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Learning Objectives

1. Describe 3 types of augmentative alternative 
communication supports.

2. Explain why communication systems should have 
multiple modalities for expression.

3. Discuss the role of non-voice output methods of 
AAC in supporting communication development. 
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Agenda

➢ Definitions in AAC and AAC good practices
➢ Role of unaided AAC
➢ Role of paper-based AAC
➢ Role of static display SGDs 
➢ Q&A
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How do you communicate?  
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Definitions

★ Goal of AAC 
○ SNUG (ASHA)
○ Communication 

Autonomy (Gayle 
Porter) 
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Definitions

Augmentative 
communication
★ Supplements speech
★ Used to support 

communication 

Alternative communication
★ Used in place of speech as 

a primary means of 
communication 

★ Used to support 
communication 
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Definitions
Unaided
★ Using your body to 

communicate
★ Does not require 

anything to be carried
★ Facial expressions, 

gestures, sign, body 
movements, etc. 

Aided
★ A method that uses more 

than a person’s body
★ Required to be held or 

carried
★ Picture symbols, emojis, 

GIFs, drawing, writing, 
communication devices, etc. 
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Definitions
Robust AAC 
★ Wide range of word classes
★ Ability to make morphological changes such as tense, plurals, 

comparative/superlative
★ Support motor automaticity but allows for planned growth
★ Access to a keyboard/letters to spell
★ No fewer than 300+ core words

Source: Soto & Zangari (2009)

★ Can be used for multiple pragmatic functions 
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Definitions 
Low Tech Mid Tech High Tech

★ Does not require a 
battery

★ Often paper-based
★ Can be robust
★ Most often static 

display 

★ Voice output
★ Requires batteries or 

charging
★ Usually not robust

★ Dynamic Display
★ Often robust
★ Speech Generating 

Device
★ Requires 

batteries/charging

Communication books
Core boards
Photo albums
Paper-based alternate 
pencils 

Single message devices
Static display 

communication 
devices

Dedicated devices
iPad apps
Android apps
Keyboards
Alternate pencils
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AAC Good Practices 
1. The student should have access to their communication system even while engaging in academic or leisure activities.

2. Everyone is a multi-modal communicator. A communication system should include multiple modalities.

3. There should always be a light tech option as part of an AAC system.

4. Motor planning is an important consideration of an organizational structure of an AAC system.

5. The communication system should allow for multiple pragmatic functions.

6. Core vocabulary should be taught.

7. Modeling (aided language stimulation) all day, every day is desired in AAC, with no requirement of a response.

8. Modeling should allow for growth in the individual's communication.

9. Modeling should be used to facilitate growth in communication.

10. Accept any mode of communication as valid, as long as your communication partner understands what it 

means. Don't require individuals to repeat themselves in another modality. Do model the response in the 

modality you are trying to teach.
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AAC Good Practices 
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Source: Kate Ahern

Unaided AAC- activity  
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Examples of Unaided AAC 

◈ Pointing
◈ Nodding
◈ Shaking your head
◈ Facial expressions
◈ Eye gaze 

◈ Signing
◈ Gestures
◈ Contact gestures 
◈ Vocalizations
◈ Externalizing 

behaviors 
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Advantages and Challenges Unaided AAC 

Advantages
◈ Supports communication 

when speech not practical
◈ Always available
◈ Facilitates social 

connection
◈ Often a foundation for 

communication 
development

Challenges 
◈ Can’t be used on the phone
◈ Communication is often 

simple
◈ Unless using ASL, does not 

directly support language 
development 
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Uses of Unaided AAC 
◈ Add additional meaning or context to speech
◈ Express emotions
◈ Loud environments when speech can’t be 

understood
◈ Communicating across a room/distance
◈ Tell stories 
◈ Communicate in environments where speech is not 

allowed/very quiet 
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Examples of Paper-based AAC 
➔ Schedules
➔ Scripts 
➔ Activity specific 
➔ Choice boards
➔ Core boards
➔ Communication books
➔ Letter/alphabet boards/alternate pencils 
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Advantages and Challenges Paper-based AAC
Advantages
➔ Can support language 

development
➔ Can get wet if laminated
➔ Easy to replace
➔ Often lighter than an SGD
➔ More likely to be taken out and 

about 
➔ Easier to support access 

challenges

Challenges 
➔ Can’t be used when talking on 

the phone
➔ Difficult to use in video calls
➔ Communication is often less 

complex
➔ May not have a range of 

communication functions
➔ Limited communication partners 
➔ Communication partner must be 

close by 
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Uses Paper-based AAC
➔ Ordering at restaurants
➔ In the bathtub
➔ While swimming or at the beach
➔ Messy play
➔ Snack time
➔ In PE/Kinetic Wellness
➔ Around the playground
➔ As a backup method when having access challenges
➔ Out and about in the community
➔ On vacation
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Examples of Scripts 
➔ Greetings
➔ Social chit-chat
➔ Telling about a recent vacation
➔ Telling about your day/weekend
➔ Telling jokes
➔ Following social conventions for 

conversations (ND and NT conventions are 
often different) 
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Advantages and Challenges Scripts 

Advantages
➔ Can relieve anxiety
➔ Lessen burden of 

language formulation
➔ Provide visual structure 

to a conversation
➔ Supports 

conversational norms
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Challenges
➔ Structured responses
➔ Lack of spontaneity 
➔ May reflect different 

conversation norms

Uses of Scripts 
➔ Social interactions without a 

lot of variety
➔ Telling jokes
➔ Teaching rote responses
➔ Communication partners 

responding in a consistent way
➔ Telling personal narratives
➔ Relaying about an event many 

times
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Activity Specific- activity 
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Example Activity Specific Displays 

Source: https://blog.mycoughdrop.com/catch-the-wave-aac-in-the-water/
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Example Activity Specific Displays 
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Advantages and Challenges Activity Specific Displays 

Advantages
➔ Portable
➔ Can be waterproofed
➔ Supports communication 

about a topic 
➔ Can support language 

development
➔ Reduced visual distractions
➔ Can be put around the 

environment 

Challenges
➔ Limited vocabulary
➔ Hard to change topics
➔ Hard to keep consistent 

organization
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Uses of Activity Specific 
➔ Ordering at a restaurant
➔ Eating out/snack 
➔ Leisure activities
➔ Academic subjects
➔ Play 
➔ Communicating during activities of daily 

living like bathing 
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Choice boards- activity 
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Examples Choice boards
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Examples of Choice boards
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Examples of Choice boards
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Examples of choice boards- What about PECS? 
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Advantages
➔ Portable
➔ Can be 

waterproof

Challenges
➔ Inconsistent effect on general outcomes (Farrall 

2021)  
➔ Low Quality evidence base (Farrall 2021)
➔ Starts with hand over hand teaching
➔ May violate bodily autonomy
➔ Restrictive, only requesting 
➔ Very structured
➔ No consistent visual organization
➔ Presumes what the user wants to express
➔ Has right and wrong responses

Advantages and Challenges Choice Boards 

Advantages
➔ Portable
➔ Can be waterproof
➔ Quick communication
➔ Supports requesting
➔ Can support emotional 

regulation
➔ Can support other 

communication functions if 
well designed 

Challenges
➔ Limited vocabulary
➔ Can’t change topics
➔ Hard to keep consistent 

organization
➔ Often doesn’t support 

multiple communication 
functions

AAC is more than a communication Device. Heidi L. Rabe, M.A., CCC-SLP/L November 2024. Permission to share if credit is retained 

Uses of Choice Boards 
➔ Ways to greet kids at school
➔ Ordering at a restaurant
➔ Choosing sensory regulation activities
➔ Expressing emotions
➔ Picking activities for a subject
➔ Recess/playground activities
➔ Picking clothes for the day
➔ Picking snack 
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Core boards- activity  
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Core Boards
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Core Board considerations 
➔ Use commercially available boards when possible
➔ If the user may transition to a device later, use one from that 

system
➔ Have a range of vocabulary
➔ Support the range of pragmatic functions
➔ Use the largest array size that a client can access
➔ Have grammatical markers
➔ Have a plan on how to add fringe to support language 

development

AAC is more than a communication Device. Heidi L. Rabe, M.A., CCC-SLP/L November 2024. Permission to share if credit is retained 

Advantages and Challenges Core Boards 
Advantages
➔ Portable
➔ Can be waterproof
➔ Can use to teach future SGD 

use
➔ May have grammar markers
➔ Multiple pragmatic functions
➔ Can form a variety of 

utterances
➔ Easy for partners to use

Challenges
➔ Often need good fine motor 

skills to use them
➔ Visual processing and memory 

high for the partner
➔ No voice output
➔ Communication partner must 

be close by
➔ Communication partner needs 

to understand the symbols 
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Uses of Core Boards 
➔ During messy activities like art, snack, science experiments
➔ On playgrounds
➔ In the community
➔ On vacation
➔ When the communication device needs charging
➔ When the communication device is broken
➔ Packing tape or contact paper them to tables to always have 

communication accessibility
➔ On a staff lanyard for quick communication 
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Communication books Examples
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Communication books considerations
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➔ Use commercially available ones when possible
➔ If the client will be using a communication device, 

try to make both systems as consistent at possible
➔ Consider parallel pathways learning and needs
➔ Ensure there are a range of communication 

functions
➔ Support grammar use

Advantages & Challenges of Communication books
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Advantages
➔ Supports complex 

access/partner assisted scanning
➔ Partners can support message 

formulation
➔ Can be robust
➔ Supports language development
➔ Should have grammar markers 

Challenges
➔ Can be heavy
➔ Requires pages to be turned
➔ Takes longer to form an 

utterance
➔ Visual/auditory load for the 

communication partner 
➔ Requires communicative 

perseverance from user and 
partner 



Uses of Communication books
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➔ To support complex access
➔ To support communication while motor skills are developing
➔ When the communication device needs charging or is broken
➔ In environments that the communication device isn’t 

safe/practical
➔ Augmentative communication to support speech 

comprehensibility 
➔ Client or stakeholder preference
➔ In noisy environments when communication device can’t be 

heard

Paper-based AAC- Letter/alphabet/alternate pencils 
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Advantages and Challenges 
Letter/alphabet/alternate pencils 
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Advantages
➔ Support literacy 

development
➔ Scribbling
➔ Supports spelling
➔ Communication is not 

limited 

Challenges
➔ Often confused with S2C, FC, 

RPM
➔ No speech output to reinforce the 

letter names or sounds
➔ Requires good short-term 

memory of user and partners 
➔ Someone else must write out the 

messages
➔ Long formulation time 

Uses of Letter/alphabet/alternate pencils 
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➔ Phonemic and Phonological Awareness 
activities

➔ Free writing/journaling
➔ Group writing projects
➔ When the word the person wants to 

communicate isn’t in their other systems
➔ With partner assisted scanning 



Static display SGDs- Single Message Devices
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Advantages and Challenges Single Message Devices
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Advantages
◈ Relatively affordable
◈ Portable
◈ Easy to program
◈ Can be socially motivating
◈ Real voices or movie clips
◈ Easy to put in the 

environment 

Challenges
◈ Not robust
◈ Limited vocabulary
◈ Vocabulary from the sky
◈ Limited recording time
◈ Often not super durable

Uses of Single Message Devices
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◈ Telling jokes/humor
◈ Teaching yes/no
◈ Mounting/securing in the environment with a 

consistent message
◈ Asking for help
◈ Combining with other single message 

devices 

Static display SGDs- Multiple button devices

AAC is more than a communication Device. Heidi L. Rabe, M.A., CCC-SLP/L November 2024. Permission to share if credit is retained 



Advantages & Challenges Static Multiple button devices
Advantages
◈ Can be mounted in the 

environment
◈ Relatively affordable
◈ Can be socially motivating
◈ Easy to record
◈ Can be used to show the 

need for a more robust 
system
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Challenges
◈ Limited vocabulary
◈ Take more pressure to 

activate
◈ Need to change overlays
◈ Recorded speech
◈ Need to make overlays
◈ Vocabulary selection 

Uses of Static display multiple button devices
◈ Mounting in the environment for consistent access 

to consistent vocabulary
◈ Telling stories or jokes
◈ Support communication while motor access is 

developing
◈ When the robust system is not available
◈ When recorded speech is preferred
◈ When consistent visual organization is necessary
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Questions  
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