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Communication

Occurs all day, every day, in 

every aspect of our life

We communicate for a wide 

range of reasons
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Use 
manners

Greetings
Goodbyes Express appreciation/ 

gratitude

Ask a question

Indicate discomfort

Request action

Request help

Protest / Reject

Request person/object

Express hopes and dreams

Create social 
closeness

Start/Initiate
Sustain

End

Converse

Tell a joke

Tell a story

Recall past experiences

Tell a pretend story

Express 
wants

 and needs

Comment

Give an answer

Name/label

Express an idea

Express emotion

Express an opinion

(Kate Ahern, 2015)



Access to 
Communication

A c c e s s  t o  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  i m p a c t s  

m a n y  a s p e c t s  o f  o u r  l i f e ,  a n d  i t  h a s  

a  b i g  e f f e c t  o n  o u r  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e .

C o m m u n i c a t i o n  i s  f u n d a m e n t a l  i n  

l i t e r a c y  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  f o r  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  e d u c a t i o n ,  a s  w e l l  

a s  o u r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  w i d e r  

s o c i e t y .  

M o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  a c c e s s  t o  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  i s  a  h u m a n  r i g h t .  

( U n i t e d  N a t i o n s  U n i v e r s a l  

D e c l a r a t i o n  o f  H u m a n  R i g h t s ,  

1 9 4 8 ) .



Supporting
Communication

Development

E v e r y  i n d i v i d u a l  n e e d s  t o  

b e c o m e  a n  a u t o n o m o u s  

c o m m u n i c a t o r .

S u p p o r t i n g  s o m e o n e  w i t h  
c o m p l e x  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  n e e d s  
t o  b e c o m e  a u t o n o m o u s ,  i s n ’ t  
j u s t  a b o u t  t h e m  l e a r n i n g  n e w  
s k i l l s !

E v e r y  p e r s o n  w h o  i s  
s u p p o r t i n g  t h e m  a l s o  n e e d s  
t o  d e v e l o p  a  r a n g e  o f  s k i l l s .



AAC

We need to 
become skilled 
communication 
partners



The journey to 
autonomous 

communication
Let's talk about the end of the 

journey first!



Communication 
Autonomy

T h e  u l t i m a t e  g o a l  f o r  e a c h  o f  u s ,  

a s  w e  d e v e l o p  a s  c o m m u n i c a t o r s ,  

i s  t o  b e c o m e  a n  a u t o n o m o u s  

c o m m u n i c a t o r .

T h i s  i s  t r u e  i f  w e  c o m m u n i c a t e  
u s i n g  s p e e c h .

A n d  i t  i s  a l s o  t r u e  i f  w e  
c o m m u n i c a t e  u s i n g  A A C .



The goal of AAC 
is

Autonomous 
Communication

" B e i n g  a b l e  t o  s a y  w h a t  

I  w a n t  t o  s a y ,

T o  w h o e v e r  I  w a n t  t o  

s a y  i t  t o ,

W h e n e v e r  I  w a n t  t o  s a y  

i t ,

H o w e v e r ,  I  c h o o s e  t o  

s a y  i t . "

G a y l e  P o r t e r ,  P O D D  D e v e l o p e r



Being able 
to say what 

I want to 
say....

Let's Talk 
About 

What This 
Means....

to whoever I 
want to say 

it to......

whenever I 

want to say 
it......

however I 
choose to 

say it.



"What I 
want to 

say"



"Being able 
to say what 

I want to 
say"

Let’s think about what this 

means.

A key part of this is the 

words “I want”.

This means that every 

individual can say what 

they want to say.



What 
might the 

responses 
be?

It was a really 

cold winter this 

year!



It was a short 

winter....

I thought it was 

quite warm....



What I 
want to 

say

T w o  d i f f e r e n t  r e s p o n s e s  

f r o m  t w o  d i f f e r e n t  p e o p l e .

T h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  w r o n g  

w i t h  t h e m  –  t h e y  a r e  j u s t  

d i f f e r e n t  o p i n i o n s .

E a c h  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  s a y i n g  

w h a t  t h e y  w a n t  t o  s a y .



I n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  u s e  A A C  a l s o  n e e d  t o  h a v e  

t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  s a y  " w h a t  t h e y  w a n t  t o  s a y "

I n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  u s e  A A C  a l s o  n e e d  t o  b e  

a b l e  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  o p i n i o n ,  w h e t h e r  w e  

a g r e e  o r  n o t .

I n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  u s e  A A C  a l s o  n e e d  t o  b e  

a b l e  t o  t e l l  o t h e r s  t o  " s t o p "  o r  t e l l  t h e m  

" m o r e " .



Every 
Voice 

Counts

F o r  s o m e o n e  w h o  u s e s  A A C  i t  i s  

i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  t h e y  a l w a y s  h a v e  

t h e i r  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s y s t e m  w i t h  

t h e m .

T h e i r  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s y s t e m  i s  

t h e i r  v o i c e

I f  i t  i s n ’ t  w i t h  t h e m ,  t h e n  t h e y  c a n ’ t  

u s e  i t

I f  t h e y  c a n ’ t  u s e  i t ,  t h e n  t h e y  c a n ’ t  

g e t  t h e i r  m e s s a g e  a c r o s s

I f  i t  i s n ’ t  w i t h  t h e m ,  t h e y  a r e n ’ t  a n  

a u t o n o m o u s  c o m m u n i c a t o r



My Voice 
Counts, 

Every Minute
And if their AAC system is only with them 

some of the time, then they won’t become 

autonomous.

If you can only express your opinion some 

of the time, then you start to think that your 

opinion doesn’t really matter…..



If an individual uses AAC, then the system 

needs to be customised with vocabulary 

that is appropriate to them. 

My Voice,
Every Minute

For example, if they love football then we 

want to make sure the words that they 

need to talk about football are in their 

system! 



My voice, 
every minute, 

everywhere

O n c e  w e ’ v e  m a d e  s u r e  t h a t  t h o s e  

w o r d s  a r e  i n  t h e i r  A A C  s y s t e m ,  t h e n  

i t  n e e d s  t o  b e  w i t h  t h e m  w h e n  t h e y  

a r e  w a t c h i n g  t h e  f o o t b a l l

I t  n e e d s  t o  b e  w i t h  t h e m  w h e n  t h e y  

a r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  f o o t b a l l

A n d  t h e n ,  b e c a u s e  w e  c a n ’ t  p i c k  

w h e n  t h o s e  f o o t b a l l  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  

a r e  g o i n g  t o  c o m e  u p ,  w e  n e e d  t o  

m a k e  s u r e  t h a t  t h e i r  A A C  s y s t e m  i s  

w i t h  t h e m  a l l  t h e  t i m e .



"To 
whoever I 

want to say 
it to"



My 
Choice

T h i s  s e e m s  o b v i o u s  -  w e  a l l  h a v e  

t h e  c h o i c e  o f  p e o p l e  w e  

c o m m u n i c a t e  w i t h .

I f  y o u  g o  t o  t h e  f o o t b a l l ,  i t  i s  u p  t o  

y o u  w h o  y o u  c o m m u n i c a t e  w i t h .  

Y o u  m i g h t  d e c i d e  t o :

• t h r o w  i n s u l t s  a t  t h e  u m p i r e

• t e l l  t h e  p l a y e r s  h o w  g o o d  t h e y  

a r e

• o r  t o  j u s t  s i t  q u i e t l y  a n d  w a t c h



My Voice, My Choice

F o r  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  a r e  u s i n g  A A C ,  

t h i s  i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  o f  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a u t o n o m y .

I n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  u s e  A A C  n e e d  t o  

a l w a y s  h a v e  a c c e s s  t o  T H E I R  A A C  

s y s t e m  s o  t h a t  T H E Y  m a k e  t h a t  

d e c i s i o n .  



I f  t h e y  d o n ’ t  h a v e  a c c e s s  t o  t h e i r  

A A C  s y s t e m  a t  h o m e ,  t h e n  t h e y  

c a n ’ t  c h o o s e  w h o  t h e y  

c o m m u n i c a t e  w i t h  a t  h o m e ,  a n d  w e  

a r e  t a k i n g  t h a t  d e c i s i o n  a w a y  f r o m  

t h e m  

My Voice, My Choice



I f  t h e y  d o n ’ t  h a v e  a c c e s s  t o  t h e i r  

A A C  s y s t e m  w h e n  t h e y  g o  s h o p p i n g  

–  t h e n  t h e y  c a n ’ t  c h o o s e  w h o  t o  

c o m m u n i c a t e  w i t h  a t  t h e  s h o p s  –  

a n d ,  a g a i n ,  w e  a r e  t a k i n g  t h a t  

d e c i s i o n  a w a y  f r o m  t h e m .  

My Voice, My Choice



A n d  b y  n o t  h a v i n g  t h e i r  A A C  

s y s t e m ,  i n  a n y  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  w e  a r e  

s e n d i n g  a  m e s s a g e  t h a t  t h e i r  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  i s n ’ t  t h a t  i m p o r t a n t ,  

w h i c h  m a k e s  i t  h a r d  f o r  t h e m  t o  

d e v e l o p  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a u t o n o m y .

My Voice is Important



"Whenever 
I want to 

say it"



My Voice, My Choice
A g a i n ,  t h i s  s e e m s  o b v i o u s .  T h e r e  a r e  t i m e s  w e  d o n ’ t  w a n t  t o  c h a t  

w i t h  o t h e r s  –  a n d  t h e r e  a r e  t i m e s  w e  w a n t  t o  h a v e  a  b i g  

c o n v e r s a t i o n .  

O n c e  a g a i n ,  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a u t o n o m y  i s  a b o u t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

m a k i n g  t h i s  d e c i s i o n .  

I f  t h e i r  A A C  s y s t e m  i s  w i t h  t h e m ,  e v e r y w h e r e  t h e y  g o ,  t h e n  t h e y  c a n  

c h o o s e  w h e n  t h e y  w a n t  t o  t a l k  –  a n d  w h e n  t h e y  d o n ’ t .

I f  w e  d o n ’ t  m a k e  s u r e  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  a n  A A C  s y s t e m  i n  e v e r y  

s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e n  w e  a r e  t a k i n g  t h e i r  a u t o n o m y  a w a y  f r o m  t h e m .



"However, I 
choose  to 

say it"



My Voice
T h e  f i n a l  p a r t  i s  a l s o  a b o u t  h a v i n g  a c c e s s  t o  

t h e  l a n g u a g e  y o u  n e e d  t o  g e t  y o u r  m e s s a g e  

a c r o s s .  

I f  y o u  g o  t o  t h e  f o o t b a l l  a n d  y o u  c h o o s e  t o  

i n s u l t  t h e  u m p i r e  –  y o u  w a n t  t o  m a k e  t h e  

i n s u l t  a p p r o p r i a t e .

A  c u s t o m i s e d  a n d  p e r s o n a l i s e d  A A C  s y s t e m  

w i l l  l e t  y o u  s a y  t h e  i n s u l t  o f  y o u r  c h o i c e  –  i f  

y o u  h a v e  i t  w i t h  y o u  o f  c o u r s e !



My 
Words

more

I t ’ s  a l s o  i m p o r t a n t  t o  r e a l i s e  t h a t  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a u t o n o m y  d o e s n ’ t  h a v e  t o  

i n v o l v e  c o m p l e t e  s e n t e n c e s .  

Y o u  c a n  s i m p l y  s a y  “ s t o p ”  o r  “ m o r e ”  t o  g e t  

y o u r  m e s s a g e  a c r o s s .

W h a t  i s  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t ,  i s  t h a t  e v e r y  

i n d i v i d u a l  h a s  a  c u s t o m i s e d  s y s t e m  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e m  a t  a l l  t i m e  –  s o  t h a t  t h e y  

c a n  s a y  w h a t  t h e y  w a n t  t o ,  h o w e v e r  t h e y  

c h o o s e  t o  s a y  i t .



The End of the Journey

The end of the journey is an autonomous 

communicator.

They own their own AAC system.

Their system has been customized for them.

It goes everywhere with them (it’s their voice).

They can use it to say what they want to say, to 

whoever they want to say it, whenever they 

want to say it, however they choose to say it.



Ours is a finite 
earth - let's be 

stewards of our 
environment

Now Let's 
Talk About 

the Journey



The Participation 
Model

A  m o d e l  o f  A A C  a s s e s s m e n t  a n d  p r o v i s i o n .

B e g i n s  b y  i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ’ s  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  n e e d s  ( a l l  d a y ,  e v e r y  d a y )  

a n d  t h e n  m o v e s  o n t o  o t h e r  c a t e g o r i e s .

B e u k e l m a n  &  M i r e n d a  ( 2 0 1 3 )



No 
Prerequisites

There are no basic prerequisites to 

communication beyond being 

conscious. Likewise, there are no 

prerequisites to AAC. 

Augmentative Communication and Early 

Intervention. Myths and Realities, 

(Romski and Sevcik 2005)



LIFESTYLE
BY SAWYER

Assess Access 
Barriers
I n  m y  e x p e r i e n c e  t h i s  i s  w h e r e  A A C  

a s s e s s m e n t s  t e n d  t o  f o c u s  –  i t ’ s  

c e r t a i n l y  w h e r e  I  f o c u s e d  w h e n  I  

b e g a n  w o r k i n g  i n  A A C .

T h e  P a r t i c i p a t i o n  M o d e l  i s  D y n a m i c  

A s s e s s m e n t ,  w h i c h  i s  b e s t  p r a c t i c e .



Dynamic 
Assessment

T h e  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  u s e   A A C  i s  

v e r y  d i v e r s e  ( e . g . ,  i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  a u t i s m  

s p e c t r u m  d i s o r d e r s ,  c e r e b r a l  p a l s y ,  a p r a x i a ,  

e t c . )  

T h e r e f o r e ,  t o  f i n d  a n  i n d i v i d u a l i s e d  l a n g u a g e  

s y s t e m ,  d y n a m i c  a s s e s s m e n t  s h o u l d  b e  u s e d .

D y n a m i c  a s s e s s m e n t  s e e k s  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  

s k i l l s  t h a t  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  p o s s e s s e s  a s  w e l l  a s  

t h e i r  l e a r n i n g  p o t e n t i a l  ( w w w . a s h a . o r g ) .  

A  d y n a m i c  a s s e s s m e n t  s h o u l d  i n c l u d e  a c t i v e  

c l i e n t  a n d  c l i n i c i a n / a s s e s s o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  

m o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  a s s e s s m e n t s  a s  n e e d e d ,  a n d  

s h o u l d  b e  f l u i d  a n d  r e s p o n s i v e .

I t  i s  a  h i g h l y  i n t e r a c t i v e  p r o c e s s  t h a t  s h o u l d  

a d a p t  t o  t h e  p r e f e r e n c e s  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i v e  

n e e d s  o f  t h e  c l i e n t .  



Assess Opportunity 
Barriers
T h e s e  a r e  b r o a d e r  a r e a s  -  a n d  t e n d  

t o  b e  l e s s  o f  a  f o c u s  i n  A A C  

A s s e s s m e n t s .

H o w e v e r ,  t h e y  h a v e  a  h u g e  i m p a c t  

o n  A A C  s u c c e s s .

A s  I  h a v e  b e c o m e  m o r e  e x p e r i e n c e d ,  

t h e s e  h a v e  h a d  j u s t  a s  m u c h  o f  m y  

f o c u s  a s  A c c e s s  B a r r i e r s .



Policy & Practice 
Barriers

Policy: legislated or regulated 

procedures.

Practice: procedures or conventions that 

are common practice but are not actual 

policies.



Facilitator 
Skill

&
Facilitator 

Knowledge

B e c o m i n g  a  g o o d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  p a r t n e r  i s  c r i t i c a l  

f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ( s )  y o u  a r e  w o r k i n g  w i t h .

T h e y  n e e d  y o u  t o  k n o w  h o w  t o  m o d e l  A A C  w i t h  

t h e i r  s y s t e m .

I f  t h e y  a r e  a  b e g i n n i n g  c o m m u n i c a t o r ,  t h e y  n e e d  

y o u  t o  u s e  s t r a t e g i e s  s u c h  a s  v e r b a l  r e f e r e n c i n g  t o  

h e l p  t h e m  l e a r n  h o w  t o  c o m m u n i c a t e  i n  w a y s  o t h e r  

t h a n  b e h a v i o u r ,  f a c i a l  e x p r e s s i o n  a n d  b o d y  

l a n g u a g e .

I f  t h e y  a r e  a l r e a d y  u s i n g  A A C  t h e n  w e  n e e d  t o  h e l p  

t h e m  t o  l e a r n  a l l  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  

c a n  u s e  i t .

A n d  t h e s e  a p p l y  t o  e v e r y o n e  w h o  i s  a  r e g u l a r  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  p a r t n e r  –  w e  a l l  n e e d  t o  b e  

i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e i r  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  j o u r n e y .



ATTITUDE
T h e  p e o p l e  a r o u n d  e v e r y  i n d i v i d u a l  w i t h  

C o m p l e x  C o m m u n i c a t i o n  N e e d s ,  m u s t  

b e l i e v e  i n  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  l e a r n  l a n g u a g e .

W e  a l s o  n e e d  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  o u r  r o l e  

i s  t o  i m p l e m e n t  a i d e d  l a n g u a g e  i n p u t  

a n d  o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  l a n g u a g e  a n d  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t e a c h i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  f o r  

t h e m  t o  p r o g r e s s .

T h e n  w e  n e e d  t o  s h o w  o u r  p o s i t i v e  

a t t i t u d e s  a n d  o u r  b e l i e f  a s  w e  a t t r i b u t e  

m e a n i n g  t o  t h e i r  f i r s t  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  

a t t e m p t s  a n d  a s  w e  c o n t i n u e  t o  s u p p o r t  

a n d  e n c o u r a g e  t h e m  a s  t h e y  m o v e  t o  

m o r e  a n d  m o r e  c o m p l e x  s y s t e m s .  



The road to 

autonomous 

communication 

involves planning 

and implementing 

for "today" and 

"tomorrow" - and 

then reviewing!



The Journey 
Continues - 

Let's Travel the 
Road Together


