What can | say?

Vocabularies for augmentative and
alternative communication (AAC) systems
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What is Augmentative and Alternative Communication?

Augmentative and Altemative Communication (AAC) is the term used to
describe methods of communication which can be used to add to the more usual
methods of speech and writing when these are impaired.

AAC includes unaided systems such as signing and gesture, as well as aided
techniques ranging from picture charts to the most sophisticated computer
technology currently available. AAC can be a way to help someone understand,
as well as a means of expression.

Why would people use AAC?

Some people, both children and adults, find communication difficult because
they have little or no clear speech. There are many reasons why this might be
the case: for example, as a result of cerebral palsy, stroke, head injury, motor
neurone disease or learning disability.

The idea behind AAC is to use the person's abilities, whatever they are, to
compensate for their difficulties and to make communication as quick, simple
and effective as possible when speech alone does not work.

Although we all use aspects of AAC from time to time (e.g. waving goodbye
instead of saying it, pointing to a picture or gesturing to make yourself
understood in a foreign country) some people rely on AAC all of the time.

Helping people to communicate impraves their quality of life. It improves their
opportunities, education, social life, friendships and independence.

So what does AAC include?

AAC is a whole range of different activities — there is not just one type of AAC.
AAC includes facial expression, eye pointing (looking hard at the object or
person you want), gesture, signing, special symbols, spelling out a message on
a letter board or computer, electronic speech output aids, etc.

There are two main types of AAC system: unaided and aided. Most people who
use AAC use a combination of unaided and aided methods.
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Unaided Communication

This is how we describe methods of communication that do not involve a
piece of additional equipment. Body |language, gestures, pointing, eye
pointing, facial expressions, vocalisations, British Sign Language, and
Makaton are examples of unaided methods of augmentative communication.
(See leaflet Focus on...Let Your Hands do the Talking.)

Aided Communication

This is how we describe methods of communication which involve additional
equipment, such as a picture chart, a computer or a special communication
aid. Aided methods of augmentative communication may be ‘low-tech’ or
'high-tech’. Both low and high-tech systems can be used by people who are
unable to spell or read, as well as by people who are highly literate. (See
leaflet Focus on...Using Symbols for Communication.)

e Low-tech communication systems may take many forms and are anything
you can use which does not need a battery to function. Low-tech
communication systems include a pen and paper to write messages,
alphabet charts, charts and books with picture symbols or photos, and
tangible symbols.

e High-tech communication systems are devices requiring at least a battery
to operate. High-tech communication systems range from simple high-
tech (e.g. single message devices, pointer boards, toys or books which
speak when touched) to very sophisticated systems (e.g. specialised
computers and programs, electronic aids which speak and/or print).

Some people need to use a special device to control their aided AAC
systems, such as a switch to control a scanning system or a specialised
pointer. (See Focus on...Accessing Communication Aids and Gomputers.)

What is the best kind of AAC system fo use?

There is no ‘best’ type of AAC system. Each has its own pros and cons and
to identify the most suitable one for an individual will depend on their
personal preference as well as on their abilities and needs. Specialised
assessment will help to identify the most appropriate AAC system or
systems.

Remember that most people (including people who are able o speak
effectively) communicate using several methods. It can be useful to talk to
people who know about the pros and cons of different systems and to find
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out what training you will need. Contact a speech and language therapist at
your local health centre or hospital, or get in touch with a specialist AAC
Centre (contact Communication Matters for a list of centres).

Will AAC affect speech development?

AAC does not stop someone leaming to speak. In some cases, AAC can even
help to improve speech. Speech is usually quicker and easier than AAC so
people will always use speech when they can. All forms of communication
should be encouraged — speech and AAC — whatever works best at the time.

How long does it take to learn to use an AAC system?

How long is a piece of string? The time needed to learn the basics depends
on the person and the system.

Learning to communicate using an AAC system is a difficult task. Learning
how to operate an AAC system can sometimes be relatively straightforward,
but it can take longer to learn how to use an AAC system effectively in
conversation with other people.

Learning to communicate with some of the aids available is a bit like
learning to communicate in a foreign language — you need lots of teaching
and opportunities to practise before you begin to feel even slightly confident.

As communication is for life, we need to understand that people using AAC
systems never stop learning how to express themselves more fluently.
Ongoing support and training for both the person using AAC and their family
and carers is very important.

Is it difficult to communicate with a person using AAC?

Communication is a two way process. A successful conversation depends
on everyone feeling comfortable.

When you first have a conversation with someone using AAC, it can seem
strange and a bit awkward. However, remember that you are having the
conversation with the person using the AAC system and not the AAC
system itself. You don't need to understand how the AAC system works,
you just need to listen to what the person is ‘saying’ (see leaflet Focus on...
Speaking with someone who uses AAC). It will take effort on both sides but
this will be well worthwhile. Any AAC system is far, far better than not being
able to communicate at all.
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Useful Resources

Some examples of ‘core vocabulary”:

® Word frequency Lists (100, 200, 500 words) — contact Communication
Matters Tel: 0845 456 8211 Website: www.communicationmatters.org.uk

® Blissymbolics — 100 & 400 symbol Blissboards. Availzable from Blissymbol
Communication UK, c/o The ACE Centre, 92 Windmill Road, Oxford OX3
/DR Website: www.blissymbols.co.uk

Some high tech vocabulary application programs:

® CALLtalk — CALL Scotland, Paterson’s Land, Holyrood Road, Edinburgh
EH8 8AQ Tel: 0131 651 6235 Website: www.callscotland.org.uk

® Gateway & Word Power — DynaVox Systems Ltd, Sunrise Medical
Building, High Street, Wollaston, West Midlands D78 4PS Tel: 01384
446789 Email: enquiries@dynavox.co.uk Website: www.dynavox.co.uk

@ Ingfield Dynamic Vocabulary Sets — developed at Ingfield Manor School,
Five Qaks, Billingshurst, West Sussex RH14 SAX Tel: 01403 782294
Email: ingfield.manor@scope.org.uk

® Minspeak Application Programs — Liberator Ltd, Minerva Business Park,
Lynchwood, Peterborough, Cambs. PE2 6FT Tel: 0845 226 1144
Email: info@liberator.co.uk Website: www.liberator.co.uk

Further Information

Please contact Communication Matters for more information on this topic or to
obtain other leaflets in the Focus on... series.

Communication Matters

c/o The ACE Centre

92 Windmill Road

Oxford OX3 7DR, UK

Tel & Fax: 0845 456 8211

Email: admin@communicationmatters.org.uk
Website: www.communicationmatters.org.uk
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This edition of the 'Focus on...' leaflet was sponsored by

Liberator Ltd
Minerva Business Park, Lynchwood,
Peterborough, Cambridgeshire PE2 6FT
Tel: 0845 226 1144 Email: info@liberator.co.uk
Website: www.liberator.co.uk

Other topics in the 'Focus on..." series

First Steps
What is AAC?
Let your Hands do the Talking
Using Symbols for Communication
Speaking with Someone who uses AAC
Accessing Communication Aids and Computers
Communicating with Patients who have Speech/Language Difficulties
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