
For those with communication deficits, augmenta-
tive and alternative communication (AAC) devices 
are an excellent option that can help them con-
nect. Whether acting as a supplement to existing 
speech or replacing speech that is not functional, 
AAC devices build off of all forms of communication 
that are not oral speech — such as facial expres-
sions, gestures, symbols, pictures or writing — to 
help those with significant speech and language 
difficulties express themselves.

AAC devices achieve this through a variety of low-
tech and high-tech means, ranging from what the 
American Speech-Language Hearing Association 
(ASHA) classifies as unaided communication sys-
tems — which, “rely on the user’s body to convey 
messages” — to aided communication systems, 
which, “require the use of tools or equipment in 
addition to the user’s body.”

The United States Society for Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication has a similar differentia-
tion, defining low-tech AAC devices as those “that do 
not need batteries, electricity or electronics to meet 
the user’s communication needs.” Meanwhile, high-
tech AAC aids, “are electronic devices that permit the 
storage and retrieval of messages, many of which 
allow the use of speech output,” — which are also 
called Speech Generating Devices (SGDs) or Voice 
Output Communication Aids (VOCAs).

While one might assume that it is only the more 
complicated, technical devices that require a learn-
ing curve and have an involved adaptation process, 
the reality is that making up for any communication 
deficit can take time — the goal is clear, effective 
communication and that isn’t something that comes 
instantly, regardless of the means being used.

GETTING UP TO SPEED
The Statewide Assistive Technology, Augmentative 
and Alternative Communication (SWAAAC) organi-
zation in Colorado offers many great resources for 
the process of adapting to the use of AAC aids and 
devices — and specifically addresses how speech-

language pathologists and therapists can assist 
their clients and students until their communica-
tion improves. 

In, “AAC Basics and Implementation: How to Teach 
Students who ‘Talk with Technology,’” Paul Visvader 
MA CCC-SLP from the Assistive Technology Team, 
Boulder Valley School District in Boulder, Colorado 
outlines the full “toolbox” of AAC aids and how 
best to teach clients (and students in particular) 
how they can use these various technologies to 
augment whatever speech and communication 
abilities they possess. 

While substantial time and effort goes into the 
process of determining which AAC device(s) will 
be most effective and beneficial to particular clients, 
Visvader offers general guidelines for AAC imple-

mentation which span most, if not all, aids. 

“Perhaps the most important general principle,” 
according to Visvader, “is to, as much as possible, 
set up ‘communicative temptations’ into the stu-
dent’s routine. This can be difficult at first, since our 
natural tendency as educators and caregivers is to 
help him/her out as much as possible and save him/
her any trouble.”

Among these communicative temptations and 

prompts, he includes:
n Time Delay — Preferred items or activities are 

present but access is delayed until s/he makes 
a request.

n Missing Item — An item needed for a preferred 
activity is missing.

n Blocked Response (interrupted behavior 
chain) — Momentarily blocking a response or 
interrupting an ongoing activity.

n Verbal Prompt-Free Strategy — A symbol is 
placed near the student (with no accompanying 
prompt or explanation) and if s/he touches it 
intentionally or not, the item is provided.

n Incomplete Presentation — His/her initial 
request is followed by a partial presentation of 
the requested item (only part of a puzzle, for 
example)

n Delayed Assistance — Needed assistance is 
delayed until s/he makes a request.

n Wrong Item Format — S/he is given the wrong 
referent (activity or item) and needs to repair the 
mistake.

Since AAC devices primarily use various symbols —
such as those on a keyboard — and other non-verbal 

actions and there is such a wide variety, Visvader 
stresses that there is no “one-size-fits-all” approach 
to AAC. 

“Bottom line, there are various approaches to choos-
ing, displaying, and organizing AAC system symbols 
and vocabulary, but there is no one ‘right way’ for 
all situations.”
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