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How do Augmentative and Alternative Communication users deal with

lexical voids?
Hadas Vinder (Shtassman)
Abstract

Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) enables people with
complex communication needs to actively participate in routine daily life situations and
to communicate with their peers. However, AAC places communicative limitations and
constraints that do not exist in natural languages. One of these constraints, imposed by
AAC symbol-based devices, is their external, closed, static and limited vocabulary. The
vocabulary of the AAC aids is usually created by professionals, such as speech
clinicians, often aided by family members, and not by the AAC user him/herself, and is
generally more limited than the user’s receptive vocabulary. Therefore, AAC users
often encounter situations of lexical voids that emerge when their communication aid

lacks a word that exists in their receptive vocabulary.

Lexical voids exist in natural languages, when there are no existing words to
describe a concept or new situation. Voids exist in translation as well, when a word in
one language lacks an equivalent in the target language. Lexical voids in natural
languages can be resolved by introducing neologisms, borrowing, paraphrases,
explanations or definitions. However such strategies are often inapplicable when using
AAC devices, because the vocabulary they store is finite and limited. In addition, some
AAC users have language impairments in addition to speech limitations, and many of
them experience severe physical disabilities. These impairments and disabilities limit
their language productions and make it difficult for them to cope with the voids
imposed by their communication systems. Yet AAC users do try to use various
strategies to overcome such situations. The very few studies that address this issue
report that AAC users use semantic, phonological and pragmatic strategies for coping

with voids.

The objective of this study is to characterize the utterances produced by AAC
users when they encounter lexical voids. We studied the strategies they employ to
explain the missing words, as well as the syntactic structure of their productions.
Another objective of the study was to distinguish between characteristics that are related
to the users themselves and those that are derived from the communication aids, as well
as to determine the factors that influence the communication partners’ ability to

comprehend the missing words.



The study group was comprised of six young adults who have used their AAC
devices for ten years or more. The group consisted of an independent communicator,
two communicators 'in transition' who use communication boards with symbols, words
and spelling options, and three context-dependent communicators who use boards that
are based primarily on symbols. The study also included a control group of six
individuals with normal language and speech development. All participants performed a
task that involved naming 24 items that did not appear on the communication aids.

We analyzed the productions of both groups according to the following
parameters: the type of strategies employed, the variability of the strategies, the
syntactic structure of the productions (in terms of their length, percentage of content and
function words omissions, verbs inflections and word order) and the effectiveness of
their solutions. We then compared the results obtained from the study group with those

of the control group.

The AAC users in the study displayed impressive capabilities while coping with
lexical voids. The independent AAC user spelled out the missing words, whereas the
others made use of diverse strategies in order to explain the voids, including
communicative strategies that indicate an ability to think of the explanation process
itself, as well as to take into account the what the communication partner needs to know

in order to understand them.

The most common strategy in our results was to give an explanation that relates
to the function of the referent, e.g. what it is used for and in which circumstances it is
used. In most cases, only single utterances were produced and the majority of them were
relatively short. However there were instances in which multiple words and utterances
were produced. The long utterances were characterized by incorrect word order,
omission of syntactic constituents and grammatical markers, though grammatical

utterances were occasionally observed as well.

There were similarities between the variation and types of strategies by
participants in the two groups, and in the structure of the responses. Yet, the control
group employed fewer strategies in their utterances, used more super-ordinate
categories, and always named the target word by spelling it out, when this option was
available by the communications board. Furthermore, the control group produced

shorter utterances (1-3 words) more often than the study group.



The results showed high comprehension rates among the communication
partners in the study group (85%), though lower than those of the partners in the control
group, who comprehended 100% of the words. In addition, members of the control
group were understood faster in many more cases than the members of the study group.
The variables shown to be predictors of comprehension speed were: group attribution
(context dependent, 'in transition’, independent or control group), number of utterances
produced (shown to be a reverse predictor), and board type (only symbols vs. hybrid of

symbol/whole words and letters).

The similarities between utterances produced by the control and study groups
demonstrate the many limitations are imposed by the symbol-based communication
boards on the AAC users and thus show that utterances produced using those boards are
not fully indicative of the users' linguistic abilities. This reinforces the modality-specific
hypothesis regarding the characterization of the productions of AAC users. The
similarities between the two groups in terms of the length of utterances and their non-
grammatical word order can be explained as an attempt of the users to enhance
communicative efficiency and their dependence on the communication partners through
the process of co-construction, supporting the ‘compensation hypothesis'. The
differences between utterances of the two groups provide further support for the 'deficit
hypothesis' and indicate that there are indeed some gaps between the language and

literacy skills of the participants in the two groups.

Our results contribute to the theoretical and clinical body of knowledge available
regarding augmentative and alternative communication. A better understanding of the
limitations and constraints imposed by AAC devices and the manner in which users
overcome these challenges can offer insights into their actual language capabilities.
These conclusions can also help develop better communication aids and intervention
programs for training AAC users and their communication partners to develop better

strategies for overcoming lexical voids in their communication aids.
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