
Welcome	  to	  the	  presenta/on	  on	  Communica/on	  Systems.	  This	  is	  an	  introductory	  
presenta/on	  is	  designed	  to	  emphasize	  the	  importance	  of	  a	  verbal	  or	  non-‐verbal	  
system	  of	  communica/on	  for	  each	  and	  every	  individual.	  We	  will	  discuss	  the	  use	  of	  
augmenta/ve	  and	  alterna/ve	  communica/on	  or	  AAC	  in	  a	  system	  of	  communica/on	  
for	  the	  non-‐verbal	  individual.	  We	  will	  discuss	  why	  it	  is	  important	  to	  u/lize	  AAC,	  who	  
can	  use	  it	  and	  the	  different	  components	  of	  an	  AAC	  system.	  We	  will	  also	  show	  some	  of	  
the	  different	  types	  of	  AAC	  devices	  and	  talk	  a	  liCle	  about	  the	  factors	  involved	  with	  
selec/ng	  an	  AAC	  device.	  

	  
This	  presenta/on	  is	  part	  of	  the	  Ohio	  Center	  for	  Au/sm	  and	  Low	  Incidence’s	  (OCALI)	  
Parent	  Packaged	  materials	  series;	  materials	  designed	  to	  be	  used	  by	  parents	  and	  
parent	  groups	  to	  increase	  knowledge	  about	  topics	  important	  to	  families	  of	  those	  with	  
disabili/es.	  These	  materials	  were	  developed	  by	  the	  expert	  staff	  at	  OCALI	  with	  funding	  
from	  the	  Ohio	  Department	  of	  Educa/on,	  Office	  for	  Excep/onal	  Children.	  For	  further	  
informa/on	  on	  all	  the	  parent	  packaged	  materials	  please	  contact	  Donna	  Owens,	  
family	  and	  adult	  services	  administrator	  at	  OCALI,	  614-‐410-‐0381	  or	  
donna_owens@ocali.org	  
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Our objectives for the day focus on the following: 

•  First of all, we must acknowledge that everyone has an innate 
right to communicate.  

•  Hopefully by the end of this presentation, you will be able to 
cite examples of the power of AAC; what it can do for 
individuals with communication impairments; what types of 
communication systems to choose from and   

•  Finally, we will provide resources for future exploration 
including where to find more information. 
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What	  exactly	  is	  “communica/on”?	  The	  Na/onal	  Joint	  CommiCee	  for	  the	  
Communica/ve	  Needs	  of	  Persons	  with	  Severe	  Disabili/es	  defines	  communica/on	  as:	  
	  
“Any	  act	  by	  which	  one	  person	  gives	  to	  or	  receives	  from	  another	  person	  informa/on	  
about	  that	  person's	  needs,	  desires,	  percep/ons,	  knowledge	  or	  affec/ve	  states.	  
Communica/on	  may	  be	  inten/onal	  or	  uninten/onal,	  may	  involve	  conven/onal	  or	  
unconven/onal	  signals,	  may	  take	  linguis/c	  or	  nonlinguis/c	  forms	  and	  may	  occur	  
through	  spoken	  or	  other	  modes”	  (1992,	  p.2)	  
	  
This	  broad	  view	  of	  “any	  act”	  opens	  up	  the	  range	  of	  possibili/es	  that	  persons	  may	  use	  
to	  communicate.	  It	  also	  goes	  beyond	  "needs"	  to	  include	  those	  things	  we	  most	  ocen	  
communicate	  about:	  how	  we	  see	  things,	  what	  we	  know	  and	  how	  we	  feel.	  

3	  



The	  right	  to	  communicate	  is	  fundamental.	  The	  American	  Speech-‐Language-‐Hearing	  
Associa/on	  has	  a	  statement	  about	  this	  right.	  It	  reads	  as	  follows:	  
	  
“It	  is	  the	  posi/on	  of	  the	  American	  Speech-‐Language-‐Hearing	  Associa/on	  (ASHA,	  
2004)	  that	  communica/on	  is	  the	  essence	  of	  human	  life	  and	  that	  all	  people	  have	  the	  
right	  to	  communicate	  to	  the	  fullest	  extent	  possible.	  No	  individuals	  should	  be	  denied	  
this	  right,	  irrespec/ve	  of	  the	  type	  and/or	  severity	  of	  communica/on,	  linguis/c,	  social,	  
cogni/ve,	  motor,	  sensory,	  perceptual,	  and/or	  other	  disabili/es	  they	  may	  present.”	  
	  
So	  when	  parents	  and	  professionals	  discuss	  communica/on	  we	  need	  to	  keep	  these	  
rights	  in	  mind.	  How	  can	  we	  best	  HELP	  those	  with	  communica/on	  difficul/es	  fulfill	  
their	  right	  to	  communicate?	  
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When	  working	  with	  schools,	  we	  also	  need	  to	  keep	  the	  LAW	  in	  mind.	  The	  Individuals	  
with	  Disabili/es	  Educa/on	  Improvement	  Act	  (IDEA	  2004)	  outlines	  what	  we	  call	  FAPE.	  
All	  children	  are	  en/tled	  to	  a	  Free	  Appropriate	  Public	  Educa/on,	  or	  FAPE	  "regardless	  
of	  the	  severity	  of	  their	  disabili/es.	  Communica/on	  is	  key	  to	  accessing	  this	  right	  as	  
well.	  
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It	  is	  the	  responsibility	  of	  the	  Individualized	  Educa/on	  Program	  or	  IEP	  team	  to	  
determine	  what	  cons/tutes	  “appropriate”.	  Parents	  are	  members	  of	  this	  team.	  
Decisions	  on	  the	  “appropriateness”	  of	  the	  IEP	  must	  be	  made	  on	  a	  case-‐by	  case	  basis	  
for	  each	  student	  and	  included	  in	  the	  IEP.	  
	  
One	  area	  specifically	  outlined	  in	  the	  IEP	  is	  whether	  a	  student	  needs	  assis/ve	  
technology	  or	  AT	  to	  support	  their	  access	  to,	  or	  progress	  in	  their	  program.	  AAC	  
devices	  and	  supports	  can	  be	  part	  of	  that	  discussion	  for	  assis/ve	  technology.	  	  The	  
basic	  standard	  to	  be	  met	  with	  regard	  to	  communica/on	  is	  whether	  or	  not	  the	  
student	  needs	  assis/ve	  technology	  (AT)	  to	  receive	  FAPE.	  Once	  a	  decision	  is	  made	  that	  
AT	  is	  needed,	  the	  equipment,	  services	  and	  supports	  are	  provided	  by	  the	  school	  at	  no	  
cost	  to	  the	  family.	  The	  law	  refers	  to	  any	  technology	  needed	  to	  allow	  a	  student	  to	  
receive	  FAPE,	  not	  only	  communica/on	  technology.	  
	  
So,	  in	  short,	  IDEA	  2004	  allows	  individuals	  with	  disabili/es	  that	  need	  AAC	  or	  AT	  
devices	  a	  venue	  to	  access	  them,	  through	  the	  IEP	  process.	  
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The	  school	  district	  must	  answer	  four	  specific	  ques/ons	  when	  determining	  whether	  
assis/ve	  technology	  including	  AAC	  devices	  is	  educa/onally	  necessary	  for	  a	  student:	  
	  
1.	  Is	  the	  provision	  of	  an	  assis/ve	  technology	  device	  or	  service	  essen/al	  for	  the	  
student	  to	  receive	  FAPE?	   	  	  
2.	  Is	  an	  assis/ve	  technology	  device	  or	  service	  necessary	  for	  the	  student	  to	  be	  
educated	  within	  the	  least	  restric/ve	  environment?	  	  	  
3.	  Are	  the	  assis/ve	  technology	  devices	  and/or	  services	  a	  necessary	  related	  service?	  

	  	  
4.	  Given	  assis/ve	  technology	  service	  and/or	  devices,	  will	  the	  person	  with	  disabili/es	  
have	  access	  to	  school	  programs	  and	  ac/vi/es?	  	   	  	  
	  
These	  ques/ons	  address	  the	  student’s	  right	  to	  par/cipate	  like	  other	  students	  in	  their	  
school.	  Technology	  for	  communica/on	  goes	  a	  long	  way	  in	  accomplishing	  this.	  
	  
So	  let’s	  clarify	  what	  these	  ques/ons	  really	  mean.	  We	  have	  talked	  about	  FAPE	  being	  
the	  free	  and	  appropriate	  public	  educa/on	  required	  by	  IDEA	  2004.	  Now	  let’s	  talk	  
about	  what	  Least	  Restric/ve	  Environment	  or	  LRE	  means.	  LRE	  is	  usually	  defined	  as	  the	  
general	  educa/on	  classroom	  –	  the	  environment	  that	  is	  the	  most	  natural	  for	  the	  
individual	  at	  their	  age.	  So	  essen/ally	  that	  ques/on	  is	  –	  what	  types	  of	  supports	  in	  the	  
area	  of	  assis/ve	  technology	  would	  promote	  the	  most	  independence	  in	  the	  school	  
environment	  for	  the	  individual	  –	  what	  supports	  are	  essen/al?	  Finally,	  let’s	  talk	  about	  
what	  a	  “related	  service”	  is	  with	  regard	  to	  special	  educa/on	  and	  IDEA	  2004.	  Related	  	  
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Federal	  law	  defines	  “assis/ve	  technology	  services”	  and	  iden/fies	  the	  following	  as	  
responsibili/es	  of	  the	  school	  district:	  

•	  Evalua/ng	  the	  need	  for	  AT:	  	  using	  a	  team	  approach	  gather	  informa/on	  from	  those	  
who	  know	  the	  individual	  best	  and	  making	  referral	  to	  specialists	  when	  ques/ons	  
remain.	  

•	  Obtaining/acquiring	  the	  device:	  	  a	  combina/on	  of	  resources	  may	  be	  used,	  including	  
Medicaid	  or	  family	  insurance.	  	  Once	  the	  need	  is	  determined,	  the	  boCom	  line	  is	  that	  
the	  school	  district	  must	  provide.	  

•	  Training	  family	  and	  student	  to	  use	  the	  device	  /	  •	  Training	  for	  professionals:	  	  	  if	  all	  
know	  how	  to	  customize	  and	  use	  the	  AAC	  system,	  the	  messages	  can	  be	  current	  and	  
meaningful.	  

•	  Coordina/ng	  therapies,	  interven/ons,	  or	  services:	  	  this	  is	  about	  making	  the	  AAC	  
system	  part	  of	  all	  other	  services	  

•	  Maintenance,	  repair,	  and	  replacement	  as	  needed	  :	  	  no	  maCer	  who	  
purchased	  the	  system,	  it	  is	  the	  school	  district’s	  responsibility	  to	  	  
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Assis/ve	  technology	  to	  support	  communica/on	  is	  called	  AAC	  which	  stands	  for	  
Augmenta/ve	  or	  Alterna/ve	  Communica/on.	  	  
	  
A	  primary	  purpose	  of	  AAC	  is	  suppor/ng	  or	  augmen(ng	  the	  effec'veness	  of	  an	  
individual’s	  ability	  to	  communicate	  through	  their	  exis/ng	  methods	  of	  
communica/on.	  The	  exis/ng	  methods	  may	  be	  efficient	  and	  effec/ve	  with	  some	  
communica/on	  partners	  in	  certain	  situa/ons	  but	  not	  effec/ve	  in	  others.	  	  For	  
example,	  a	  child	  with	  cerebral	  palsy	  may	  produce	  speech	  that	  is	  understood	  by	  family	  
and	  friends	  but	  poses	  great	  difficulty	  for	  those	  who	  are	  less	  familiar	  with	  the	  person.	  
Therefore,	  the	  child’s	  speech	  must	  be	  augmented	  by	  an	  addi/onal	  method	  in	  order	  
to	  be	  understood	  by	  the	  unfamiliar	  partners	  as	  well.	  
	  
For	  other	  individuals	  who	  are	  non-‐verbal,	  the	  AAC	  system	  may	  serve	  an	  alterna've	  
func/on	  in	  that	  it	  becomes	  the	  primary	  and	  perhaps	  only	  means	  of	  communica/on.	  It	  
is	  considered	  an	  alterna/ve	  means	  of	  communica/on	  because	  verbal	  speech	  is	  not	  
being	  used	  or	  is	  not	  the	  primary	  means	  of	  communica/on.	  
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AAC	  does	  not	  refer	  to	  any	  one	  specific	  method	  of	  communica/on.	  Nor	  does	  it	  imply	  
that	  an	  individual	  will	  adopt	  a	  single	  method	  of	  communica/on.	  Instead,	  it	  is	  best	  to	  
think	  about	  AAC	  as	  a	  system	  composed	  of	  different	  modes	  of	  communica/on	  used	  
together	  by	  individuals	  to	  meet	  daily	  communica/on	  demands.	  Any	  par/cular	  one	  or	  
combina/on	  of	  AAC	  methods	  may	  be	  called	  for,	  depending	  on	  the	  circumstances.	  
	  
FACILITATOR,	  PLEASE	  ASK	  THE	  PARTICIPANTS	  THE	  FOLLOWING	  QUESTIONS	  
(AUDIENCE	  PARTICIPATION	  TIME):	  
	  
How	  does	  your	  child/youth/adult	  with	  a	  disability	  tell	  you:	  	  
•  That	  they	  want	  something?	  	  
•  That	  he	  or	  she	  doesn’t	  want	  something?	  
•  That	  he	  or	  she	  does	  not	  feel	  well?	  	  
•  That	  he	  or	  she	  wants	  to	  do	  something?	  
FACILITATOR	  –	  USE	  A	  CHART	  OR	  BOARD	  TO	  WRITE	  THE	  ANSWERS	  SO	  THAT	  ALL	  CAN	  
SEE	  
	  
FACILITATOR	  -‐	  Point	  out	  the	  variety	  of	  ways	  our	  children	  communicate.	  	  
	  
AAC	  incorporates	  the	  individual's	  full	  communica/on	  abili/es	  and	  may	  include	  any	  
exis/ng	  speech	  or	  vocaliza/ons,	  gestures,	  manual	  signs,	  and	  communica/on	  systems	  
or	  devices.	  The	  boCom	  line	  is	  to	  empower	  the	  individual	  to	  use	  every	  mode	  possible	  
to	  communicate.	  
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FACILITATOR	  -‐	  Ask	  par/cipants:	  
"why	  should	  you	  use	  AAC?"	  
-‐	  write	  answers	  so	  all	  can	  see	  	  	  
-‐	  compare	  with	  the	  slide	  bullets	  
	  
AAC	  can	  make	  the	  difference:	  

Between	  joining-‐in	  and	  siung	  
on	  the	  sidelines	  watching	  

Between	  interac/ng	  and	  just	  
listening-‐in	  
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So	  who	  can	  benefit	  from	  the	  use	  of	  AAC?	  	  
AAC	  is	  for	  anyone	  whose	  present	  methods	  of	  communica/on	  limit	  the	  quan/ty	  or	  
quality	  of	  their	  interac/ons	  with	  others.	  	  A	  child	  does	  not	  have	  to	  be	  non-‐verbal	  to	  
benefit	  from	  AAC.	  Some	  students	  speak,	  but	  their	  speech	  is	  so	  difficult	  to	  understand	  
they	  need	  help	  in	  geung	  their	  message	  across.	  	  There	  are	  no	  pre-‐requisite	  skills	  for	  
AAC.	  	  You	  can	  start	  with	  an	  individual	  any	  age	  or	  developmental	  level.	  

12	  



Some	  people	  are	  afraid	  that	  use	  of	  a	  communica/on	  device	  will	  limit	  the	  
development	  of	  speech.	  It	  is	  a	  common	  misconcep/on	  that	  the	  device	  will	  replace	  
the	  individual's	  desire	  to	  produce	  verbal	  speech.	  	  	  
	  
Quite	  the	  contrary	  -‐	  as	  shown	  in	  Millar	  &	  Light's	  research	  regarding	  the	  effects	  of	  AAC	  
on	  subsequent	  uses	  of	  speech.	  	  Their	  study	  showed	  that	  AAC	  facilitates	  speech	  in	  
individuals	  with	  a	  broad	  array	  of	  disabili/es.	  	  
	  
An	  extensive	  review	  of	  common	  myths	  and	  fears	  associated	  with	  using	  AAC	  with	  
young	  children	  is	  available	  from	  the	  YAAK	  website	  which	  is	  listed	  under	  Internet	  
Resources	  on	  your	  handout.	  
	  

13	  



As	  we	  delve	  deeper	  into	  the	  concept	  of	  language	  representa/on	  –	  let’s	  take	  a	  
moment	  to	  review	  some	  of	  the	  terms	  that	  are	  frequently	  encountered	  in	  the	  area	  of	  
augmenta/ve	  and	  alterna/ve	  communica/on.	  	  
	  
AAC	  devices	  that	  have	  speech	  output	  are	  some/mes	  referred	  to	  as	  a	  VOCA,	  (voice	  
output	  communica/on	  aid)	  or	  in	  the	  medical	  world	  –	  as	  an	  SGD	  (speech	  genera/ng	  
device).	  AAC	  devices	  may	  have	  digi/zed	  (recorded)	  and/or	  have	  synthe/c	  voice	  
features.	  Synthesized	  speech	  is	  also	  referred	  to	  as	  computer-‐generated	  speech.	  

14	  



When	  discussing	  communica/on,	  you	  will	  also	  find	  that	  many	  terms	  are	  used	  to	  
describe	  types	  of	  communica/on.	  We	  will	  review	  what	  each	  of	  these	  terms	  mean	  in	  
this	  next	  sec/on	  of	  the	  presenta/on.	  
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Gestures	  are	  the	  most	  natural	  communica/on	  that	  a	  developing	  child	  uses	  and	  they	  
are	  generally	  understood	  by	  all.	  
Reaching	  for	  something	  on	  a	  shelf	  or	  poin/ng	  to	  an	  object	  is	  easily	  interpreted.	  
Gestures	  are	  natural,	  they	  can	  be	  universal,	  like	  poin/ng,	  but	  can	  also	  be	  quite	  
limited.	  For	  example,	  when	  an	  individual	  is	  poin/ng	  at	  something	  on	  a	  cluCered	  desk,	  
it	  can	  be	  difficult	  to	  dis/nguish	  exactly	  what	  he	  or	  she	  really	  wants.	  	  
	  
Sign	  language	  is	  an	  efficient	  way	  of	  communica/ng	  and	  can	  be	  simple	  or	  highly	  
complex.	  Signs	  are	  "symbolic”:	  	  a	  movement	  of	  the	  hands	  that	  represents	  something	  
else.	  	  It	  is	  a	  visual	  system	  for	  children	  who	  are	  strong	  in	  this	  modality.	  One	  limita/on	  
is	  that	  people	  need	  to	  know	  sign	  language	  to	  be	  able	  to	  communicate	  with	  the	  
individual	  using	  it.	  	  	  
Nevertheless,	  sign	  language	  is	  ocen	  used	  effec/vely	  to	  start	  a	  child	  communica/ng,	  
even	  if	  they	  can	  hear	  just	  fine.	  
	  
With	  both	  gestures	  and	  sign	  language,	  the	  "communica/on	  system"	  needs	  no	  
baCeries,	  can't	  be	  lost	  and	  is	  always	  with	  them!	  
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Objects	  can	  be	  used	  for	  clearly	  communica/ng,	  "this	  is	  what	  I	  want".	  	  There	  can	  be	  a	  
bit	  of	  symbolic	  understanding	  with	  some	  objects,	  where	  a	  television	  remote	  can	  be	  
used	  to	  indicate,	  "I	  want	  to	  watch	  t.v.".	  
Objects	  are	  especially	  good	  for	  visually	  impaired	  children	  who	  can	  use	  the	  sense	  of	  
touch	  to	  find	  the	  object	  and	  message	  they	  want.	  	  	  
Object	  systems	  are	  some/mes	  used	  by	  students	  with	  severe	  cogni/ve	  challenges	  
because	  they	  are	  a	  very	  concrete	  representa/on	  of	  the	  message.	  
Objects	  are	  only	  good	  for	  a	  limited	  number	  of	  messages	  since	  sor/ng	  and	  finding	  
what	  you	  want	  can	  quickly	  become	  impossible	  with	  a	  large	  set.	  
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Pictures	  symbols	  are	  used	  to	  represent	  language	  in	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  ways.	  They	  can	  
be	  actual	  photographs	  of	  the	  object,	  a	  line	  drawing	  or	  commercial	  symbol	  sets	  such	  
as	  the	  Picture	  Communica/on	  Symbols	  (PCS)	  commonly	  found	  in	  the	  Boardmaker	  
socware	  and	  materials.	  	  Boardmaker	  is	  a	  program	  put	  out	  by	  Mayer	  Johnson	  and	  
produces	  pictures	  like	  those	  seen	  on	  this	  slide.	  
	  
The	  determina/on	  of	  which	  type	  of	  picture	  symbols	  to	  use	  depends	  on	  the	  individual.	  	  
Some	  will	  be	  able	  to	  generalize	  that	  a	  round,	  red	  PCS	  symbol	  means	  apple	  while	  
others	  will	  require	  a	  more	  concrete	  representa/on	  of	  the	  apple	  as	  shown	  in	  the	  
digital	  picture	  near	  the	  top	  of	  the	  slide.	  	  	  
S/ll	  others	  will	  be	  able	  to	  make	  the	  associa/on	  with	  a	  black	  and	  white	  outline	  of	  an	  
apple.	  	  
	  
Another	  type	  of	  picture	  symbols	  is	  known	  as	  minspeak	  symbols	  and	  their	  use	  requires	  
the	  ability	  to	  understand	  that	  one	  symbol	  can	  mean	  many	  different	  things.	  	  So	  the	  
apple	  could	  mean	  apple,	  or	  eat,	  or	  food	  or	  hungry	  depending	  on	  other	  symbols	  with	  
which	  it	  is	  associated.	  	  
	  
Again,	  the	  important	  thing	  to	  keep	  in	  mind	  is	  the	  match	  between	  the	  individual	  and	  
the	  type	  of	  picture	  representa/on	  that	  best	  works	  for	  them.	  
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FACILITATOR	  -‐	  Picture	  Selec'on	  Ac'vity:	  	  
	  
Given	  that	  students	  using	  picture	  communica/on	  boards	  ocen	  have	  limited	  reading	  
skills,	  this	  is	  how	  the	  board	  might	  appear	  to	  them.	  
	  
Can	  you	  iden/fy	  the	  exact	  message	  that	  each	  of	  these	  symbols	  is	  intended	  to	  convey?	  
	  
Give	  par/cipants	  sheet	  of	  pictures	  (PICTURE	  LABEL	  ACTIVITY	  IN	  HANDOUTS).	  	  Have	  
them	  work	  with	  a	  partner	  to	  write	  the	  label	  on	  each	  
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FACILITATOR - Compare	  par'cipants	  labels	  with	  this	  slide.	  	  	  Discuss.	  
	  
How	  did	  you	  do?	  
	  
Just	  as	  with	  any	  other	  skill	  that	  is	  being	  taught,	  using	  pictures	  to	  communicate,	  
understanding	  and	  associa/ng	  meaning	  with	  the	  picture	  is	  essen/al	  to	  the	  USE	  of	  the	  
picture.	  	  
It	  is	  our	  belief	  that	  pictures	  look	  "easy"	  to	  us	  because	  we	  are	  aCending	  to	  the	  words	  
and	  reading	  the	  message	  rather	  than	  examining	  the	  pictures	  and	  inferring	  their	  
communica/ve	  intent.	  So	  selec/on	  of	  pictures	  needs	  to	  be	  well	  thought	  out	  –	  what	  
do	  we	  really	  want	  them	  to	  represent?	  Is	  their	  meaning	  something	  that	  others	  will	  
understand	  as	  well?	  
	  
Any	  vocabulary	  and	  pictures	  that	  are	  placed	  in	  an	  AAC	  system	  need	  to	  be	  introduced	  
and	  taught.	  This	  can	  become	  an	  objec/ve	  on	  the	  individual’s	  IEP.	  
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Another	  way	  to	  represent	  language	  is	  through	  leCers	  and	  words.	  If	  a	  student	  is	  able	  
to	  read	  and	  spell,	  they	  will	  ocen	  /mes	  use	  a	  combina/on	  of	  pre-‐programmed	  words	  
and	  phrases	  along	  with	  spelling	  and	  word	  predic/on.	  	  	  
	  
Shown	  here	  is	  a	  word-‐based	  language	  system	  where	  the	  alphabet	  is	  near	  the	  top	  of	  
the	  page	  and	  frequently-‐used	  words	  are	  available	  with	  just	  one	  buCon	  push.	  	  	  
	  
Although	  spelling	  allows	  access	  to	  every	  possible	  word	  a	  person	  might	  want	  to	  say,	  it	  
is	  slower	  than	  selec/ng	  a	  pre-‐programmed	  word	  or	  phrase.	  	  Then	  again,	  if	  only	  pre-‐
programmed	  words	  and	  phrases	  are	  available	  then	  the	  individual	  is	  limited	  by	  only	  
the	  messages	  that	  have	  been	  entered	  for	  his	  or	  her	  use.	  	  
	  
This	  is	  just	  one	  example,	  there	  are	  mul/ple	  devices,	  and	  even	  some	  iPhone	  apps	  that	  
can	  support	  the	  use	  of	  words	  for	  communica/on.	  
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One	  of	  the	  founda/ons	  of	  communica/on	  is	  that	  it	  allows	  access	  to	  people,	  things,	  
informa/on,	  ideas…	  it	  allows	  access	  to	  geung	  wants	  and	  needs	  met.	  For	  some	  
individuals	  no	  maCer	  what	  AT	  or	  AAC	  system	  is	  out	  there,	  their	  disability	  limits	  their	  
access	  to	  that	  system.	  Whether	  the	  disability	  limits	  them	  physically,	  visually,	  or	  in	  any	  
other	  way,	  it	  becomes	  incumbent	  on	  the	  adult,	  or	  peers	  working	  with	  them	  to	  help	  
them	  obtain	  access	  in	  order	  to	  communicate.	  
	  
An	  individual’s	  ability	  to	  access	  the	  messages	  is	  another	  important	  component	  of	  
determining	  the	  most	  appropriate	  communica/on	  system.	  Individuals	  using	  
communica/on	  systems	  need	  to	  be	  able	  to	  find	  and	  send	  their	  messages	  with	  rela/ve	  
ease.	  The	  individual's	  motor	  skills	  will	  affect	  how	  messages	  are	  produced.	  For	  
example,	  sign	  language	  takes	  fine	  motor	  coordina/on	  and	  not	  all	  will	  be	  able	  to	  form	  
the	  hand	  and	  arm	  movements	  accurately	  to	  allow	  this	  method	  of	  communica/on.	  	  
Some	  individuals	  will	  be	  able	  to	  select	  pictures	  easier	  if	  they	  were	  mounted	  on	  a	  
board	  rather	  than	  in	  a	  book.	  	  	  
	  
It	  is	  important	  to	  keep	  the	  most	  frequently-‐used	  messages	  or	  “core	  vocabulary”	  
readily	  available.	  	  The	  layout	  of	  pictures	  in	  this	  “core”	  should	  stay	  the	  same	  so	  that	  
student’s	  paCern	  of	  touching	  pictures	  can	  become	  automa/c.	  
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Selec/ng	  messages	  with	  a	  pointer	  finger	  is	  the	  simplest	  method	  of	  access,	  but	  some	  
do	  not	  have	  the	  motor	  abili/es	  to	  do	  this	  either.	  	  Some	  individuals	  can	  move	  their	  
head	  more	  reliably	  than	  their	  hands	  and	  can	  find	  and	  select	  by	  looking	  at	  the	  
message	  they	  want.	  	  This	  is	  called	  “headpoin/ng”.	  	  In	  “scanning”	  the	  	  AAC	  device	  
highlights	  each	  message	  one	  by	  one	  and	  the	  user	  hits	  a	  switch	  for	  the	  one	  they	  want.	  	  
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	  AAC	  	  is	  not	  only	  high-‐tech	  expensive	  communica/on	  devices.	  	  
There	  are	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  AAC	  devices	  available	  today	  but	  the	  
concept	  of	  AAC	  also	  includes	  no-‐tech	  and	  low-‐tech	  op/ons.	  The	  
AAC	  con/nuum	  ranges	  from	  no-‐tech	  op/ons	  such	  as	  sign	  
language,	  low-‐tech	  op/ons	  such	  as	  picture	  symbol	  sets	  and	  single	  
message	  buCons,	  mid-‐tech	  op/ons	  such	  as	  recorded	  speech	  
devices	  and	  high-‐tech	  computer-‐based	  communica/on	  devices.	  	  
The	  next	  few	  slides	  will	  highlight	  some	  examples	  of	  each.	  
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Here	  are	  some	  examples	  of	  no-‐tech	  AAC	  supports.	  These	  include	  
poin/ng,	  gestures	  and	  sign	  language.	  Ocen	  /mes,	  kids	  will	  use	  
their	  own	  system	  of	  modified	  signs	  or	  vocal	  approxima/ons	  that	  
are	  quite	  effec/ve	  in	  communica/ng	  their	  wants	  and	  needs.	  This	  
is	  a	  great	  strategy	  for	  familiar	  partners	  such	  as	  mom	  and	  dad	  or	  
other	  family	  members.	  
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Low-‐tech	  op/ons	  include	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  picture	  symbols	  and	  
single	  or	  mul/ple	  message	  buCon	  switches.	  The	  buCon	  switch	  
shown	  here	  is	  called	  the	  “BigMack”	  switch.	  It	  is	  commonly	  found	  
in	  the	  school	  environment	  and	  the	  messages	  can	  be	  changed	  very	  
easily	  to	  encourage	  par/cipa/on	  in	  any	  ac/vity.	  	  
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Here	  are	  just	  two	  examples	  of	  sta/c	  display	  devices	  with	  digi/zed	  
speech.	  The	  digi/zed	  speech	  means	  that	  the	  messages	  consist	  of	  
recorded	  human	  speech.	  The	  pictures	  do	  not	  move	  around	  –	  and	  
that	  is	  why	  we	  refer	  to	  them	  as	  sta/c	  display.	  Many	  of	  the	  devices	  
in	  this	  category	  offer	  mul/ple	  levels	  of	  vocabulary.	  Some/mes,	  a	  
new	  level	  of	  vocabulary	  can	  be	  accessed	  by	  turning	  a	  dial	  found	  
on	  the	  back	  of	  the	  device.	  This	  is	  true	  of	  the	  “Tech/Talk”	  device	  
shown	  here.	  Then,	  a	  different	  picture	  overlay	  that	  goes	  with	  the	  
new	  set	  of	  vocabulary	  words	  must	  be	  inserted.	  This	  allows	  several	  
ac/vi/es	  or	  pages	  of	  vocabulary	  to	  be	  pre-‐programmed.	  
Some/mes,	  students	  use	  different	  levels	  of	  vocabulary	  for	  
different	  environments	  –	  one	  page	  for	  home,	  one	  or	  two	  pages	  
for	  school,	  and	  another	  for	  community	  ou/ngs.	  Other	  /mes,	  the	  
vocabulary	  is	  set	  up	  to	  represent	  different	  ac/vi/es	  –	  one	  page	  for	  
music,	  one	  page	  for	  circle	  /me,	  one	  for	  snack,	  etc.	  
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High	  tech	  devices	  can	  be	  stand-‐alone	  AAC	  devices	  -‐	  but	  they	  are	  
ocen	  /mes	  part	  of	  a	  bigger	  computer-‐based	  system.	  These	  
integrated	  systems	  offer	  other	  features	  that	  you	  would	  expect	  to	  
find	  on	  a	  computer	  such	  as	  word	  processing	  capabili/es	  and	  
some/mes	  even	  Internet	  access.	  High	  tech	  devices	  can	  be	  large	  or	  
small.	  They	  usually	  offer	  computer-‐generated	  voices,	  many	  of	  
which	  are	  very	  human-‐like.	  The	  high-‐tech	  devices	  offer	  dynamic	  
display	  proper/es	  which	  means	  that	  pages	  of	  vocabulary	  are	  
electronically	  linked	  to	  the	  category	  buCons.	  The	  number	  of	  pages	  
linked	  are	  limited	  only	  by	  the	  number	  of	  buCons	  on	  a	  page	  and	  
amount	  of	  memory	  in	  the	  device.	  When	  a	  category	  is	  selected,	  the	  
screen	  changes	  to	  vocabulary	  related	  to	  that	  topic.	  So	  for	  
example,	  the	  top	  page	  might	  have	  a	  food	  icon,	  a	  school	  icon	  and	  a	  
games	  icon.	  If	  the	  user	  selects	  the	  food	  icon,	  all	  of	  the	  symbols	  
change	  to	  food	  choices.	  There	  is	  typically	  one	  buCon	  reserved	  for	  
linking	  back	  to	  the	  top	  page.	  
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So	  how	  is	  the	  decision	  made	  about	  which	  AAC	  system	  should	  be	  
used	  by	  an	  individual?	  
	  
There	  is	  no	  standardized	  baCery	  of	  tests	  that	  comprise	  an	  AAC	  
evalua/on,	  but	  several	  principles	  are	  recommended.	  First	  there	  
should	  be	  a	  valid	  assessment	  that	  includes	  ac/vi/es	  that	  bring	  out	  
the	  natural	  communica/on	  behaviors	  from	  the	  individual.	  The	  
team	  (IEP	  or	  other)	  should	  gather	  informa/on	  about	  the	  
individual’s	  communica/on	  needs	  in	  everyday	  rou/nes	  to	  the	  
greatest	  extent	  possible.	  	  
	  
When	  making	  the	  decision,	  (1)	  language	  representa/on	  system,	  
(2)	  how	  language	  will	  be	  used,	  and	  (3)	  how	  it	  will	  be	  accessed	  are	  
three	  important	  things	  to	  consider	  during	  the	  AAC	  assessment.	  	  
	  
Team	  members	  might	  include	  the	  teacher,	  speech	  pathologist,	  
occupa/onal	  or	  physical	  therapists,	  interven/on	  specialist,	  	  
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The	  next	  cri/cal	  step	  is	  to	  perform	  a	  “feature	  match”	  where	  the	  
student’s	  communica/on	  needs	  along	  with	  visual,	  fine	  motor	  and	  
cogni/ve	  abili/es	  are	  matched	  to	  the	  features	  available	  on	  a	  wide	  
variety	  of	  communica/on	  devices.	  This	  en/re	  process	  should	  be	  
the	  result	  of	  coordinated	  team	  input.	  
	  
For	  example,	  a	  student	  might	  relate	  best	  to	  color	  pictures	  that	  are	  
at	  least	  2”	  in	  size,	  but	  can	  only	  visually	  manage	  choosing	  between	  
8	  different	  messages.	  	  This	  person	  is	  also	  mo/vated	  by	  voice-‐
output;	  can	  reach	  and	  touch	  2”	  buCons,	  but	  requires	  a	  keyguard	  
to	  prevent	  him	  from	  bumping	  unwanted	  messages.	  These	  needs	  
can	  then	  be	  matched	  to	  AAC	  devices	  that	  offer	  those	  features.	  
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What	  messages	  should	  be	  included?	  	  
When	  selec/ng	  messages,	  be	  sure	  to	  include	  messages	  that	  are	  
important	  to	  the	  AAC	  user,	  appropriate	  to	  their	  age,	  their	  gender,	  
their	  daily	  lives	  and	  their	  interests	  and	  life	  experiences.	  
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FACILITATOR	  -‐	  Determining	  Appropriate	  Vocabulary	  
	  
Begin	  with	  the	  following	  ac/vity	  to	  create	  a	  communica/on	  
board:	  
•  Draw	  a	  4	  x	  8	  grid	  on	  a	  piece	  of	  paper	  
•  Write	  at	  least	  16	  vocabulary	  items	  into	  your	  grid	  you	  think	  

your	  student/child	  needs	  to	  communicate	  
•  Think	  about	  vocabulary	  that	  is	  "func/onal"	  -‐	  words	  that	  

would	  be	  used	  in	  everyday	  life	  
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FACILITATOR	  -‐	  Look	  at	  the	  vocabulary	  you	  selected.	  What	  did	  you	  
write	  down?	  	  Did	  you	  have	  any	  of	  the	  following?	  
•  eat	  
•  drink	  
•  bathroom	  	  

Frequently,	  eat,	  drink	  and	  bathroom	  are	  among	  the	  first	  
vocabulary	  items	  chosen	  by	  parents	  and	  professionals.	  
Communica/on	  boards	  are	  then	  constructed	  to	  represent	  these	  
messages	  and	  the	  individual	  does	  not	  use	  them.	  The	  individual	  is	  
ocen	  /mes	  accused	  of	  "not	  being	  ready	  for	  a	  communica/on	  
system"	  or	  "not	  liking	  communica/on	  boards"	  and	  they	  abandon	  
the	  idea	  of	  using	  an	  AAC	  system.	  	  Taking	  a	  closer	  look	  at	  this	  
scenario,	  we	  typically	  find	  that	  the	  individual's	  basic	  needs	  such	  as	  
ea/ng,	  drinking	  and	  toile/ng	  are	  taken	  care	  of	  regardless	  of	  
whether	  they	  request	  it	  or	  not.	  Thus,	  the	  individual	  is	  lec	  with	  
liCle	  mo/va/on	  or	  need	  to	  communicate	  these	  messages.	  
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First	  Words	  of	  typically	  developing	  children	  
How	  many	  “things”	  are	  in	  this	  list?	  
Note	  that	  these	  are	  words	  that	  can	  be	  used	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  ways	  to	  
accomplish	  a	  variety	  of	  things.	  
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Think	  of	  things	  the	  individual	  will	  be	  mo/vated	  to	  talk	  about.	  	  The	  
right	  messages	  can	  be	  very	  powerful.	  	  When	  the	  individual	  
experiences	  the	  power	  of	  communica/on,	  he	  will	  soon	  learn	  that	  
he	  can	  impact	  his	  environment.	  	  Appropriate	  messages	  will	  also	  
enable	  the	  individual	  to	  interact	  with	  peers	  -‐	  at	  their	  level.	  	  	  	  
Choose	  messages	  that	  impact	  other	  people	  -‐	  like	  playing	  catch,	  
asking	  to	  be	  spun	  around	  in	  circles	  or	  being	  pushed	  in	  a	  swing.	  	  
Create	  opportuni/es	  for	  the	  communicator	  to	  use	  their	  system	  to	  
play	  and	  have	  fun.	  
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When	  working	  with	  beginning	  communicators,	  think	  of	  ac/vi/es	  
they	  enjoy	  and	  create	  communica/on	  messages	  around	  them.	  
Make	  it	  fun	  and	  allow	  the	  individual	  to	  control	  the	  ac/vity.	  
	  	  
There	  is	  power	  in	  communica/on	  	  
A	  individual	  who	  has	  vocabulary	  which	  allows	  them	  
communica/ve	  power	  feels:	  	  
•  I	  can	  impact	  my	  environment	  through	  what	  I	  say	  
•  I	  can	  play	  and	  have	  fun	  

Think	  of	  the	  fun	  and	  power	  an	  individual	  will	  feel	  when	  using	  a	  
communica/on	  system	  for	  the	  first	  /me	  to	  say:	  
•  Tickle	  me!	  

Rub	  my	  back	  
Chase	  me!	  
Bet	  you	  can't	  catch	  me!	  
Bounce	  me	  up	  and	  down!	  

When	  working	  with	  beginning	  communicators,	  think	  of	  ac/vi/es	  	  
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Some	  of	  the	  exchanges	  we	  have	  every	  day	  are	  fairly	  predictable,	  	  
"Hi,	  how	  are	  you?"	  
"I'm	  fine,	  how	  are	  you?"	  
"Whatcha	  up	  to?"	  
"Nothin'	  much,	  how	  about	  you?"	  
Plan	  messages	  around	  these	  exchanges	  and	  rehearse	  them	  at	  home.	  	  An	  
example	  would	  be	  ordering	  at	  McDonald's.	  	  The	  cashier	  has	  a	  script	  of	  
ques/ons	  to	  ask	  each	  customer	  and	  your	  child	  can	  be	  ready	  with	  the	  
answers.	  	  	  
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AAC	  users	  learn	  language	  the	  same	  way	  typical	  children	  use	  language	  -‐	  through	  natural	  
interac/on	  in	  a	  language	  immersion	  environment.	  
	  
Others	  should	  model	  the	  language	  they	  use	  by	  also	  using	  the	  AAC	  system	  as	  you	  speak.	  
	  
This	  is	  more	  effec/ve	  than	  drill	  and	  teaching	  -‐	  “this	  symbol	  means	  this”	  
This	  type	  of	  modeling	  shows	  how	  the	  symbols	  can	  be	  used	  to	  say	  real	  things	  in	  real	  
situa/ons.	  Children	  learn	  what	  to	  say,	  when	  to	  say	  it	  and	  what	  pictures	  to	  use.	  

	  
AAC	  can	  make	  the	  difference	  between	  joining	  in	  and	  siung	  on	  the	  sidelines	  watching,	  
between	  interac/ng	  and	  just	  listening,	  
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Thank	  you	  for	  your	  par/cipa/on	  today.	  We	  hope	  you	  have	  enjoyed	  this	  presenta/on	  
on	  communica/on	  systems.	  
	  

40	  


