
Implementing 
Augmentative/Alternative 

Communication (AAC)
Jessi Wright
Maine CITE



Agenda

Device selection
Brief reality check
Implementation plans
Vocabulary
Strategies



Selecting an AAC Device
• Assess the individual to identify communication level
• Static or dynamic display
• Ability to physically access
• Consider the user’s potential increase in communication or 

language skills over the next 5 years
• Consider environments the user will be in over the next 5 

years
• Funding



Most 
Importantly…

Include the user 
in the 

conversation!!



Eenie meenie, miney mo

Not an acceptable method of selection



Did you know…?

A user can have 
more than one 
communication 
system and/or 

device.



Dream Big, Start Small

• Implementation is not easy

• It is not fast

• It will never be perfect

• Set goals that are reasonable
and achievable



Even 
Superman 
didn’t wear 
his cape all 

the time. 



Developing an 
Implementation Plan



Benefits of 
creating an 

implementation 
plan

Clearly defines goals and 
expectations

Ideally a multidisciplinary team plan

Sets clear roles and responsibilities 

Identifies potential barriers or red flags 

Defines how progress will be 
assessed

Creates a reference for the team



Step 1: Does anyone know 
how to work this thing?
Team members should get familiar with 
the user’s communication system/device

• On/Off
• Volume controls
• How to search for words
• Location of frequently used words
• Set up access for user



Find your tribe
• Get administrative support (if 

possible)
• Collect as many team 

members as you can
• Individual
• Parent/Guardian
• Teachers
• Classroom/Student Aids
• Therapists



Identify Communication Systems
• All communication systems used by the individual
• When/where each system is used
• Identify accessories or peripherals needed to access
• Specify device settings and set up instructions



Include the 
basics too! 

• System set up information

• Passcodes

• Who owns the device

• Where can the device go



When in doubt, 
think about the bus!



Elements of 
the Plan

Communication Goals
Communication Schedule
Learning Targets
Strategies
Team Roles and 

Responsibilities



Communication Goals

• Specific
• Measurable
• Achievable
• Relevant
• Time-bound



Strategies
• Vocabulary instruction
• Modeling
• Aided Language Input
• Prompting hierarchy 

used
• Descriptive teaching
• Opportunities



Increasing 
Vocabulary

• Core Word
• Fringe words
• Activity driven 
• Listen to the 

user’s PEERS!!



Core Words

• Words used most often in 
daily life

• Used across contexts
• Foundation for language 

development
• Select words based on 

the user’s needs
• MODEL using these 

words



Fringe Words

• Situation specific to 
subject or individual

• Descriptive



Activity-based 
targets

• Language for daily 
routines

• Pair goals with 
activities that 
naturally fit

• Vocabulary for 
classroom lessons



Descriptive 
teaching
• Communication 

partner uses common 
words to explain a 
term or concept

• Uses open-ended 
questions

• Focus on concepts vs. 
expanding vocabulary



Prompting Hierarchy

• Clearly define prompting level 
for each goal

• Consistency is key
• Update as needed
• Level can vary for different 

goals/activities



Aided Language 
Input

• Communication 
partner uses the same 
(or similar) system has 
the individual

• No expectation for 
response

• Increases exposure to 
language and system



Recap
• Develop a plan
• Begin with words that describe the 

user’s favorite things/activities
• Identify when/where/who and how 

strategies will be used
• Check prompting hierarchy step
• Reinforce AAC use as prescribed
• Communication opportunities are 

everywhere! Seize the moment!!



Data, data, data
• Needed to assess 

success
• Identify when 

target/goal is mastered
• Helps identify barriers 

or problems to address
• Keeps communication 

development moving



Provide opportunities for success!!



Jessi Wright
jwright@mainecite.org
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