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Opening the Doors of Communication

Communication is important to all of us. Communication allows us to share thoughts and ideas, build relation-
ships and express our needs. We communicate in many ways—through gestures, body language, writing, and
speaking to each other.

Most people communicate verbally, without giving much thought to the process, but others may struggle to
effectively communicate with others. The ability to express oneself affects behavior, learning, and sociability.
When children are unable to communicate, they often become frustrated and overwhelmed. A toddler’s anger
when his parents cannot understand what he wants illustrates the situation.

Fortunately, augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) offers individuals with disabilities a voice. AAC
refers to all forms of communication that enhance or supplement speech and writing. AAC tries to compensate,
temporarily or permanently, for significant disabilities affecting speech, language, and writing.

AAC includes technology ranging from simple techniques to complicated devices. It includes pointing to pic-
tures, objects or symbols; using sign language or body language; and eye-gazing (following cues given by the
eyes), as well as talking switches, communication devices, and computers. When combined, these methods may
help develop language for individuals who do not speak, those who cannot speak clearly, or those who cannot
express their ideas so that others can understand them.

Picture Symbols and Gestures

Parents and teachers have long used simple strategies to help children express themselves. Simple yet effective
communication strategies may include using gestures or pointing to pictures. These basic forms of communica-
tion can have a major impact on the lives of children with speech and language impairments.

Typically, children who cannot express themselves verbally will use an alternative method such as a communi-
cation board or book. Communication displays can be made of symbols from one of several symbol set libraries,
actual objects, photographs of objects or people around them, or even drawings. The child communicates by
pointing to the pictures or objects placed on the display. Although the method may seem very basic, it is a very
powerful method of communication. By giving a child the ability to make choices, it reduces frustration and
offers a way for the youngster to express him or herself to others.
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Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS), a method of graphic communication, follows a similar concept.
The PECS system aims to introduce effective ways for users to initiate communication by using picture sym-
bols. The PECS uses picture symbols with or without a voice output communication aide (VOCA). It is a mean-
ingful way to foster communication and language for children with disabilities and is relatively simple to imple-
ment.

Yoice Output Communication Aids

The next step in AAC may include using voice output communication aids. VOCAs are typically battery powered
and operate like a simplified tape recorder. Most are the size of a notebook or smaller and have buttons or tar-
get areas for recorded words or short phrases. Most VOCAs use digitized speech, a human voice recorded into
the device.

A symbol or communication overlay (a page of symbols) is placed over the button area. When the user presses
or activates the message button, the VOCA plays a spoken message. If a child wants a cookie, she touches the
symbol for cookie and the pre-recorded phrase “I'd like a cookie” comes from the device. Essentially, the device
acts as the individual’s voice.

Research shows that instead of replacing speech, VOCAs encourage children to develop speech. VOCAs rein-
force language through visual, auditory, and motor techniques, encouraging those who are able, to develop
language and communication.

A study conducted by Diane Millar, Janice Light and Rolf Schlosser, three speech-language pathologists, re-
ported in 1999: “among those who are able, not only was natural speech not inhibited by the use of AAC sys-
tems, but natural speech was more likely to increase through the use of AAC devices.”

Expanding Communication

Once the child has mastered the basics of communication, he or she may need a device with more options and
a higher communication capacity. A device with several message levels is one way of expanding a user’s com-
munication. This gives users the ability to change to another internal memory area (or level), thereby having
access to a new set of messages.
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For example, if a child or an adult working with the child wants to change the level, he or she can turn a knob
to the next level and insert another overlay of picture symbols. The device will automatically go to the pre-re-
corded messages for that level. The convenient feature allows a child to have access to a much broader vocabu-
lary without having continuously to reprogram the device. Some devices have as many as 12 message levels,
allowing the user to expand their vocabulary immensely.

Many AAC users choose high-technology devices. Such devices are computer-based and typically have features
more advanced than the devices previously described. As with multilevel devices, computer-based high-technol-
ogy devices offer a much larger vocabulary to the user. Computer-based devices have a digital/dynamic display
that is interactive with the user. Dynamic means that the display is constantly changing, like a computer
screen. For example, if a child wants to ask for a cookie, she will touch a button or area on the screen labeled
“food.” When that button is pushed, the entire screen changes, and the child’s food choices are displayed. Once
the child has access to her food menu, she can make the desired selection (cookie), press the cookie button, and
the device will say, “I'd like a cookie.”

Because high-tech devices have a dynamic display, they allow the user access to many more messages. How-
ever, the devices can be very expensive and may not be the best choice for some users.

The communication needs of some children may exceed the capacity of a device with digitized speech. Digitized
speech requires a high level of memory, which limits the number of messages the device can provide. Using a
device with digitized speech requires every message to be recorded by a person, thus limiting the users ability to
generate original communication that isn’t pre-recorded. The advantage of digitized speech is it is a human
voice and easier on the ear. Messages and overlays can quickly be changed as the child moves from one activity
to another, because the devices can record repeatedly without problems. Devices with only digitized speech
often tend to be less expensive than those with synthesized speech.

Synthesized speech is computer-generated speech. It sounds like a “computer voice” and is typically available
on higher end or more expensive augmentative devices. The advantage of synthesized speech is it requires less
memory, thus more messages, and the user can create original communication.

These high-tech devices have a dynamic display, synthesized voice output, and are computer-based, but they
also can be multipurpose. A multipurpose communication device offers the user more than just the communi-
cation component. Some high-tech devices can have environmental controls, computer access, or may even be a
fully functioning, portable computer. For example, a child may have a high-tech AAC device and use that very
same device as a portable computer in which she can type papers and do word processing. Instead of using a
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keyboard, the device has a touch-screen and can hook up to a printer. Everything that a regular computer can
do, the multipurpose AAC device can do.

Some children or adults may need a powerful high-tech device that offers a great range of choices, others may
find that too many choices is overwhelming and not practical or needed. Each person is different with unique
communication goals. Therefore it is very important to select a device based on the individuals’ specific needs.
Selecting the right device is a process and should focus on the person first!

Selecting an AAC Device

Selecting the appropriate AAC device is a process. It is important to select a device based on each person’s
communication needs and desires. Some key items to consider when assessing a child for a communication
device include: the method of access, language system, durability and portability, and the flexibility of the de-
vice.

Method of access. Determining the method of access needed for the child is crucial. An individual who cannot
point with fingers might use eye gazing or directing light at symbols. Another individual might press a switch to
advance a dial on a clock-like device, thus pointing to his or her choice of messages. The method an individual
uses to communicate is unique to his or her specific needs and affects the use of assistive technology. If a child
uses a switch or light pointer for access, he or she needs a device that will accept the signal from the switch or
light beam and will scan if needed. For children with visual needs, the target areas must be large enough for
young children to distinguish between them and activate the device. The child must also be able to apply suffi-
cient pressure to activate the device. Some children may need special adaptations such as a keyguard to posi-
tion their hands and isolate their finger for access. Each child is unique and has needs to keep in mind while
choosing an appropriate access method.

Language systems. There are many different language systems to consider for a communication device. As we
have discussed, many newer or beginning users need picture communication symbols, Mayer-Johnson’s Picture
Communication Symbols (PCS) is one of the most commonly used picture symbol sets. Other symbol sets or
libraries are available and listed in the resource section of this handout. Min Speak is a language system based
on picture symbols. It has its own syntax and grammar system. For those who are literate, there are devices
that use letters and words instead of pictures and come with utilities to make typing faster.
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Durability and portability. Since early childhood classrooms have active children, hard floors, and sand
tables, devices used with young children must have exceptional durability. Portability should also be considered
for people who move from one space to another for various activities. It may be necessary to mount a device on
a wheelchair or walker. Remember that the children need to take their “voices” wherever they go.

Flexibility. As the child becomes more proficient in using the device, it may be necessary to increase the num-
ber of choices he or she is able to make with it. It is sometimes possible to upgrade a device instead of buying
another. The ability to upgrade saves money and saves the user from having to adjust to and learn another
device.

Strateaies for Implementing an AAC Device

Developing a strategy to implement an AAC device into the child’s environment is another integral part of the
selection process. Once the device is chosen, the child must learn how to use it in her day-to-day activities.
Parents and professionals should be trained and allowed sufficient time to learn the new device so they can
assist the child. The following is a list of strategies used for implementation.

Provide a supportive environment. Children and young adults need a safe place to learn, practice, and experi-
ment with language—a place where all forms of communication are welcomed and encouraged. Teachers, ser-
vice providers, and parents should work together to develop new ways to communicate with the children. The
adults need to evaluate regularly the child’s needs, capabilities, interests, and experiences so the goals they set
will help the child’s communication progress. Parents, teachers, and service providers are communication part-
ners. They need to “listen” patiently for the child to locate and press (or point to) a desired message.

Challenge the child. Because caregivers and educators sincerely wish to help the child, they frequently meet
the child’s needs before the child has an opportunity to communicate with them. Parents are the first and most
consistent communication partners for their children. Many times parents or caregivers say that they “just
know” what their child needs, and often this is true. But many parents also admit that they frequently have to
play “20 Questions” to pinpoint exactly what the child is trying to say. Unfortunately, the effort to be accommo-
dating and helpful eliminates the child’s opportunity to use their AAC device in an effective manner. It is impor-
tant that adults challenge their children to use their device. A strategy of “pretending to misunderstand” can be
consistently practiced to encourage appropriate communication. By using strategies such as this, the child will
learn to use their AAC device to convey their thoughts and needs through gentle reinforcement.
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Keep communication open among team members. Maintaining teamwork among parents and school person-
nel is vital to the success of the child. The team must develop common goals and consistent strategies to imple-
ment the AAC device successfully in both the child’s home and classroom environments. The team members
must frequently communicate and cooperate so that the home and school goals complement one another.

Take an active role. All team members, or people involved in the child’s life, must be skilled in whatever com-
munication system the child uses. For example, if a child uses a VOCA, the parent or guardian should be able
to use it with the child and know how to program it. Everyone in the child’s life needs to take an active role to
ensure success.

Check IEP/IFSP language. It is important that goals and strategies for the AAC device are clearly written into
the Individualized Education Program (IEP) or Individual Family Service Plan (IFSP) of a child with disabilities.
Language in the IFSP or IEP must be concise enough to guide the process, but broad enough to allow for a
variety of strategies and devices as the child develops greater communication skills. Assistive technology ser-
vices such as professional and parent training must be addressed. The IEP or IFSP should also document a
backup plan and process if the AAC device should develop technical problems.

Try simple strategies first. Teams may begin to help a child develop communication by using low-tech or
inexpensive strategies. Later, as the child’s skill develops, more sophisticated tools may become necessary.
Repetitive phrases, sound effects, songs and jokes can be recorded into a device so the child can interact with
his or her peers in various activities. District technology centers or other organizations may loan such devices
for trial periods. If the child shows improvement with the borrowed equipment, document it. Such data can help
the team acquire funding for a long-term solution for effective communication.

Resources for Picture and Symbol Systems

There are several options for teachers and parents looking for symbols and pictures to use as communication
and learning tools. Following is a list of programs and resources that offer picture symbols.

BoardMalcer by Mayer-Johnson may be the best known of the symbol programs available. BoardMaker is a
graphics database containing more than 3,000 Picture Communication Symbols (PCS). The program allows the
user to easily make communication displays, find and paste pictures into a variety of grids or overlays, and
print in color or black-and-white. Users can also add custom-drawn or scanned pictures to the BoardMalker
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graphics database. The program is available for both Macintosh and Windows platforms. For more information,
visit www.mayerjohnson.com

Free symbols are available from www.dotolearn.com. Users can print the ready-to-use communication tools
directly from the Web site, including one- or two-inch black-and-white picture cards, with or without words, or
full-page black-and-white pictures, with words and schedules, story strips and talking-back cards.

Writing with Symbols 2000 by Inclusive Technology is a word-processing program that allows the user to type
words and have the option of having picture symbols quickly pop in with each word. Users can write in a full
window, or in a grid. There are also built-in writing tools so that users can write by selecting letters, words,
images or any combination from lists and/or grids, more than 5,000 Rebus symbols, more than 3,000 black-
and-white and more than 3,000 colored Mayer-Johnson PCS symbols. The program is available for Windows
only. For more information, visit www.mayerjohnson.com.

Pictograms were created by Subhas C. Maharaj in Canada for use with developmentally delayed individuals and
sold by Zygo. This program provides access to almost 1,000 symbols. Users can access the symbols alphabeti-
cally or by sections. There are six main sections with 46 separate categories that range from emotions, house-
hold items, and action symbols to seasons and the months of the year. The CD is only available for Windows.
Use the program with PC communication software or for making overlays for dedicated devices. For more infor-
mation, visit www.zygo-usa.com/books.htm#Pictogram.

Picture It by Slater Software includes more than 1,850 pictures in both black-and-white and color versions. Add
even more symbols by using clip art or photos. Parents or teachers can type in the text and the program auto-
matically inserts corresponding pictures. This program is available for both Macintosh and Windows. For more
information, visit wwuw.slatersoftware.com.

Picture This... by Silver Lining Multimedia, Inc. contains over 2,700 high-resolution photos. The photos are ideal
to use for creating schedules, games, reading activities, and much, much more. All versions of Picture This...
contain an easy-to-use program that allows you to format photos into various size flash cards with or without
text. You can also create communication boards with different colored borders. In addition, you can easily add
your own words or sentences so that the cards will be tailored to your student’s needs.
wwuw.silverliningmedia.com
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Top Web Sites on Augmentative and Alternative Communication

There are many informative Web sites that offer information about augmentative and alternative communica-
tion devices. Following is a list of some Web sites to visit. Many of these sites offer links to other AAC-related
sites.

www.isaac-online.org The International Society of Augmentative and Alternative Communication offers a
variety of information on their site, including publications, upcoming conferences, links to other resources and
an interactive forum.

http://aac.unl.edu/yaack Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) Connecting Young Kids
(YAACK) is a Web site that covers issues related to AAC and young children. Developed by Ruth Ballinger as her
graduate thesis to provide information and guidance to families, teachers, speech/language pathologists and
anyone else who is involved with a child with special communication needs. The information is easy to under-
stand and practical, and covers a wide range of topics dealing with AAC. Information on AAC-related issues of
children at various ages and stages of communication ability and different strengths, disabilities, and learning
characteristics.

http://aac.unl.edu University of Nebraska-Lincoln site contains easy-to-use, step-by-step tutorials for large
variety of AAC products. Also contains manuscripts, handouts, intervention resources, and information about
speech recognition software and much more about AAC.

www.aacintervention.com The AAC Intervention site is a commercial site that contains information about
AAC products, resources on beginning to use AAC, tips, tricks and cheat sheets, practice exercises and lots of
links.

www.temple.edu/inst_disabilities/ACOLUG/tacolug.html ACOLUG is a listserv created to exchange ideas,
information, and experiences on augmentative communication. By using e-mail, people who use augmentative
communication and their friends and families discuss issues related to augmentative communication, such as
equipment, funding, learning techniques and supports.

www.communicationdisorders.com If you haven’t found what you are looking for about AAC, check here, the
Minnesota State University at Mankato offers lots of information about communication disorders including
discussion forums and electronic newsletters, and contains a list of AAC links.
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www.asha.org The American Speech-Language and Hearing Association (ASHA) site is a resource for ASHA
members, persons interested in information about communication disorders, and for those wanting career and

membership information.

www.creative-comm.com Pati King-DeBaun’s site, is a commercial site for Creative Communications, but also

contains many links and free materials for AAC users.

wwuw.lburkhart.com Linda Burkhart's site contains philosophical theory, instructions for making a talking

switch, many links to vendors, tutorials, and much more.

VYendor Contact Information

Following is a list of contact information for some vendors of the AAC devices listed in this packet. This is not a
comprehensive list of vendors of AAC devices and related tools. For more information, see the list of AAC-related

Web sites.

Ability Research, Inc.

PO Box 1721

Minnetonka, MN 55345-0721

Telephone: 612-939-0121

Fax: 952-890-8393

E-mail: ability@skypoint.com

Web site: www.skypoint.net/members /ability

AbleNet, Inc.

1081 Tenth Avenue SE

Minneapolis, MN 55414-1312
Telephone: 800-322-0956

Telephone: 612-379-0956

Fax: 612-379-9143

E-mail: customerservice@ablenetinc.com
Web site: www.ablenetinc.com

ADAMLAB, LLC

55 East Long Lake Road, Suite 337
Troy, MI 48085

Telephone: (248) 362-9603

Fax: (248) 362-9606

E-mail: customerservice@adamlab.com
Web site: www.adamlab.com

Adaptivation

2225 W 50" Street, Suite 100
Sioux Falls, SD 57105-6525
Telephone: 800-723-2783

Fax: 605-335-4446

E-mail: info@adaptivation.com
Web site: www.adaptivation.com
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Advanced Multimedia Devices Inc.
200 Frank Road

Hicksville, NY 11801

Telephone: 888-353-AMDI

Fax: 516-466-2435

E-mail: samtang@amdi.net

Web site: www.amdi.net

Assistive Technology, Inc.

7 Wells Avenue

Newton, MA 02459

Telephone: 800-793-9227

Fax: 617-641-9191

E-mail: customercare@assistivetech.com
Web site: www.assistivetech.com

Attainment Company Inc.

PO Box 930160

Verona, WI 53593-0160

Telephone: 800-327-4269

Web site: www.attainmentcompany.com/
about.html

Crestwood Company

6625 North Sidney Place

Milwaukee, WI 53209-3259

Telephone: 414-352-5678

Fax: 414-352-5679

E-mail: crestcomm@aol.com

Web site: www.communicationaids.com

Frame Technologies, Inc.
WG681 Pearl Street

Oneida, WI 54155

Telephone: 920-869-2979
E-mail: cframe@netnet.net
Web site: wwuw.frame-tech.com

Mayer-Johnson Company

PO Box 1579

Solana Beach, CA 92075-7579
Telephone: 858-550-0084

Fax: 858-550-0449

E-mail: Mayerd@mayer-johnson.com
Web site: www.mayer-johnson.com

TASH International, Inc.

Unit 1 - 91 Station Street

Ajax, Ontario L1S 3H2 CANADA
Telephone: 800-463-5685
Telephone: 905-686-4129

Fax: 905-686-6895

E-mail: tashcan@aol.com

Web site: www.tash.org







Device Vocabulary Size Message Capacity Scanning Cost Vendor Information
(Y/N)
Virtually Unlimited 25 minutes DynaVox Systems
Dynamo (w/DynaSyms pictures) digital & synthesized Y $2,089 www.dynavoxsys.com
1-800-344-1778
Virtually Unlimited 16MB RAM
MT4 (w/PCS or DynaSyms digital & synthesized Y $6,679 DynaVox Systems
pictures)
DynaWrite Keyboard input Virtually unlimited file Y $3,639 DynaVox Systems
& digital recording time management & storage.
Virtually Unlimited 16 MB RAM
DV4 (w/ PCS or DynaSyms digital & synthesized Y $7,295 DynaVox Systems
pictures)
Empowering Resources Inc.
Base Trainer 4 messages 8 seconds N $198 www.eridevices.com
1-866-ERI-7255
Full Moon Talker 1 message 20 seconds total N $89 Empowering Resources Inc.
Partner/One 1 message 20 seconds total N $95 Empowering Resources Inc.
Partner/One Stepper Sequence of Multiple 60 seconds total N $149 Empowering Resources Inc.
messages
Partner/Four 4 messages 8 seconds each N $198-$258 Empowering Resources Inc.
(W/LED & vibrating features)
Partner/Two 2 messages 20 seconds total N $125 Empowering Resources Inc.
2,3,4,or5 Compartment 2, 3, 4, or 5 messages 20 seconds total N $100-$158 Enabling Devices
Communicators www.enablingdevices.com
1-800-832-8697
32 Message Communicator 32 messages Varies with number of N $244-$290 Enabling Devices
(1, 2, 3 or 6 levels) levels
6-Level Communicator 48 messages 6 seconds each N $270-295 Enabling Devices
(with switch jacks) (8 messages on 6 levels)
7 Level Communication 1,2,4,8 or 16 messages 300 seconds total N $300 Enabling Devices
Builder on each level
12 Level Cheap Talk 4 Inline 48 messages 6 seconds each N $190-$210 Enabling Devices
(with switch jacks) 4 messages on 12 levels (288 second total)
Cheap Talk 8
(can add switch jack & 8 messages 6 seconds each Y $190-$300 Enabling Devices
scanning options)
Communication Builder 1,2,4,8 or 16 messages 300 seconds total N $210 Enabling Devices
Device Vocabulary Size Message Capacity Scanning Cost Vendor Information
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All information is subject to change. Flease contact individual vendors for the most current product information.
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