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Learning Objectives

• Definition of Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)
• Common myths of AAC
• Communicative functions
• AAC abandonment
• Naturalistic interactions & strategies
• Routines-based learning
• Diversity, equity, and inclusion 
• Troubleshooting with AAC
• Resources
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What is AAC?

Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication

"Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) 
includes all forms of communication (other than oral speech) 
that are used to express thoughts, needs, wants, and ideas" 
-American Speech Language & Hearing Association (ASHA)

JFK PARTNERS - UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO - ANSCHUTZ MEDICAL CAMPUS (American Speech Language Hearing 
Association [ASHA], n.d.)



Have you used AAC?

What is easy about communicating with your 
child or student? 

Where do you find challenges or 
breakdowns with communication?

Reflect:
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No Tech
"Unaided" - Gestures, Body 
language, Facial expressions,  
Manual Signing

"Aided" - Writing, Typing, 
Communication board, Picture 
communication system (e.g., PECS),  
Partner assisted communication 

Types of AAC

Low/Light Tech
Switches & Message recording 
communication device (e.g., 
BIGMack)

Multiple message generating 
device (e.g., QuickTalker, GoTalk
Now)

High Tech
Speech Generating Device (SGD) 
on a tablet or dedicated device 
with dynamic display 

Eye-tracking software

JFK PARTNERS - UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO - ANSCHUTZ MEDICAL CAMPUS

National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders Talk to Me Technologies Saltillo

(Loncke, 2020)



Common Myths & 
Misconceptions

No!

May help facilitate 
many forms of 
communication

Will AAC hinder 
speech?

No!

Autonomous 
communication is the 
goal

Is the main goal of 
AAC to have 
individuals request? 

No!

No Cognitive, Visual, 
Linguistic, or Physical
requirements

Are there any 
prerequisites to 
using AAC? 

JFK PARTNERS - UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO - ANSCHUTZ MEDICAL CAMPUS (Blischak, Lombardino, Dyson, 2003) (Loncke, 
2020), (Millar, Light, Schlosser, 2006)



Communication 
Bill of Rights
"To participate fully in communication 
interactions, each person has these 
fundamental communication rights:"

(Brady et al. 2016), (Ahern, 2016)
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Communicative Functions
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Way more 
than just 

requesting!

Communicate 
between 
different... 
• People
• Places
• Groups



AAC Abandonment

Bruce Baker's Ergonomic Principle:

The Motivation to send a message

Cognitive, Linguistic, and Physical efforts to create that message

Unfortunately, many AAC users may abandon their AAC system.  
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Goal: Continue to motivate others by acknowledging that they are 
understood, and minimize the efforts it takes to produce an utterance

>1

(Loncke, 2020)



Aided Language 
Stimulation

• Model language in daily routines

• Input-Output should match 

• Increase the # of exposures

• Immersion

JFK PARTNERS - UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO - ANSCHUTZ MEDICAL CAMPUS (Allen et al., 2017) (Korsten, 2011) (Loncke, 2020), 
(Porter, 2007)



AIDED LANGUAGE 
STIMULATION
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TEACH, DON'T TEST

Aided Language Stimulation
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Model without Expectations

Reduce the pressure
Engage in hands-on learning

Have a conversation
Model to connect

(Kent-Walsh et al., 2015)



Aided Language Stimulation
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Instead of asking, "What is this?", try... 
• Naming it: LOOK, it's a DOG!
• Describing it: Woah, that's a BIG, furry 

dog! 
• Adding an Action: The dog JUMPS

high! 
• Marking the Quantity: I SEE ONE dog.
• Expressing a Feeling: I LIKE the dog.
• Socially Interacting: LET'S PLAY with 

the dog.



Effort + Engagement = Motivation
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Motivation + Opportunity = Learning



SMORRES

Slow down

Model

Expand
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(Kent Walsh & McNaughton, 2005)

(Senner, Baud et al., 2019)
(Soto et al., 2019)

Respect & Reflect

Stop



Communication Partner

Slow down & Wait Be present 

Foster relationships

JFK PARTNERS - UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO - ANSCHUTZ MEDICAL CAMPUS (Senner, Baud,  et al., 2019)
(Savolainen et al., 2020)

Ask genuine questions



Respect & Acknowledge All 
Communication

WE ALL USE AAC 
Genuine Communication over Compliance

Speed and Efficiency
Opportunities to Learn

Autonomy & Voice
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You call to ask for help and 
say "Toyota Rav4", "Model 
Number SC950123", 
"Silver Grooves" 

CORE Vocabulary
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You're about to drive home and realize 
you locked your keys in your car!

You call to ask for help 
and say "HELP", "OH NO", 
"CAN'T GO", "IN THERE"

OR



CORE & Fringe Vocabulary
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CORE Boards

LAMP Words for Life - PRC-Saltillo

High Frequency & Flexible
• 80% of our language can be summed 

up in ~300 words 
• Many action & location words
• Lots of verbs, prepositions, pronouns
• Few nouns 

• Access to words used ALL THE TIME
• Motor planning
• Unique to each family

(Loncke, 2020), (Quick, Erickson, & Mccright, 2019)

Type in the chat box 1-3 words or short phrases that you find yourself saying all day long



CORE & Fringe Vocabulary
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High-Frequency 
words in action!

• “Boxes that make clothes 
smell better”

• “Bags of stuff inside you”

• “The pieces everything is 
made of”

(Munroe, 2015)

•Washers and 
Dryers 

•Cells

•Periodic table



CORE & Fringe Vocabulary
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Proloquo2Go 4: Crescendo
Core-word-based template designed for different fringe words 

Fringe Vocabulary 
for Motivation

• 20% of our everyday speech but can 
be important words!

• Ordering a specific drink at Starbucks
• Talking about your favorite TV show
• Participating in class discussions, etc.

• We don't limit speaking children's 
vocabularies
• Why would we limit an AAC user's 

vocabulary?

(Loncke, 2020), (Marden, 2015)
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Which of the following are high-
frequency, flexible CORE words?

I         Want         Stop         COVID-19

Reflect:
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CORE & Fringe Vocabulary



ACCESS - AT THE 
PLAYGROUND
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(Dada, Tonsing, & Goldbart, 2021) (McLaughlin, 2020)



ACCESS - DAILY 
ROUTINES
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Mary Katherine, M.S. CCC-SLP (@AACforAll)

(Moorcroft, Scarinci, Meyer 2019)
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What school or home routine do 
you see yourself modeling 
language the most?

Reflect:



Diversity, Equity & 
Inclusion
Each individual's AAC system should represent themselves.

• Children with complex 
communication needs can still 
learn multiple languages!

• Switch between languages on 
device

• Include meaningful, family-
specific words

Multiple Languages
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(Wagner, D.K., 2018)



Diversity, Equity & 
Inclusion
Each individual's AAC system should represent themselves.

Traditional Chinese Translation
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T R A D IT IO N A L  C H IN ES E T R A N S L A T IO N , B Y  S H IR L EY  F EN G ; S A L T IL L O  S A L T IL L O

WordPower60 Español Básico



• Skin Tones
• Gender
• Pronouns

• Voice
⚬ VocalID
⚬ Acapela Group

Representation

Diversity, Equity & 
Inclusion
Each individual's AAC system should represent themselves.

JFK PARTNERS - UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO - ANSCHUTZ MEDICAL CAMPUS (Acapela Group, 2021) (AssistiveWare, 2020)
(Partida, D’Braunstein, Royster, 2021)



• Talk it out
• Word Finder
• Spell
• Synonyms

I can't find a 

word

What do I do when...

• Babbling is okay & 
expected
• Respond
⚬ Add meaning
⚬ Clarify

My child/student 
hits the same 
buttons over & over 

• Troubleshoot
• Have a back-up
⚬ Low Tech
⚬ Partner Assisted 

Communication

I forgot the 

system, or it 
isn’t working
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What do I do 
when...
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• Be respectful

• "Give me time"

• LISTEN and focus on being responsive

• Honor all forms of communication
• Teach AAC users about the mechanics of their device 

• Individuals who can speak may still need access to AAC, 

particularly in highly stressful situations
• Speech isn't the goal, communication is 
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AAC Users' Perspectives

Thank you to the many AAC 
users for sharing their advice, 
thoughts, and perspectives. 

(Zisk & Dalton, 2019) 



AAC RESOURCES
Statewide Assistive Technology, 
Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication
Website: http://www.swaaac.org

SWAAAC

Reach out to experienced 
AAC users for their 
opinions and perspectives 
about AAC. 

Adult AAC 
UsersCenter for Inclusive Design and 

Engineering at CU Denver
Website: 
https://www1.ucdenver.edu/centers/
center-for-inclusive-design-and-
engineering

CIDE

Resources for AAC implementation 
ranging from printable core word 
displays  to planners for teaching core 
words during common activities  
Website: https://coreword.assistiveware.com

AssistiveWare Core 
Word Classroom
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If you have a high-tech device, 
reach out to the company 
representatives for your child's 
device. 
PRC-Saltillo, Tobii-DynaVox, 
Lingraphica, Attainment, AbleNet

Company 
Representatives

Spanish-speaking family's 
stories, advice, and 
experiences with AAC. 
Website: 
https://habloconcaa.wordpress.
com

Hablo con 
CAA

Blog created by two SLPs to 
improve the level of AAC 
services available to individuals 
with significant 
communication challenges 
Website: https://praacticalaac.org/

PrAACtical AAC Scan for Padlet



TAKE HOME POINTS

Model without 
expectations and to 
connect. 

Model, Model, 
Model

Your child/student may be 
communicating more than 
you realize. Let them know 
they are heard and 
understood.

Follow your child 
or student’s lead

Take the time to let 
your child/student 
process & respond.  

Slow down

Build connections and 
enjoy the interactions 
you have with your child 
or student. 

Have fun!
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Thank you!

Questions?
Kelsey Conlan, M.Ed. CCC-SLP

Kelsey.Conlan@CUAnschutz.edu
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