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More than Words: Examining the 

Augmentative Role of AAC
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augmentative communication

We have come a long way with re-
spect to public awareness of the need 
for Augmentative and Alternative Com-
munication (AAC) for individuals who are 
nonverbal. For many who have no natural 
speech and are not perceived to be likely 
to develop natural speech, AAC is con-
sidered, explored and implemented. Un-
fortunately, we do not yet see the same 
degree of consideration or implemen-
tation of AAC for those who have devel-
oped some natural speech. For individu-
als (with communication needs) who are 
described as “verbal,” the term “Augmen-
tative” in Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication is not often considered. 
In my experience, many people refer to 
a child as “verbal” when that child com-
municates some information using intel-
ligible natural speech, even if that child 
has an intelligible expressive vocabulary 
of perhaps only ten or twenty words. In 
stark contrast, a typical four-year-old has 
approximately 1,600 words in their ex-
pressive vocabulary and at five years old, 
kids are typically using between 2,200 
and 2,500 words expressively (Lanza and 
Flahive, 2008). 

There are several factors that are likely 
to contribute to the common tendency 
to skip over individuals that have natu-
ral speech when considering AAC. First, 

many teachers, professionals, and family 
members continue to mistakenly believe 
that use of AAC will prevent further de-
velopment of natural speech. Although 
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research has indicated that this belief is a 
myth, the myth continues to persist. Sec-
ond, some educators and therapists who 
support individuals with a wide range of 
communication needs do not consider 
the breadth of language functions that 
must be developed and used for an in-
dividual to communicate effectively.  Al-
though the intentions of professionals are 
good, lack of sufficient training can lead 
professionals to aim too low when setting 
goals and expectations for their clients 
with complex communication needs; lack 
of knowledge sometimes leads teams to 
focus narrowly on the communication 
functions of making choices and making 
requests to satisfy wants and needs. Third, 
therapists and teachers do not always 
consider typical language development 
milestones when determining whether 
an individual would benefit from AAC.  
Without comparing someone’s expressive 
language abilities to milestones typically 
reached early in development, it’s easier 
to feel satisfied with a more limited ar-
ray of expressive language skills. Lastly, 
some believe that individuals who have 
successfully communicated via natural 
speech in some situations and environ-
ments are being lazy, uncooperative, or 
manipulative when they are unable to 
communicate the same information in 
another situation or environment. When 
people are viewed as noncompliant as 
opposed to having trouble communicat-
ing (due to any number of factors), thera-
peutic and educational focus can shift to 
molding compliance instead of providing 
badly needed language supports, AAC 
and modeling of AAC.  

While many in our field are working 
tirelessly to discredit the myth that use 
of AAC to augment natural speech will 
prevent development and use of natural 
speech, there is still work to be done. Many 
educators, professionals, families and sup-
port staff continue to have concerns that 
providing AAC to those that have natural 
speech will have negative consequences 
or is unnecessary.  Reluctance to initiate 
use of AAC with those who have natural 
speech often reflects several misconcep-

tions (each discredited through research 
in the field). First, people mistakenly be-
lieve that using AAC with someone who 
speaks somehow indicates that they have 
given up on continued development of 
natural speech.  Second, there is a com-
mon misconception that AAC is “easier” 
than speaking and will therefore be used 
in place of speech or serve as a “crutch”. 
Third, there is a fear that use of AAC to 
augment speech means that the individ-
ual will then always require AAC. Research 
in the field suggests that not only is each 
of these assertions false, but initial find-
ings suggest that use of AAC may support 
development of natural speech (Millar, 
Light & Schlosser, 2006; Blischak, Lom-
bardino & Dyson, 2003). 

In a helpful 2010 handout from Rocky 
Bay entitled AAC Does Not Hinder Natu-
ral Speech Development, the following 
quote was highlighted “AAC intervention 
has significant benefits in the develop-
ment of communicative competence and 
language skills: the present best evidence 
analysis provides data that suggest AAC 
interventions can also have positive ben-
efits for natural speech production.” (Mil-
lar et al, 2006, pg. 258) The 2010 Rocky 
Bay handout also pointed out that AAC 
is a form of aided communication while 
speech is unaided; speech is therefore the 
more efficient mode and will be used as a 
primary means of communication (Roms-
ki, 2005).  

Like all of us, individuals with complex 
communication needs will select the eas-
iest and most efficient mode to get their 
messages across.  If natural speech meets 
their needs in any given situation or en-
vironment, they will use it! The problem, 
in many cases, is when natural speech 
alone is insufficient to meet someone’s 
communicative needs. It is at those times 
that AAC becomes not only necessary but 
invaluable.  

In my work as a full-time augmenta-
tive communication consultant, one of 
the most common challenges I encoun-
ter is a well-intentioned, but narrow fo-
cus on teaching only requesting and 
choice-making skills. Many professionals 
I meet mistakenly believe that requesting 
and choice making are prerequisite skills 
and must be mastered prior to working 
on other functions of language (such 
as commenting and asking questions). 
While it is very important that we be able 
to express what we need and want and 
be able to make choices, effective com-
munication involves far more than sim-
ply expressing what we want, need, and 
choose. In their article Communicative 
Competence for Individuals who require 
Augmentative and Alternative Communi-
cation: A New Definition for a New Era of 
Communication?, Light and McNaughton 
(2014) share a powerful quote from Bob 
Williams, a man who is an expert com-
municator via AAC.  Bob said, “The silence 

“...Speech has allowed the communication of ideas, enabling 
human beings to work together to build the impossible. 
Mankind’s greatest achievements have come about by talking, 
and its greatest failures by not talking. It doesn’t have to be like 
this. Our greatest hopes could become reality in the future. With 
the technology at our disposal, the possibilities are unbounded. 
All we need to do is make sure we keep talking.” 

– Stephen Hawking (BT advert 1993)
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of speechlessness is never golden. We all 
need to communicate and connect with 
each other – not just in one way, but also 
in as many ways as possible. It is a basic 
human need, a basic human right. And 
more than this, it is a basic human pow-
er...” (B. Williams, 2000, p. 248). Commu-
nication functions include (but are by no 
means limited to) calling attention, de-
nying or protesting, requesting, making 
choices, using social phrases and making 
comments (to establish and maintain so-
cial closeness), responding to questions, 
asking questions, and directing action of 
another person (L. Burkhart, 1993). When 
we consider the many functions language 
serves, it becomes clearer that many indi-
viduals who have some natural speech 
may not have sufficient skills to meet all 
of these language functions and would 
therefore benefit greatly from AAC. 

Another factor that seems to limit con-
sideration of AAC for students that have 
communication needs but have natural 
speech (which can vary dramatically from 
a few words to thousands of words) is 
that we can easily lose sight of how early 
complex expressive language develops 
in typically developing children. It can be 
difficult to clearly see the limitations in 
the natural speech and language of those 
with complex communication needs until 
we compare their language to the com-
plex and varied skills typically acquired 
by age five.  According to the American 
Speech Language Hearing Association 
(ASHA) in their publication How Does 
Your Child Hear and Talk?, children reach 
the following expressive language mile-
stones by age five. 

1-2 YEARS   
Says more words every month.
Uses some one- or two- word questions 
(“Where kitty?” “Go bye-bye?” “What’s 
that?”).
Puts two words together (“more cook-
ie,” “no juice,” “mommy book”).

2-3 YEARS  
Has a word for almost everything.
Uses two- or three- words to talk about 

and ask for things.
Familiar listeners understand speech 
most of the time.
Often asks for or directs attention to 
objects by naming them.
Asks why?

3-4 YEARS  
Talks about activities at school or at 
friends’ homes.
Talks about what happened during 
the day. Uses about four sentences at a 
time.
People outside of the family usually un-
derstand child’s speech.
Answers simple “Who?” “What?” and 
“Where?” questions.
Asks when and how questions.
Says rhyming words, like hat-cat
Uses pronouns such as “I, you, me, we 
and they.”
Uses some plural words like “Toys, birds 
and buses.”
Uses a lot of sentences that have for or 
more words.

4-5 YEARS  
Responds to “What did you say?”
Names letters and numbers.
Uses sentences that have more than 
one action word like  jump, play, and 
get. May make some mistakes, like 
“Zach got two video games, but I got 
one.”
Tells a short story.
Keeps a conversation going.
Talks in different ways depending on 
the listener and place. May use short 
sentences with younger children or talk 
louder outside than inside.

If we consider that research shows that 
AAC does not hinder speech develop-
ment, take into account how sophisticat-
ed language is for even very young chil-
dren, and consider all of the functions that 
language must serve, we will be far more 
likely to augment the natural speech of 
those with communication needs using 
AAC, and do so at a much earlier stage.

There is another factor that some-
times appears to prevent professionals 

and families from exploring AAC for in-
dividuals who have (some degree of ) 
intelligible natural speech.  This factor is 
a perception that if someone can com-
municate effectively with natural speech 
with some people or in some situations, 
they must be able to do so with all com-
munication partners and in all situations. 
Some see failure to communicate in some 
situations but not in others as a negative 
behavior and an unwillingness to com-
municate and comply. While negative be-
haviors certainly exist, they may be miss-
ing the fact that many individuals with 
complex communication needs who are 
considered to be “verbal” are not always 
able to use or access their speech and 
language skills. There are many factors 
that can impede someone from using a 
communication skill they exhibit some of 
the time. Some of these factors include 
the existence of pain or physical discom-
fort, fatigue, stress, anxiety, excitement 
and sensory overload.  When inability to 
communicate is perceived as noncompli-
ance, supports and prompting methods 
can shift to attempting to achieve com-
pliance in an individual who may already 
be frustrated or agitated, but may not be 
trying to misbehave. Unfortunately, using 

Reprinted with permission from  
PrAACticalAAC.org
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methods to encourage compliance when 
the escalation has been caused by a com-
munication breakdown can cause further 
escalation and an increase in challenging 
behaviors. 

 The need for AAC to be explored as 
a potential support for those who have 
some natural speech became far more 
apparent to me when I met a young 
woman at one of my AAC presentations 
about two years ago. Josie, who describes 
herself as a young autistic woman, came 
up to speak to me during a break. She ap-
proached me holding an iPad but spoke 
verbally with perfect articulation and per-
fect syntax.  It wasn’t until she also com-
municated with me using her iPad (and a 
robust AAC app), that I realized she also 
uses AAC. After getting to know Josie 
much better through frequent conver-
sations online, I learned far more about 
her struggles with language and why she 
refers to herself as a “part time” AAC user. 
Josie explained that there are some tasks 
and functions of language that are so 
challenging and cause so much anxiety, 
that they prevent her from communicat-
ing her thoughts effectively. Additionally, 
she has noted there are many times when 
current stressors, anxiety, excitement, fear 
or sensory overload override her expres-
sive language skills and again, prevent 
her from relaying her thoughts clearly 

through speech. Josie has a very large 
vocabulary, can speak in sentences within 
connected speech, and is literate, which 
is often not the case in individuals with 
complex communication needs; howev-
er, her story and thoughts about the need 
for AAC (and extensive modeling of AAC) 
even for those who are verbal is incredibly 
valuable for anyone working with individ-
uals who have complex communication 
needs.

After realizing how valuable Josie’s 
insights have been to me, I asked her if 
she would mind if I shared her thoughts 
publically with others who are learning 
about AAC, its applications and imple-
mentation. Josie was excited to share her 
thoughts with the people who deliver 
services and care for those with complex 
communication needs, particularly indi-
viduals who have speech, and graciously 
agreed. Throughout our discussions, Josie 
has shared thoughts and experiences 
about her use of AAC as a person who is 
verbal (and according to her, at times “hy-
per verbal”). Recall that Josie speaks clear-
ly and with perfect syntax. It’s likely that 
some communication partners who don’t 
know Josie and have not witnessed her 
communication breakdowns, self-stim-
ulatory behaviors or other atypical be-
haviors might believe that her language 
is sufficient to meet her communication 
needs. In her own words, however, she 
explains that her natural speech is often 
insufficient. 

One day, when messaging with me 
about an upcoming physical therapy ap-
pointment, Josie said “I’m just so worried 
with me starting PT there… that I’m going 
to hurt myself because I can’t tell them 
when it becomes too hard. I’ve had other 
experiences where I was unable to say ‘no’ 
or that something was wrong.  I basically 
had compliance training growing up…
and I’ve only recently realized that that’s 
the root of my not being able to stand up 
for myself, because I’ve spent most of my 
life being told I cannot refuse.  It’s hon-
estly really scary knowing that when bad 
things happen, I can’t stand up for myself. 
I don’t think she (therapist) at all under-

stands that I need prompting. If she asks 
me how I feel about an exercise, I will al-
ways say ‘it’s fine’, or maybe that it makes 
me tired… I have to be prompted to say it 
on the talker, otherwise I say (it) verbally, 
and when I say (it) verbally, it’s just auto 
responses. I’m very bad at prompting 
myself. I’m not exactly sure why, maybe 
it’s fear, maybe I’m just not used to it, I 
don’t know. I tend not to want to create 
anything that may be seen as a ‘hassle’. I 
wish I was better able to prompt myself 
to use my talker, it’s so hard to be able 
to talk, and yet not be able to say what I 
need to. Like, I can be super hyper verbal, 
but I can’t say ‘this is too hard’.  Story of 
my life… 

Internal voice and external voice often 
don’t speak to each other…then there’s 
when I go non-verbal all together. Like, 
I can talk, but that doesn’t always mean 
communication. Though I do go non-ver-
bal as well when really stressed.  And then 
there’s all the anxiety around self-advo-
cacy and saying how I really feel. That’s 
NOT HELPING. Honestly there should be 
a diagnosis called “passive communica-
tion disorder’. Kinda like selective mutism, 
but instead of going mute, one just goes 
along with whatever, even if internally 
screaming to say what one really wants 
to. My brain when I’m trying to communi-
cate something important- ‘omg what…
are you doing?!? SAY THE THING!! Omg 
no! Shut up! That’s not anywhere near 
correct!’ My mouth apparently has its own 
agenda.” 

Powerful, right? I later asked Josie 
some interview-style questions to get a 
deeper understanding of her communi-
cation and AAC needs.  

Lauren: “How would you explain WHY 
you need AAC to people who see you as 
bright and articulate and very ‘verbal’?”

Josie: “My brain and mouth don’t al-
ways say the same things and sometimes if 
something is hard, I can’t say it verbally, it 
gets stuck or I’m too intimidated, or I don’t 
want to make anyone upset.

Lauren: “What are some situations that 
create a need for you to use AAC?  

Josie: “Sometimes when I’m just fine. 

Reprinted with permission from  
PrAACticalAAC.org
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It (AAC) feels better. I also use it to process 
how I’m feeling and self-talk. I like the verbal 
feedback.”

Lauren: “Ah. So the voice output is key for 
you. Good to know. Some people are very 
intent on providing paper supports and re-
luctant to move to voice output, especially 
for individuals with natural speech. I can’t 
tell you how many classrooms I walk into 
where teachers say ‘He’s verbal, he doesn’t 
need AAC.’”

Josie: “If he’s verbal they should let ‘him’ 
try different AAC types and then make his 
own choice, and by verbal, I generally mean 
very verbal… anybody with under 1k words 
should have AAC in place or at least there if 
they need or want it.”

Lauren: “Agreed, but how would you 
explain how they’d benefit…as an autistic 
person?” (Josie prefers to be called an Au-
tistic person as opposed to a person with 
Autism.) 

Josie: “OK, How many adults have said 
something they didn’t mean only to realize 
JUST after it left their mouth? That’s what 
it’s like a LOT of the time….and how many 
adults have been afraid to speak up? That’s 
also what it’s like a LOT of the time, except 
both things can be about everyday things. 
More like... that wasn’t what my brain was 
thinking. My mouth is just making stuff up 
now. A LOT of Autistic adults were ... um... 
what’s the word...made to feel like a burden 
or that we are less/our opinions matter less. 
Even self-advocacy is discouraged if neuro-
typicals feel it’s not the right kind or what-
ever nonsense. And us hyper verbal people 
went through life being told ‘stop talking all 
the time’ ...um, so asking store workers for 
items, asking for directions, anything that 
involves talking to other people generally... 
in those kinds of situations what comes out 
is whatever will make the person happiest/
least unhappy.

Lauren: “How SHOULD they prompt you 
or support you - especially with respect to 
your talker?” 

Josie: “So, teachers never really prompt-
ed me. I had no supports in place in school, 
despite clearly needing them. Most teachers 
thought I was attention seeking and/or lazy 
…Teachers didn’t care and I fell through the 

gaps. Even my family thought I was being 
lazy. I was trying as hard as I could but it was 
never enough. So, I didn’t have the teacher 
prompting experience or anything. I DID 
have that happen in the hospital though. 
I was labeled attention seeking/borderline 
personality disorder, which I don’t have… 
and manipulative. I hate that word. I can’t 
hear it without feeling angry. Behavior IS 
communication. Non-compliance is also 
communication. And it’s a way of attempt-
ing to regain some sort of control in a life 
where others control almost everything. 
Any other questions?”

Lauren: “(I) really just want people to 
hear what you wish you could have told 
them through the years, specifically about 
communication and what you needed from 
them..(things) that you didn’t get.”

Josie: “Oh, when I have high emotions 
(normally frustration/anger/pain), my 
mum gets upset with me. Teachers thought 
I just wanted attention. I needed help with 
communication and nobody saw that…
wish people could have taken the time to 
help me…those that DID see I was strug-
gling

It’s a slap in the face to know that people 
know you’re struggling, and yet do nothing 
to help.” 

Lauren: “That’s why I’m trying to share 
your experiences.”

Josie: “Feel like people have no idea 
where to start - don’t spend the time search-
ing for what to do…especially teachers and 
family. I think it doesn’t matter where they 
start.”  

Lauren: “I totally agree. 100%. You learn 
along the way...just need to be open mind-
ed and willing to learn and even make mis-
takes.” 

Josie: “As long as they try. Doing some-
thing and maybe messing up is better the 
doing nothing at all. I’d rather work with 
someone who over-uses my talker and 
prompting. Then someone who does noth-
ing at all.”

Lauren: (Josie has very frequently 
lamented about people’s inability or un-
willingness to use her talker with her and 
model for her, which prompted my next 
question.) “Would you say the biggest thing 

you needed that you didn’t get was support 
with communication - modeling/encour-
agement to use alternate means??” 

Josie: “Yeah.”
Once again, Josie’s skills, needs, and 

experiences are not the same as all oth-
ers who have some natural speech and 
complex communication needs; howev-
er, I am hopeful that the experiences she 
shared with us shed some light on what 
others may experience.

In the conclusion of their article Aug-
mentative communication and early in-
tervention: Myths and Realities, Romski & 
Sevcik (2005) made the following import-
ant assertions, 

“The reality is that it is never too ear-
ly to incorporate AAC into language and 
communication intervention for the 
young child with a significant commu-
nication disability. The AAC devices and 
strategies are a tool, a means to an end—
language and communication skills—not 
the end. Incorporating AAC during early 
communication development requires a 
focus on language and communication 
development within the context of the 
AAC mode… It is imperative that AAC 
be linked to early language and commu-
nication development. There is a strong 
history of empirical data to draw on as 
clinicians make practice decisions about 
intervention strategies for early commu-
nication development…. AAC is not a last 
resort but rather a first line of intervention 
that can provide a firm foundation for the 
development of spoken language com-
prehension and production. It can set the 
stage for further language and commu-
nication development during the child’s 
preschool and early school years. It also 
can open the door for the child’s overall 
developmental progression.” (Romski & 
Sevcik, 2005)

In further support of AAC use with in-
dividuals who have some natural speech, 
Light and McNaughton (2014) reported 
that “Over the past 25 years, there has 
been a significant increase in research to 
advance understanding and enhance the 
communicative competence of individu-
als with complex communication needs. 
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This research has established empirical 
evidence of the positive impact of AAC 
(Beukelman et al., 2007; Bopp, Brown, & 
Mirenda, 2004; Branson & Demchak, 2009; 
Fried-Oken et al., 2012; Ganz et al., 2011; 
Machalicek et al., 2010; Roche et al., 2014; 
Schlosser, Sigafoos, & Koul, 2009; Walker & 
Snell, 2013; Wendt, 2009) and has demon-
strated that these gains come at no risk 
to speech development or recovery (e.g., 
Millar, Light, & Schlosser, 2006; Romski et 
al., 2010).”  (Light, J. C., &, McNaughton, D, 
2014)

It’s my hope that as we gain and share 
more information about the merits of 
AAC use with those who are described as 
“verbal” (whether that means they have 
an intelligible vocabulary of 10 words or 
a thousand words), we will see a rise in 
consideration of AAC as a potentially ap-
propriate augmentative support. Once 
we begin to consider AAC for all individ-
uals whose expressive language does not 
meet his or her communicative needs, we 
can be sure we are doing what all that we 
can to help everyone meet their commu-
nication potential.
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