
what is augmentative and alternative
communication

what is augmentative and alternative communication is a vital question in understanding how
individuals with speech and language impairments express themselves effectively. Augmentative and
Alternative Communication (AAC) encompasses a range of methods, tools, and strategies designed to
support or replace spoken language for those who face challenges with verbal communication. This
comprehensive article explores the definition, types, benefits, and applications of AAC, highlighting its
importance in educational, clinical, and everyday settings. Understanding what augmentative and
alternative communication entails also involves recognizing the diverse population that can benefit
from AAC, including individuals with developmental disabilities, neurological disorders, and temporary
speech impairments. Furthermore, the article delves into how AAC devices and techniques are
tailored to individual needs, emphasizing communication accessibility and inclusivity. The following
sections will provide a detailed overview of AAC’s components, implementation, and impact on
enhancing communication abilities for people worldwide.
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Definition and Overview of Augmentative and
Alternative Communication
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) refers to the methods and tools used to
supplement or replace speech or writing for individuals with communication impairments. These
techniques enable effective interaction when natural speech is limited or absent due to various
conditions. The term “augmentative” implies adding to existing communication abilities, while
“alternative” refers to completely replacing speech. AAC encompasses both unaided systems, which
do not require external devices, and aided systems, which involve tools and technology.
Understanding what is augmentative and alternative communication includes recognizing its role as a
communication support framework rather than a single device or solution. AAC strategies are
personalized to meet the specific needs of users, focusing on enhancing their ability to convey
messages, express needs, participate socially, and improve quality of life.



Core Components of AAC
The core components of AAC include symbols, aids, strategies, and techniques. Symbols represent
ideas, objects, or actions and can be graphic, auditory, or tactile. Aids are the physical tools or
devices used, ranging from low-tech communication boards to high-tech speech-generating devices.
Strategies refer to the methods used to transmit messages effectively, including partner-assisted
scanning or direct selection. Techniques involve the physical actions required to operate aids, such as
touching, pointing, or eye gaze. Together, these elements form the foundation of what is
augmentative and alternative communication, ensuring that users have multiple pathways to
communicate.

Types of Augmentative and Alternative Communication
There are various types of AAC systems, categorized primarily into unaided and aided communication
methods. This classification helps in selecting the most appropriate AAC approach based on the
individual's abilities and communication goals. What is augmentative and alternative communication
in practice is diverse, ranging from simple gestures to advanced computerized speech devices.

Unaided AAC Systems
Unaided AAC systems rely on the user's body to convey messages without the need for external tools.
Examples include:

Gestures and body language

Sign language

Facial expressions

Vocalizations or nonverbal sounds

These methods are often the first line of AAC and require the communication partner to understand
and interpret the signals. Unaided systems are portable and accessible but may be limited by the
user's physical abilities.

Aided AAC Systems
Aided AAC systems involve the use of external devices or tools to support communication. These can
be further divided into low-tech and high-tech options:

Low-tech AAC: Includes communication boards, picture exchange systems, and letter charts.
These tools are generally inexpensive and easy to use but may lack flexibility.

High-tech AAC: Involves electronic devices such as speech-generating devices (SGDs), tablets
with specialized apps, and eye-tracking technology. These devices provide dynamic
communication options and can be customized extensively to meet user needs.



Choosing between unaided and aided AAC depends on the user's motor skills, cognitive abilities, and
communication environment.

Benefits and Importance of AAC
The use of augmentative and alternative communication offers numerous benefits for individuals with
speech and language difficulties. Understanding what is augmentative and alternative communication
highlights its crucial role in fostering independence, social participation, and emotional well-being.
AAC supports not only communication but also cognitive development and educational achievement.

Enhanced Communication and Expression
AAC provides individuals with the tools to express their needs, thoughts, and feelings more
effectively. This reduces frustration and behavioral issues related to communication barriers. By
enabling clearer expression, AAC promotes mutual understanding and meaningful interaction with
family, friends, and caregivers.

Improved Social Interaction and Inclusion
Access to AAC facilitates social engagement by allowing users to participate in conversations, make
choices, and share experiences. This inclusion improves self-esteem and reduces feelings of isolation
often experienced by those with communication disabilities.

Support for Learning and Development
In educational settings, AAC supports language acquisition, literacy skills, and cognitive development.
When integrated into therapy and classroom activities, AAC tools help learners build vocabulary,
sentence structure, and communication competence.

Applications and Users of AAC
Augmentative and alternative communication systems serve a wide range of individuals across
different age groups and conditions. Understanding what is augmentative and alternative
communication in practical terms means recognizing its adaptability to various communication
challenges.

Populations That Benefit from AAC
Users of AAC include individuals with:

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

Cerebral Palsy



Stroke or Traumatic Brain Injury

Developmental Disabilities

Progressive Neurological Diseases such as ALS or Multiple Sclerosis

Temporary communication impairments due to surgery or illness

The versatility of AAC ensures that both children and adults can access the support they need to
communicate effectively.

Settings Where AAC is Used
AAC is utilized in various environments including:

Educational institutions, from early intervention programs to special education classrooms

Healthcare facilities such as hospitals and rehabilitation centers

Home and community settings to support daily living and social interaction

Workplaces to facilitate professional communication

These wide-ranging applications underscore the importance of AAC in promoting communication
accessibility across all aspects of life.

Implementation and Assessment of AAC
Successful use of augmentative and alternative communication depends on thorough assessment and
individualized implementation. Understanding what is augmentative and alternative communication
involves recognizing the critical role of speech-language pathologists and other professionals in this
process.

Assessment Process
Assessment for AAC involves evaluating the individual's communication needs, abilities, and
environments. Key areas assessed include motor skills, cognitive function, language skills, and
sensory capabilities. The assessment helps identify the most suitable AAC system and necessary
adaptations for optimal communication.

Implementation and Training
Once an AAC system is selected, training is essential for both the user and communication partners.
This includes learning how to operate devices, interpret symbols, and use effective communication



strategies. Ongoing support and adjustments are often necessary to accommodate changes in the
user's needs or abilities.

Collaboration and Support
Implementing AAC successfully requires collaboration among speech-language pathologists,
educators, family members, and caregivers. A team approach ensures consistent use of AAC across
settings and maximizes the user’s communication potential.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is augmentative and alternative communication (AAC)?
Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) refers to methods and tools used to help
individuals with speech or language impairments communicate effectively. This includes anything
from gestures and picture boards to electronic devices and speech-generating technologies.

Who can benefit from augmentative and alternative
communication?
AAC can benefit individuals of all ages who have difficulty speaking or writing due to conditions such
as autism, cerebral palsy, stroke, ALS, or traumatic brain injury, among others.

What are the main types of augmentative and alternative
communication?
The main types of AAC include unaided systems like gestures and sign language, aided systems like
picture exchange communication systems (PECS), and high-tech solutions such as speech-generating
devices and communication apps.

How does AAC support language development?
AAC supports language development by providing alternative ways for individuals to express
themselves, engage in social interactions, and learn language concepts, which can enhance overall
communication skills and cognitive development.

Is augmentative and alternative communication used only for
non-verbal individuals?
No, AAC is not only for non-verbal individuals; it can also support people who have limited speech
abilities or fatigue easily when speaking, helping them communicate more effectively and efficiently.



How do professionals determine the appropriate AAC system
for a person?
Professionals such as speech-language pathologists assess an individual's communication needs,
abilities, preferences, and environments to recommend the most suitable AAC system, ensuring it
matches their physical, cognitive, and social requirements.

Additional Resources
1. Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Supporting Children and Adults with Complex
Communication Needs
This comprehensive book explores the principles and practices of augmentative and alternative
communication (AAC) for individuals with complex communication needs. It covers assessment,
intervention strategies, and the use of various AAC technologies. The text is designed for speech-
language pathologists, educators, and caregivers aiming to enhance communication outcomes.

2. Assistive Technology for Speech-Language Pathologists
This practical guide provides an overview of AAC devices and other assistive technologies used in
speech-language pathology. It includes case studies, device reviews, and strategies for integrating
technology into therapy sessions. The book is ideal for professionals seeking to understand and
implement AAC tools effectively.

3. Augmentative Communication in Practice: Research and Applications
Focusing on evidence-based practices, this book discusses recent research findings in AAC and their
application in real-world settings. It addresses topics such as device selection, user training, and
social integration. The authors emphasize collaborative approaches between professionals, users, and
families.

4. Communication Supports for Individuals with Autism: AAC Strategies and Interventions
This title centers on AAC approaches tailored for individuals on the autism spectrum. It reviews
communication challenges faced by this population and presents intervention techniques using low-
and high-tech AAC systems. The book highlights the importance of personalized communication
supports.

5. Voice Output Communication Aids: A Resource Guide
Dedicated to voice output communication aids (VOCAs), this resource guide details various devices
that produce synthesized speech. It covers device features, programming, and troubleshooting tips.
Speech therapists and AAC users will find practical advice for maximizing communication
effectiveness.

6. Introduction to Augmentative and Alternative Communication
A foundational text, this book introduces the history, theories, and models of AAC. It provides an
overview of assessment procedures, device options, and intervention planning. Suitable for students
and newcomers, the book lays the groundwork for understanding AAC principles.

7. Empowering Communication: Strategies for AAC Users and Their Families
This book emphasizes the role of families and caregivers in supporting AAC users. It offers strategies
for fostering communication development and participation in daily life. Through real-life stories and
practical tips, the book encourages empowerment and advocacy.



8. Technology and Literacy in AAC: Enhancing Communication for All Learners
Exploring the intersection of literacy and AAC, this book discusses how technology can support
reading and writing skills in AAC users. It highlights digital tools, apps, and adapted materials that
facilitate literacy development. Educators and therapists will find valuable insights on integrating AAC
with literacy instruction.

9. Clinical Management of Communication Disorders in Children
While broader in scope, this clinical guide includes significant content on AAC for children with speech
and language impairments. It covers assessment techniques, intervention methods, and collaborative
practices. The book is a useful reference for clinicians working with pediatric populations requiring
AAC support.
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