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Introduction 
AAC has a relatively short history; but it is one that we should all be proud of, 

one that we have been and are involved in shaping and creating.  In Scotland 

we should be especially proud of the recent legislation (The Scottish 

Government, 2016).  This is the only country in the UK where the right to 

communication equipment is enshrined in law.  The legislation also 

acknowledges that equipment alone is not enough – the person using AAC 

needs to be supported to learn to use their AAC system.  This is not the first 

piece of Scottish legislation to mention AAC (even if indirectly!).  The Adults with Incapacity 

(Scotland) Act 2000 was the first piece of UK legislation to have as a general principle the importance 

of using “any means of communication, whether human or by mechanical aid (whether of an 

interpretative nature or otherwise) appropriate to the adult” to allow the individual to express 

themselves.  Scotland is also the home of a range of innovative approaches and initiatives in AAC 

that are used across the UK and internationally, some of which will also be presented today.  

 

In this presentation I am going to try to travel with you over the 40 years or so that AAC has really 

been a field of study, to the present day, and to thinking with you about what might be the future 

for AAC – and most importantly, for those people who use/could possibly use AAC.  Examining our 

past is never a waste of time: learning from the past provides directions for AAC today and in the 

future.  So, although this may appear to be a historical journey, I hope that you will see that there 

are reflections from the past in our current thinking and work in AAC – and that past and present 

thinking will inform our future practice and research.  

  

About me 
I qualified as a speech and language therapist in 1978 – so it might seem as though my working life 

and the field of AAC have kind of run in parallel!  Was it so very different back in the early days of 

AAC?  Well, in some ways of course it was …. 

• Knowledge and awareness of AAC was extremely limited. 

• Choice of AAC systems was almost non-existent. 

• There was no BoardMaker1 (or other symbol generating) software! 

• There were no pre-made vocabulary packages – you had to start from scratch and select 

whatever vocabulary you thought was relevant for the individual. 

 

Within a couple of months of starting work, I’d gone on the first Blisssymbolics2 course in Scotland – 

thank goodness as it gave me a focus for what to do!   My undergraduate training had not really 

prepared me for the complex needs of the residents of the learning disability hospital I was working 

in as the sole Speech and Language Therapist!    

 

Some things have stuck with me though from these early days: 

• The importance of selecting the most appropriate AAC system for the individual: Blissymbols 

were probably not the most appropriate for the majority of the residents of this hospital 

                                                             
1 BoardMaker software is available from a number of different suppliers, including TobiiDynavox 
www.tobiidynavox.com and Inclusive Technology www.inclusive.co.uk  
2 For more information about Blissymbols and Blissymbolics check out www.blissymbolics.org 

http://www.tobiidynavox.com/
http://www.inclusive.co.uk/
http://www.blissymbolics.org/


(they were for some of the residents – but not applied across the board as I attempted to!).  

I spent so much time teaching what the symbols meant that we never actually got on to 

actually using them functionally! 

• But, even given the complexity of the symbol system, the value of giving 

people a means of expression so that they can say what they want 

cannot be underestimated.  Giving someone a means of expression can 

also allow us to get a glimpse of their world view and hopefully begin to 

address any misunderstandings that may have developed; this also 

reinforces the importance of thinking about the language we use on a 

daily basis (for example the boy who thought he was a wheelchair after hearing all his life 

phrases such as “wheelchairs go in the bus first”).   

• The importance of vocabulary selection (and the risks of “just doing it yourself”!): I did not 

really think about what was involved – until I took over the care of a lady who had 

transferred back to her home community from another learning disability hospital.  She was 

about the same age and of a similar ability to a lady I had been working with – but the 

vocabulary available to both ladies was totally different – probably more reflecting the 

interests and personalities of the 2 Speech and Language Therapists (SLTs) involved rather 

than the ladies themselves! 

• The need to take people with you (and not to think that as the SLT you know best!): when 

symbolising the environment in the learning disability hospital I stuck the Blissymbol with 

associated label on the television.  The Blissymbol for television is a compound symbol made 

up of several components (box, see, hear, electricity) – unfortunately instead of writing 

television out in full I simply wrote TV above the symbol.  The staff – who were still to be 

convinced of the value of symbols and what this young SLT was saying – quite rightly 

suggested that the residents might actually find it easier to associate and learn the written 

word form TV rather than the longer and more complex looking symbol!   

 

Our AAC past  
AAC as we know it is quite a new field – artificial larynxes were initially 

developed in the early part of the 20th century and I guess (apart from low tech 

writing/drawing systems that people have used from the beginning of time to 

enhance communication) were the first aided systems to augment speech for 

people who had lost their voice as the result of a surgical intervention.   

However, it is not really until the 1970s and 1980s that AAC as we generally 

would think of it came into being: 

• Use of graphic symbols:  Shirley McNaughton’s inspirational application of the ideographic 

writing system (Blissymbolics) developed by Charles Bliss. 

• Use of manual signing systems:  Margaret Walker and her colleagues developed the 

Makaton3 signing system using signs adapted from BSL for use initially by deaf people in a 

learning disability hospital. 

• Electronic communication aids: Canon Communicator (first manufactured in 1974), Possum 

typewriter and Possum Communicator 

• ISAAC4: formed in 1983 

• Communication Matters5 (the UK chapter of ISAAC): formed in 1986. 

                                                             
3 For more information about Makaton check out  www.makaton.org  
4 For more information about ISAAC check out  www.isaac-onlie.org   
5 For more information about Communication Matters check out www.communicationmatters.org.uk 

http://www.makaton.org/
http://www.isaac-onlie.org/
http://www.communicationmatters.org.uk/


AAC – 40 years on 

The changes in the expectations for AAC need to be considered in a wider 

social context.   Medical advances, amongst other things, have resulted in 

improved survival rates and people living longer resulting in more people 

living who could benefit from AAC.  People with disabilities are living and 

actively participating within their local communities, instead of hidden 

from the rest of society in large institutions (Mirenda, 2014).  Many 

children with significant disabilities, including children using AAC, are 

educated within their local mainstream school.  It was only in 1975, with the Education (Mentally 

Handicapped Children) (Scotland) Act 1974 that all children in Scotland regardless of their ability had 

the right to education and were included within the framework of special education.  AAC has been 

validated and recognised by the United Nations and at government level across the UK.  Light et al 

(2019) highlight some of the changes in the world of AAC that affect people with additional 

communication support needs, their families, friends and the professionals involved with them: 

there is now a greater expectation for active participation and involvement, there is now greater 

choice in terms of the AAC systems available, there are more options for communication, and there 

are more AAC services available.   

 

What learning and reflections from our past can we see in our present? 

Magic and cost of AAC:  
17 years ago, David Beukelman published a paper titled “The magic and 

cost   of communicative competence” (Beukelman, 1991).   The “magic” 

of AAC is why we continue to be involved with AAC, in whatever our role.  

The “magic” is obvious.  Not only do we have a stand-up comedian, who 

just happens to use AAC, winning Britain’s Got Talent, there are 

thousands of other people throughout the UK using AAC and making their 

own mark in the world around them.  The costs associated with AAC are 

partly hidden: the cost of equipment and material are obvious; instruction 

and learning costs are not.   

 

So, what about the actual cost of AAC equipment?  Has this changed over 

time?  In 1987 a TouchTalker cost £2500.00 (approx. £4916.00 at today’s prices); its direct 

replacement (an Accent 1000/Accent 1400) costs £4495.00/£5495.006 (the price for the Accent is 

simply the cost of the device as that was all that was available in 1987, no additional access 

equipment, software or mounting system).  With the increased availability of specialised software or 

apps available for mainstream tablets, the cost of many AAC devices may actually be less than it was 

in 1987.  Some AAC equipment involving specialised access peripherals, such as eye gaze, may be 

significantly more expensive.   

 

However, this is not really the “costs” that Beukelman was referring to when he wrote about the 

costs of communicative competence.  He was referring to those “softer” – but more important, and 

difficult to quantify – costs for the individual learning to become a competent and effective 

communicator using AAC; for their families, friends and carers; and for those professionals involved 

                                                             
6 It is impossible, and probably not very wise, to try to make a comparison.  TouchTalkers were amongst the 
first sophisticated symbol-based communication aids with true linguistic potential available in the UK.  They 
were sold by Liberator Ltd.  The Accent range of communication aids are the current versions of this early 
device and are sold by Liberator Ltd.  (www.liberator.co.uk)   

http://www.liberator.co.uk/


with them.   This too is reflected in the guidance documents supporting our legislation (The Scottish 

Government, 2018a and 2018b).  Those of us who were involved in writing the guidance documents 

will be all too aware of how much more difficult it was to specify what is meant by “support” – 

Beukelman’s “instruction and learning”.   

Light (1989) originally referred to communicative competence as a “dynamic interpersonal construct 

based on functionality of communication; adequacy of communication; and sufficiency of 

knowledge, judgment, and skills”.  She revisited this definition again more recently (though still 

some time ago now!) to gauge whether it was still relevant given the exponential growth of 

technology in everyday life.  What was found was, that in many ways, this new technology may place 

even greater demands (costs) on the learner/user of AAC (and their support circle) (Light and 

McNaughton, 2014).   

Obviously, there are significant advantages and benefits from the greater choice of systems, 

programs, apps, access technologies etc that we have today – however we should not ignore that 

there may also be a downside to this technological tsunami: the different systems may require 

different operational competencies (mouse skills, scan patterns, swiping and pinching, capacitive 

versus resistive touchscreens etc).  Being able to connect with the wider world via social networking, 

video calls, email etc, while also listening to streaming music – all from your communication aid 

might seem like (and be for some people) a real advantage.  However, the cost in having all this 

functionality available on the one device may be reduced battery life, the individual’s access method 

no longer working when Windows updates, speed of “switching on” and getting to the 

communication layout, the sheer complexity of the system making it difficult for the user to navigate 

and for their support team to manage, etc.   

Resilience: 
We can probably all identify with the spirit of this quote: “When I first got it, I wanted to throw it off 

a cliff” (Rackensperger et al, 2005).  Think of how you have felt in the past when trying to build a flat 

packed piece of furniture or set up a new piece of technology in your home.  This quote, however, 

was the feeling expressed by adults learning to use high-tech AAC for the first time.  We now know 

that simply providing someone with an AAC system does not necessarily improve their 

communication.  We are more aware of some of the “costs” to the individual learner, but what may 

still not always be appreciated is the degree of resilience required (Smith and Murray, 2011).  

Resilience – in both senses of this word: a flexibility to be able to come up with novel ways of 

expressing yourself, and a sense of spirit strength and buoyancy to keep going are required.  

Personal factors, including motivation and resilience are possibly almost the important predictors of 

success in using AAC.  We need to make explicit what the long-term potential of using AAC is, from 

the outset so that people learning how to communicate through AAC can view of what might be 

possible; it has to be worth all the effort.   

Learning from a more experienced partner: 
Being able to meet and learn from other people who communicate in a similar way (or even being 

able to see them on TV or YouTube) can help to give an individual a glimpse of what might be 

possible, that long term view.  Role model and mentoring schemes can be useful, especially if the 

role model/mentor is supported in that role. Learning from a more experienced partner is 

particularly important for children who are learning and developing language and communication 

skills, as well as learning their AAC system.   These children are surrounded by spoken language and 

must learn to express themselves using a different linguistic modality.  Modelling communication 

using a similar system to the child’s AAC system may redress at least some of this asymmetry 

between input and output.  Clarke et al (2017) also stress the importance of adult/peer scaffolding 

and recasting/rephrasing the child’s utterances using AAC and argue that immediate repair of 

language may be even more important for children using AAC than for typically developing children.  



Research would indicate that for many children their aided expression is not what we might expect if 

aided AAC was simply a translation of spoken language.  Certain aspects of language structure seem 

to be particularly difficult (Smith, 2015). 

Assessment/Intervention: 
Exactly 30 years ago Carol Goosens’ (Goosens’, 1989) argued that requiring pre-requisite skills to be 

present before initiating AAC intervention may in fact inhibit the development of these skills.  She 

argued that, with young children, assessment and intervention should be inter-twined.  At the time 

she was writing, a candidacy model of AAC assessment was prevalent which required people to be 

able to “prove” that they were “suitable” for AAC (Beukelman and Mirenda, 2013).  This model of 

AAC assessment is rightly condemned and a more participative model is usually adopted.  However, 

interim findings from the recent research project Identifying appropriate symbol communication in 

children: enhancing clinical decision making (I-ASC)7 would suggest that we are still not very good at 

involving everyone equally and enabling them to be active participants in the assessment process.  

One of the outputs of this project has been the production of resources to facilitate joint decision 

making.  Although this research is primarily focussed on children and young people, the principles of 

involving the potential user of AAC and their families in decision making is just as relevant for adults.  

Some of the resources may be able to be adapted for use with adults.  Another tool that has been 

useful in helping people work together to identify goals for intervention etc is the CODES 

Framework8.   

Both children and adults require support to learn to communicate using AAC.   Smith (2015) suggests 

that children need both explicit (i.e. formal) and implicit learning opportunities.  This need for direct 

“teaching” of language for children using AAC was still a topic for discussion at the recent ISAAC 

conference: “We need to explicitly teach language (grammar), expect sentences and give explicit 

feedback – we need to create opportunities to practice language” (Hennig, 2018).  Although an adult 

with an acquired motor disorder (e.g. motor neurone disease) has already developed the linguistic 

and social communication skills, they are still likely to require some formal instruction and teaching 

in the use of their new AAC system, to allow them to develop the new operational, linguistic social 

and strategic skills required to become a competent communication using AAC.  They are also likely 

to benefit from opportunities to practice communicating in this novel way before feeling sufficiently 

confident in a real-life situation.   

Use of colour: 
In this case I am not referring to the discussion re using coloured symbols or 

black and white line drawings.  That is a topic for another debate, rather I am 

referring to the use of colour (coloured backgrounds or borders) to help 

organise the vocabulary.  In the early days, we spent hours with felt pens 

carefully drawing borders, or colouring in the background to a symbol.  These 

days we simply click a few icons on the computer screen, and it is all done for 

us.   The benefit of the laborious hand-made version is that colour was added sparingly – with 

computer generated low-tech communication displays, or high-tech systems it may be too easy to 

add colour without really thinking about what its purpose is.   Too much colour can be as 

problematic as no colour may be.  The first colour coding system for AAC displays was based on the 

                                                             
7 For more information about the I-ASC research project and the on-line resources available, check out 
www.iasc.mmu.ac.uk  
8 For more information about the CODES Framework and associated materials, check out 
https://codesframework.wordpress.com/  

http://www.iasc.mmu.ac.uk/
https://codesframework.wordpress.com/


Fitzgerald Key9, which used colour to define grammatical categories or parts of speech.  Many of the 

current vocabulary layouts (high-tech and low-tech) still use a modified version of the Fitzgerald Key.  

However, there are several alternative colour coding systems available, so if it makes more sense in 

your environment to use e.g. Colourful Semantics10 then go for it!  The important thing is that 

everyone in a particular setting should use the same colour coding system. 

 

Our AAC future 

Questions and thoughts for now … and for the future: 

• How can we make accessible, inclusive communication a reality?   

o We now have a communication access symbol – how can we 

make this a powerful tool?   

o How can we use this symbol to really make experiences more 

positive and barrier-free for people who use AAC? 

 

 

 

 

 

• How can we continue to improve services and access to these services 

for people who may benefit from AAC? 

o We now have an AAC Core Pathway (Scottish Government, 

2018c) – how can we ensure that this is efficient, effective and 

responsive to individual needs?   

o Just as with the communication access symbol, the pathway in 

and of itself will not improve access to services.  It is up to 

those of us working in AAC – and using AAC - to promote, use 

and adapt this pathway to suit the local context and need. 

 

 

 

• How can we improve our AAC assessment and intervention skills to best meet the needs and 

abilities of our clients?  

o The I-ASC project has provided us with some tools which may 

be useful for assessment and involving clients and their families 

in decision making. 

o What other resources are available? 

o How do we ensure that we keep up to date with current 

thinking and practice?  

o How much do we explicitly “teach” language and functional communication skills to 

people using AAC?  

 

 

 

                                                             
9 For more information about using colour on communication displays and the Fitzgerald Key, check out 
https://praacticalaac.org/strategy/communication-boards-colorful-considerations/  
10 For more information about Colourful Semantics, check out http://integratedtreatmentservices.co.uk/our-
approaches/speech-therapy-approaches/colourful-semantics-2/  

https://praacticalaac.org/strategy/communication-boards-colorful-considerations/
http://integratedtreatmentservices.co.uk/our-approaches/speech-therapy-approaches/colourful-semantics-2/
http://integratedtreatmentservices.co.uk/our-approaches/speech-therapy-approaches/colourful-semantics-2/


So, time travelling in AAC, what can we take from the past to influence our future?  

What/where/who are the “tourists from the future”?   

We need to be alert, to horizon scan for new ideas, new techniques, but not to be blinded by 

magical technological promises (Light and McNaughton, 2013).   

The most important letter in AAC is the C.  AAC is first and foremost about communication, about 

language: enabling people to have a voice, to function in society, be able to participate and have as 

active role in life as they wish.  The AAC tools used to enable this communication, are just that – 

tools. 
 

“My communication aid is an important tool I use in reaching my goals, but it is just a tool.  

My communication aid is fantastic, but without me, it does not do anything.  I could not 

function in society without a communication system.  However, the communication system 

is just the key that unlocks the door to the candy shop.  I’m the candy.”  

(Creech, 1992, page 49) 

 

 

Janet Scott 

20th Feb 2019 
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