from the 
University of the Americas, with specializations in Speech, Hearing 
and Assistive Technology. Both contribute to the important work 
done at the Center for Technological Support for Communication 
and Learning (CATIC) in Mexico. Separately and jointly, they have 
presented at major international AAC conferences in Spain, 
Canada, the United States, Peru and Colombia, and are the 
organizers of the first two AAC conferences ever held in Mexico. 
 
Dr. Sarah Blackstone, Augmentative 
Communication, Inc. 
Dr. Sarah Blackstone is acknowledged as one of the leading AAC 
experts in the United States and the world. A  Fellow of the 
International Society for Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (ISAAC), a former president of that international 
organization, and a recipient of a special clinical award from the 
American Speech, Language and Hearing Association, Dr. 
Blackstone compiled the first textbook in AAC in the 1980s, and for 
over 20 years wrote and published the leading newsletter in the 
field. Dr. Blackstone has also, for the past twelve years, played a 
key role in the AAC Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center in 
the United States, a U.S. government funded project to promote 
cutting-edge research in AAC. Dr. Blackstone has provided 
ongoing support, advice and counsel to CATIC since its inception. 

CATIC        ACI 
+52-55-4437-4645      +1-831-649-3050 
www.caticmexico.org               www.augcominc.com 
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How is this project unique? 

    Teleconferencing is used to provide services to individuals in a 
growing range (medicine, psychology, executive coaching) of 
professions. But this is the first time a service like this has been 
offered to equalize access to high-quality AAC services for people 
with disabilities anywhere in the world. It’s the only disability 
service that can visually record clients in their natural environments 
(home or school), send the video recordings to experts around the 
globe and provides face-to-face interaction in the office of the local 
provider. Intermittent observations and consultations over time 
allow the time and space to provide on-going collaborations with 
local staff and family members.  
 

    CATIC in Mexico and ACI in the United States have joined hands to 
create a unique collaboration that is bringing the expertise of leading 
international experts to bear on the solution of problems of Mexicans with 
severe communication (and other) disabilities.  
    Through the use of some of the latest available technologies, staff from 
Mexico and experts from around the world are able to (1) video record 
clients in their natural home and school settings, (2) simultaneously review 
the videos, (3) confer with each other from their home offices, (4) 
develop/support action plans for each individual, (5) confer with clients, 
their family members, their teachers and others, and (6) assess progress 
and formulate new goals on an ongoing basis.  
    At the core of the effort are CATIC Co-Director Gabriela Berlanga 
Ramirez and ACI President Sarah Blackstone. Gabriela identifies and 
secures commitments from clients and families, while Sarah either (a) 
provides the expertise from a repertoire of skills and knowledge developed 
over a long career of leadership in Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication and/or (b) recruits leading experts (occupational therapists, 
vision specialists, etc.) in fields outside her own area of expertise. These 
experts then join in video conferences from their base of operations.  
 

What is it? 

    Through the use of some of the newest technologies made available 
by the Global Education Program of Cisco Systems, as well as the 
support of Dr. Sarah Blackstone and The Bridge School, Mexican 
children and young adults with disabilities who use Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication (AAC) tools can now be observed during 
school and/or home. These observations are providing information  that 
enable their parents, teachers and therapists to receive consultative 
advice, mentoring and suggestions from top-level international experts.  
    The aim of these interventions is to promote more communicative 
participation in both school and home environments for these clients. 
This service supports the development of communicative competence 
and is potentially adaptable to many countries, where the requisite 
expertise has not yet emerged. Scholarships for families unable to 
provide full payment for service are available. 

Core Objectives 

    (1) Growth in staff sophistication and intervention skills 
    (2) Increased parent comprehension of therapeutic objectives and   
         ways to support them 
    (3) Introduction of new planning formats for individual students 
 

Enduring Outcomes 



 

  

 

“This project is not about 
technology, it’s about equal 
access. Leveling the playing 

field in AAC will be a long 
and arduous journey, but 
this is a great step in the 

right direction.” 
 
 

   Harvey Pressman, President 
  Central Coast Children’s Foundation 

How does it work? 
 
The trajectory of service for each client follows a series of similar steps: 
 
Step 1:  CATIC meets with parents and/or school staff to explain the 
Project and get written permission to take videos. Specific situations where 
support is needed are discussed and prioritized.   
 
Step 2:   Teachers, family members and therapists record the child 
during specific every day activities (as decided in the meeting) and Gaby 
sends the videos to Sarah.  
 
Step 3:   Sarah watches the videos and formulates ideas and questions.  
 
Step 4:   Sarah and CATIC therapists meet in a video conference to 
discuss the case. They may watch the videos together. They agree on 
possible action steps and baseline measures, etc. 
  
Step 5:   When necessary, Sarah will contact an additional expert (could 
be from the United States or another country) to obtain additional opinions.  
 
Step 6:   Video conference with Sarah and CATIC’s therapists to discuss 
and plan for meeting with family. Action Plan translated into Spanish.  
 
Step 7:   Video conference between family, Sarah and CATIC’s 
therapists to discuss and finalize the Action Plan.  
 
Step 8:   Baseline data collected. Changes over time are recorded. 
Progress is tracked over time and plans modified, as needed.  
 
Step 9:  Periodic “meetings” with CATIC, Sarah, family, school staff 
and/or outside experts to solve problems and/or discuss next steps.  

Why does it work so well? 

    CATIC and ACI staff members have been pleasantly surprised by 
the “early returns” on this project. Children are recording steady 
(and, in some cases, remarkable) progress on the specific 
achievement goals that are being carefully monitored through the 
use of action plans and periodic assessments and reassessments. 
Indices of family participation, commitment and enthusiasm are 
beyond expectations. Professional growth among CATIC staff is 
being clearly accelerated.  
    What accounts for these early and surprising progress indicators? 
Those involved point to a number of possible explanations: (1) The 
Berlanga – Blackstone “simpatico” connection cannot be minimized 
as an explanation of how smoothly the project got off the ground and 
how seamlessly the communication of two professionals with 
different first languages works, (2) Sarah’s world-wide connections 
with experts around the globe are probably unparalleled, as a result 
of both her long-time leadership in the international AAC community 
and her twenty years as publisher/writer/editor of the leading 
international newsletter in the field, (3) the new technologies in use 
are opening up new ways to provide more comprehensive and more 
continuous interventions over both time and space, (4) participation 
in this kind of cutting edge demonstration of new ways to provide 
world-class services to people with disabilities in underserved areas 
is energizing to the professionals, the parents and the clients 
involved (Mexico City, with over 18 million inhabitants, had no 
available AAC resources or services before Gabriela and Marcela 
initiated CATIC some six years ago), and (5) family members who 
see early results understand that this project represents a whole new 
window of opportunity that they cannot afford to pass up.  



  
Who are the other experts? 

 
    

Who are the 
collaborators? 

    In launching this bold new experiment, 
CATIC and ACI have had the good fortune 
to have three valuable collaborating 
entities, each bringing different resources 
to the table: 
 
    (1) The Bridge School, which has 
provided support in enlisting additional 
sources of help and just-in-time 
technological troubleshooting, 
    (2) CISCO Systems, which has donated 
the Flip cameras used in the homes and 
schools and provided its advanced WebEx 
web conferencing system to all 
participants, and 
    (3)  The Central Coast Children’s 
Foundation, which has provided public 
information services directly to CATIC and 
helped crystallize the original concept.  

    Globally, equality of access to available AAC services and 
interventions has been hugely inadequate. Within developed “first world” 
countries, availability and quality of AAC interventions varies wildly from 
city to city, or state to state. People with communication disabilities in 
other areas usually have no access to AAC services, occasionally have 
access to minimal and/or uneven services and only very rarely can 
access the best that the field can offer. 
    In addition, much recent research demonstrates the importance and 
the value of interventions that extend beyond the clinical setting to the 
real world of the child in school and at home. CATIC has already been 
in the forefront of such activity in Mexico, joining the broader 
international trend to supplement clinician interventions with 
observations and activities in the child’s school and home. This crucial 
kind of support is now being significantly enhanced by sound advice 
from some of the leading practitioners in AAC and other relevant 
professionals throughout the world. 
 

How did it start? 
 

    In January, 2011, Gabriela Berlanga Ramirez and Marcela Manzur 
Camacho proposed a project to Sarah Blackstone (Augmentative 
Communication Inc.) and Harvey Pressman (Central Coast Children’s 
Foundation) in which CATIC would offer families an opportunity to 
access ongoing consultation with Sarah regarding their child’s AAC 
program. Over time, they refined the parameters of the program to 
include Sarah’s option of bringing in additional international experts as 
needed, and CATIC staff created a brochure to inform parents about 
the option. They agreed that CATIC would set the costs and retain a 
percentage to ensure that families who were interested but unable to 
afford it, would be able to participate. ACI donates all consulting fees 
back to CATIC to support assistance to those families. They agreed 
that when issues arose that were beyond the scope of Sarah’s 
expertise, she would enlist support from other professional experts.  
    Gabriela and Marcela spread the word about this exciting new 
opportunity to CATIC’s existing clients and, by mid-2011, the first 
participants were ready to begin.  
 

Why is this so significant? 

    Leading professionals with needed supplementary skills are 
recruited as the need arises. Two early examples involve a young 
boy who was identified as possibly having Cortical Visual 
Impairment (CVI) and a little girl who is a candidate for a vertical, 
hands-free mobility intervention.  
    One of the world’s leading pioneers in CVI, Christine Roman-
Lanzky, accepted the intriguing challenge of providing long distance 
tele-support to CATIC staff and the family of the young boy in 
question. From her base in Pennsylvania, she evaluated videos, 
consulted with Sarah and Gabriela, virtually “met” the client and his 
family, and suggested a series of new interventions and equipment 
to help support the boy.  
    The little girl was fortunate to receive supplementary support from 
Christine Wright-Ott, an occupational therapist who consults with 
The Bridge School and is the inventor/developer of a “hands-free” 
walker for children with limited independent mobility. This walker is 
currently used extensively for both classroom and recreational 
purposes at The Bridge School.  
 
 


