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Learning Outcomes

▪  What AAC is and what it is not.

▪  Strategies for how to communicate 
effectively with AAC

▪  Ways to increase independence for 
our AAC users



DO THE BEST YOU CAN UNTIL 
YOU KNOW BETTER. THEN 
WHEN YOU KNOW BETTER, DO 
BETTER

- MAYA ANGELOU



What is AAC?

• Stands for Augmentative & Alternative 
Communication

• All the ways that someone can communicate 
besides verbal speech

• Often when people reference AAC, They are 
talking about devices

Tonight is not about devices -it’s about communication!





There are a lot 
of Myths about 
AAC



Myth #1: 
“Using AAC will stop my child 

from talking.”



Fact: 
Research consistently shows that supporting 
language development with AAC does not 

prevent verbal speech
(it actually support it!)



Myth #2:
 “They’re just playing around 

on the device”



Fact: When your child is 
pressing buttons over and 
over, they’re not just playing—
they’re learning how their 
voice works. 

It’s very similar to how babies 
babble before they talk. That 
exploration is a necessary 
step toward real 
communication.



Myth #3:
 “My child has a device, now they can 

communicate!”



Input       Expected Output 
verbal speech in        verbal speech out 

Fact: 

The Language Learning Algorithm

Input      Expected Output 
verbal speech in       AAC out... 

But what happens with our kids learning to use AAC?



SHOW, DON’T TEST!
• Aided Language Stimulation
• Aided Language Modeling
• Natural Aided Language
• AAC Modeling

DIFFERENT WAYS 
TO SAY THE SAME 

THING!!!

How do we make the input match the output?



What are we modeling?

CORE Words = efficient use
• These are words like go, stop, want, more, help, it, you, not.
• The little words that we use all the time in everyday conversation no 

matter what we’re talking about
• With any AAC system space is limited - core words help communicate 

many different ideas without adding a lot of different vocabulary

FRINGE Words = motivated use
• These are words like Velociraptor, Keepy-Uppy, Monorail, Nintendo Switch
• Specific words that name things, people, or places.

CORE + FRINGE = Communication 



CORE words in action!



CORE words in action!

1. Where’s Rubble dad?

2. X Nox ate him.

3. Nox ate him.

4. Both of them.

5. I want to put rubble in 
here.

6. I have a car.

7. There you go.

8. Oops.

9. It didn’t work.

10. It didn’t work on there.

11. I gotta try again.

12. (Um) Marshalls in the bag 
with his piece thing.

13. I got to push this down.

14. We need the wings.

15. We need to pop the wings 
out.

16. I have a red car.

17. I got to push this black 
thing down.

18. This is green.

19. This is Marshall with his 
(um) police thing.

20.This is the>

21. Rubble is in his thing.

22. It fell down.

23. It go up again.

24.Kiss it.

Language during Play – 3 years 4 months
• 2:32 second sample

• Total 108 Words spoken (contractions counted 
as 1 unit (e.g., Where/’s = 1 unit)

• 83 of 108 words were core words

• 76% of the total transcript were core words

• 8 of 24 total utterances were comprised 
ENTIRELY of core words.



What to expect…

Social Media Reality



Practice your word finding– modelling 
works best when it is fast, fluent, and 
fun! 
• Think of things your child likes and 

pick a few words you would say 
during or about the topic

• Take time to practice finding words 
on your child’s system when 
they’re not around

• Use the “word-finder” tool 

Where to start



Where to start
Communication is more than requesting– 
being able to request your wants and needs 
is important, but there are SO many more 
reasons to communicate!

Communication Purpose Simple Word to Model What it might sound like

Requesting want want cookie

Rejecting / Protesting no / not no more, not that

Commenting like like it

Gaining Attention look look!

Asking for Help help help me

Making Choices that want that

Continuing an Activity more more play

Stopping an Activity stop stop

Asking Questions what what that?

Answering Questions it / that it there

Describing big big truck

Sharing Feelings happy / mad I’m happy

Social Interaction hi / bye hi mom

Directing Others go go there

Talking About Actions go / do go, do it

Possession my my turn

Negating not not like

Requesting Information where where go?



Start Simple – Start modeling how many 
words your child typically uses and add 
one. 
• Try Pairing Fringe Word + Core word

“go + Tyrannosaurus”

“find + Tyrannosaurus” 

“like + Tyrannosaurs” 

How to Model



Think Aloud! – Saying out loud what you’re 
doing helps your child learn how it works. 
• Learning how the device works

❖ “I turn on my talkbox by pressing this button”
❖ “I can say it louder by turning up the volume here”
❖ “What I want to say is not here, I can add a word 

like this…”
• How to find words

❖ “I don’t know where “quiet” is, I can find it by 
searching here”

❖ “Lucky Charms are cereal so I can look in food”

• Repairing Communication
❖ “Ah, that’s not what I wanted to say, I can clear it 

here”
❖ “My word is not here, I will have to type it. What 

letter does the word start with?”

How to Model



Wait time– As Tom Petty said “the waiting is 
the hardest part”
• It’s okay if your child does not respond 

right away- remember, communication should 
feel natural, not like a test.

• Start by counting to 3 slowly in your head 
before moving on.
❖ This can (and should be) adjusted over time. 

How to Model



Respond to all communication– If your child 
touches, looks, points, etc… Treat is as 
communication and keep the conversation 
going!(even if you think they’re just “playing”)

• Do what they ask (if possible)
❖ If   NOT   possible, this is a great time to model    NOT

• Repeat back what they said with something 
extra.

How to Model



How to Model

Ask open-ended questions– Instead of “what’s 
this?” or yes/no questions, try these to keep the 
conversation flowing:

❖ “What should we do next?”
❖ “Who gets a turn?”
❖ “What’s happening?”
❖ “What do you think?”
❖ “What do you see?”

• The goal is for language exposure, not 
necessarily a response right away

• Model the response!
I       think …   we    should    play!



Next Steps
Keep Building Language– Language learning is a 
lifelong process that changes over time. 
• An AAC system should grow with your child—

because the words they need at age 6 won’t be 
the same words they need at 16 or 26.
❖ School vocabulary vs. Work Vocabulary
❖ Small talk vocabulary



Next Steps
Building Independence– Independent AAC users are 
proficient in 4 key areas.

Operational Competence Social Competence

The physical use of the device or system. 

Goal: Operating the device as independently as possible.

Strategies
• Practice navigation skills. 
• Teach device routines (i.e., charging, carrying it, etc…)
• Adding Vocabulary 

How the AAC system is used in real interactions

Goal: Initiate and participate in conversations with as much 
independence as possible

Strategies
• Practice with siblings or peers and not just adults
• Model ways to initiate interactions (e.g., “Hey!”, “how are you?”)
• Use age-appropriate vocabulary (“bruh”, “that’s fire”, “slay”, 

“sus”)

Strategic Competence Linguistic Competence

Fixing breakdowns and working around the inherit limitations of 
every AAC System

Goal: Keep communication going even when something does work.

Strategies
• Teach repair phrases or non-verbal gestures (e.g., “please wait 

for me to finish”, or waving hands to indicate an incorrect word)
• Teach flexible communication, not perfection (e.g., “Hmm… no 

volcano… let’s say mountain + boom + hot”)

Understanding how language is organized and using the language 
of the AAC system.

Goal: Find and use words without being told what to say.

Strategies
• Use the device to model vocabulary
• Prepare -> Show -> Wait -> Respond



AAC – Misc. Tips

1. How to refer to the AAC system – Avoid calling 
it “their tablet” or “the device”. Call it something like their 
“voice”, “talker”, “talkbox”, etc… People your child interacts 
with are less likely to take “their voice” away, than “their 
iPad”.

2. Guided Access – iOS systems (iPads) have 
accessibility features built in to keep children from 
accessing parts of the system you don’t want them too.

3. Personalize it! - It’s their communication system, so 
make it something they enjoy carrying around. 

4. Always have a low-tech backup – There will 
always be times when something that uses electricity 
would be a problem (e.g., swimming pool).

❖ Take screen shots of common pages and print them out.

❖ Have a “I need my talker please” visual handy 



Glossary – Common Terms used with 
AAC practice 

Number Email Web

1. AAC (Augmentative and Alternative Communication) -  Any way of communicating besides verbal speech (pictures, signs, buttons, or devices)

2. Aided Language Stimulation (Modeling) - Using the AAC system while you talk to show how it works.

3. Access Methods – How your child interacts with the device. These include Direct access (i.e., touch), Scanning,  or Eye-Gaze.

4. Core Words - Words used most often that can be used in a variety of contexts (go, want, more, stop, help).

5. Fringe Words - Specific words that can be used only in certain situations (pizza, dinosaur, grandma).

6. Speech-Generating Device (SGD) - A device that generates its own speech when activated (e.g., iPad with AAC software like TD Snap or 
Proloquo2go).

7. Voice Output Device (VOD) – A device that produces pre-recorded speech when activated. (e.g., Big Mack Button, simple switches with recorded 
phrases).

8. Operational Competence - The physical use of the device or system. 

9. Linguistic Competence - Understanding how language is organized and using the language of the AAC system.

10. Strategic Competence - Fixing breakdowns and working around the inherit limitations of every AAC System.

11. Social Competence - How the AAC system is used in real interactions.

12. Message Bar – On high tech systems this is used to create longer messages (e.g., phrases or sentences)

13. Motor Planning – The brain’s ability to plan and carry out the movements your body needs to do something. Why we want to keep icons in similar 
places so kids can learn the movement for faster word retrieval.
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