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Statements

• Identity-first (e.g., autistic person)
• Person-first (e.g., person with autism)

Language

• Both terms will be used interchangeably
• Respectful of all attendees and 

stakeholders – right to choose any label

Use During 
the 

Presentation



Agenda

• What is AAC (Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication)?

• Who would benefit from AAC?

• What does the research say about AAC for autistic 
individuals?

• How can I access AAC services, supports, and 
funding?



What is Augmentative 
and Alternative 
Communication 
(AAC)?



Augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC) is:

• an area of research

• an area of clinical practice

• addresses the needs of individuals when speech 
alone cannot meet their communication needs

What is AAC?



What is AAC?

• may or may not 
be the only way 
to communicate



AAC is called ‘augmentative’

when used to supplement, add to, or clarify speech

What is AAC?



AAC is called ‘alternative’

when used in place of speech

What is AAC?



Graphic 
symbols

Development of 
symbol sets for AAC

Assistive Technology 
Law in the US

Increased Funding and Research for 
Technology and AAC

8th Generation 
iPad

1,000s of apps for 
‘autism’

AAC use 
began

Communication boards for 
individuals with severe 

challenges

1920

1970

Sign Language
Used in the Deaf 

community

1960

Dynavox
Touch screen, 

dynamic display, 
integrated word and 
grammar prediction 

2000

1990

2021

Autism specific apps 
backed by research
Only 15 that target language skills & 
only 4 that are researched for AAC 

GoTalk Now, Proloquo2Go, 
Sonoflex, Linggo

2020

Technology to 
convey emotions

Artificial Intelligence

Electronic 
device

Patient Operated Selector 
Mechanism

1950

Speech 
Generation

Microphones & speech 
synthesis developed

1971

Blissymbols
Developed in Toronto

1980

PECS
Developed for 

children with Autism

1985

iPad launch
affordable, publicly 

available

2015

2010

~150 Apps
For AAC purposes

History of AAC

initial diagnostic category for Autism (throughout the 80s there were only 3 
– 4 in 10,000 individuals diagnosed with Autism)



The Future of AAC

The Future of AAC

Commalla AAC Study of non-speaking Individuals

https://commallamit.wixsite.com/commalla/potential-participants


Types of AAC – Unaided Systems

• Unaided systems do not require any tools or materials

– Gestures

– Vocalizations

– Touch

– Body Language

– Facial Expressions

 Formal unaided systems

– American Sign Language

– Fingerspelling

– Sign Languages (Sign English, Signed English, Signed Exact English I and 
II, Key-Word Signing, Makaton signs, British Sign Language, etc.)

https://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/american-sign-language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fingerspelling
https://www.signingexactenglish.com/?pageid=2
https://www.makaton.org/aboutMakaton/
https://www.british-sign.co.uk/what-is-british-sign-language/


• A system where some type of physical object or 
device is used:

– symbols, pictures, photos

– communication boards, communication binders or 
books  

• Divided into:

– Low- or light-technology (printed material)

– Mid-tech (device but not complex, static display)

– High-tech (complex electronic device)

Types of AAC – Aided Systems



Concrete / Easy to Understand

Abstract / Difficult to Understand

Materials:
• real objects
• miniature objects
• photos
• partial objects 
• coloured pictures
• black & white pictures
• line drawings (outline)
• Braille
• abstract symbols 

(Blissymbolics, Makaton 
symbols)

Types of AAC – Aided Systems



Picture Exchange Communication 
System (PECS) 

Types of AAC – Aided Systems

Flip’n Talk 
Communication system

https://pecs-canada.com/
https://goboardmaker.com/products/flip-n-talk-small-kit


VOCA-Pen
GoTalk 20+

NOVA-CHAT Eyespeak

wego

BIGmack 
Communicator

Types of AAC – Aided Systems

https://www.zygo-usa.com/usa/index.php/36-support/support/83-support-downloads5
https://www.schoolhealth.com/attainment-gotalk-20?gclid=Cj0KCQjwv-DaBRCcARIsAI9sba8wIvUuIz9yNoCc7yVBED_UGhakwqUDmnJl1I4HTLNrf9WRpNn26IAaAnJbEALw_wcB
https://www.talktometechnologies.com/pages/nova-chat-speech-generating-device
https://www.talktometechnologies.com/pages/eyespeak
https://www.talktometechnologies.com/pages/wego-10a-wego-7a-speech-generating-devices
https://www.especialneeds.com/bigmack-communicator.html?m=Abstract&ne_ppc_id=600915982&gclid=Cj0KCQjwv-DaBRCcARIsAI9sba-uM6961HNif3d9gIm9ALb2iEnLFsweDvEfLC-NNBw3UWezGUQGmnIaAhaAEALw_wcB


Types of AAC – Aided Systems

Cough Drop

Zygo

DynaVox

https://www.mycoughdrop.com/
https://www.zygo-usa.com/usa/index.php/our-products/augmentative-devices/dynamic-display
https://ca.tobiidynavox.com/


LAMP Words For Life

Types of AAC – Aided Systems

Linggo

Proloquo2Go

https://aacapps.com/
https://www.linggo.com/
https://www.assistiveware.com/products/proloquo2go


Who would 
benefit from 
AAC?



Goal of AAC

The primary goal of the field of AAC is 

supporting the communication and 

participation of individuals with complex 

communication needs
– (McNaughton and Light, 2015)

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.3109/07434618.2015.1099736


Who would benefit from AAC?

• Approximately 25%-50% of individuals with 

autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) remain 

minimally verbal throughout their lives, with 

little or no functional speech
(Rose et al., 2016, Brignell et al., 2018)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27120989/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6516977/


The prevalence of autism spectrum disorder is 1 in 66
(Canadian Public Health Agency of Canada, 2019)

Who would benefit from AAC?



- of these children will never develop functional speech 
(Brignell et a., 2018, Kasari et al., 2014)

Who would benefit from AAC?



These children are strong candidates for AAC 

Who would benefit from AAC?

- of individuals diagnosed with autism



Who would benefit from AAC?

If communication isn’t functional (independent and clear), 
frustration and challenging behaviours can develop.



What does the 
research say?



What does the research say?

Speech Generating Devices (SGDs)

• Large effect for the use of SGDs (although very few 
studies with individuals with autism)

• Not a manualized intervention

• Most common (and greatest effect) was for requesting 
only

• Additional studies needed to determine effect on social 
skills, academics, and challenging behaviours



• Overall, there appears to be a significant preference for 
SGDs over other types of AAC (PECS, sign language)

• Not sure of the ‘why’ but there is a definite preference

 individual’s right to self-determination

What does the research say?



• AAC intervention alone may not help speech develop for 
individuals with limited speech imitation skills
(Gevarter et al, 2013; Schlosser and Wendt, 2008) 

• For those with limited speech imitation skills, the addition of 
intervention components that target speech sound 
development may be necessary to see speech gains 
(Brady et al., 2015; Gevarter et al, 2016)

• Behavioural methods such as differential reinforcement, 
reinforcer delay, and speech imitation prompting may be 
required in order to maintain previous speech and/or 
increase speech during SGD use
(Gevarter et al, 2016)

What does the research say?

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0891422213004113
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/6c0d/5761c8e035f25c514dd1bef34c7ab838e32f.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4619181/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/jaba.270
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/jaba.270


• With increasing media coverage and pressure by parents to 
obtain the latest technology for their child, the balance 
between client satisfaction and professional ethics becomes 
more difficult 

• However, speech-language pathologists and behaviour 
analysts must follow their professional standards and ethical 
obligations to evaluate the effectiveness of their 
services and of any technology, materials, and/or 
products recommended and to provide services or 
products only when benefit can reasonably be 
expected.

What does the research say?



• Not exactly
• But it does not guarantee that speech will 

development either

AAC will not hinder speech 
development

• But a learner needs to have good visual skills
• There is some benefit to having good matching & 

comprehension skills so that your child can focus 
on learning a new communication system

Children don’t need to match 
pictures or receptively identify 

pictures before using AAC

• A good question to ask yourself is, “Why would you 
not want to consider a students’ current skills 
when evaluating appropriate AAC systems 
support?”

Children do not have to start 
with low-tech systems before 

SGD. 

• There is no research that supports no pre-
requisite skills for high tech AAC – there was no 
tech when the field of AAC started

There are no cognitive or 
behavioral pre-requisites to 

SGD use

What does the research say?

Current Beliefs What the current research actually tells us



• Lorah et al. (2015) underscore the point that, 

“the research is not about “iPads® as SGDs” but 
rather [it] is about the combination of hardware, 
software, and training protocols.  All three must 
work together to provide support for the 
individuals…”

What does the research say?

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Elizabeth_Lorah/publication/268792551_A_Systematic_Review_of_Tablet_Computers_and_Portable_Media_Players_as_Speech_Generating_Devices_for_Individuals_with_Autism_Spectrum_Disorder/links/5475d8c50cf245eb43711407/A-Systematic-Review-of-Tablet-Computers-and-Portable-Media-Players-as-Speech-Generating-Devices-for-Individuals-with-Autism-Spectrum-Disorder.pdf


How can I access 
AAC services, 
supports, and 
funding?



Accessing AAC services, supports, & funding?

• Familiarity with 
hardware

• Experience with 
various apps / 
software

• ‘First language’ 
acquisition

• Parent training

• Intensity required

• Current skills –
visual, motor, 
imitation

• Speech 
development

• Are they an ADP 
approved provider?

• With AAC and 
autism

Expertise Assessment

Technology 
ExpertiseTeaching



Accessing AAC services, supports, & funding?

Funding

• Assistive Devices Program 
(ADP) – communication aids

• Ontario Autism Program 
(OAP)
– One Time Interim Funding 
– Core Clinical Services 

(with a prescription letter)

• Education – Specialized 
Equipment Amount (SEA) 
claim

https://www.ontario.ca/page/communication-aids
https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-autism-program-interim-one-time-funding
https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-autism-program-guidelines-core-clinical-services-and-supports#section-3
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj-oNuwvtb7AhUxlIkEHay7CNkQFnoECA8QAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Ffiles.ontario.ca%2Fedu-2223-sea-guidelines-en-2022-03-18.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1VZJ5c5NrjR0I5c1dPEY8z


Questions?
Upcoming Sessions:

Part 2:  Assessment and Prerequisite           
Skills
• Jan. 25th – 12:30pm – 1pm

Part 3:  Goal Setting
• Feb. 8th - 12:30pm – 1pm

Part 4:  Introducing and Teaching
• Feb. 22nd – 12:30pm – 1pm

Part 5:  Problem Solving and 
Generalization
• March 9th – 12:30pm – 1pm

Part 1 available on demand.



Feedback Survey

• Please answer each question in the survey
• The questions include items with:

– A Likert scale (i.e., a 5-point scale with a range of 
responses)

– Selecting only one answer (single answer)
– Selecting all answers that might apply (multiple selections)
– Text boxes where you type your answer

Absolutely 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree Neutral Somewhat 

agree
Absolutely

agree
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Contact Us

Phone: 416-246-9592
Toll Free: 1-800-472-7789
www.autismontario.com

@autismontarioprovincial

@autismontario

linkedin.com/company/autism-ontario

@autismONT

youtube.com/user/autismontario

@autismeontarioprovincial

https://www.autismontario.com/contact-us-AO
https://twitter.com/AutismONT
https://www.instagram.com/autismontario/
https://www.facebook.com/autismontarioprovincial
https://www.linkedin.com/company/autism-ontario
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCCE-J1QunPs0t3F3sZxkS_Q
https://www.facebook.com/autismontarioprovincial
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