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Linguistic and Communicative Characteristics of Experienced
AAC Users in Different Production Tasks

Limor Mano-Lerman

ABSTRACT

People withComplex Communication Needs who Imasfunctional speech are oftersessed

by an intervention approach known as Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC),
meant to compensate for deficiencies in speech and allow the person to participate in all
contexts of hierdaily life. AAC systems includearioustypes of repesentatioal systems
aids and access techniques. Tterances @ated by these devices arery different from

those ofspoken language. The linguistic characteristics of AAC users reported in the
literature are short and telegraphic utterances, waterahichis differentfrom the
acceptablerderin thespoken language, frequent omission of grammatical morphemes and
function words, and semansabstitutionof symbolsby other symbols. These characteristics
influence the interactions of AAC usersdaaifect theability to interpret and understand their
utterances. Researchers suggest several possible explanations for these charasbenistics:
relate to linguistic competencies of the usetkersto the users' communicative efficiency
and interacbn with communication partnevghile otherexplanationget focus orthe
graphicvisual modality of the representatadrsystems. Existing studies on the subject are
few, andusually they don't take into considerat@mwide range of discourse contexts and

various communicative tasks. There is no reseascyeton this topic in Hebrew

The purpose of this study is to describe and analyze the linguistic characteristics of
experienced adult AAC usenshosemother tongués Hebrewand to distinguish

charactestics that result frongsharacteristics ahe users themselvé®m thosearising from

the communications systems that they use. The study group included six AAC users that
performed twroduction tasks which differed in the level of structurednessamgplexity.

The task$ repetition of spoken sentences using communication aids, and describing videos
depictingsimple events using these aidsere performed in front of a communication partner
that reported whathe understood from the participantguctionsThe AAC users were
classified according to their degree of communicative independence (Dowden & Cook, 2002):
users with contexiependent communication, users in transition to independent
communication and users with independent communicalioey carried out their tasks with
their own communication aids: communication boards with symbols and communication

boards and computers with spelling and complete words. The control group consisted of six



adults with normal development of speech and lagguwhich performed the tasks using the
samecommunication aids of the research group. The various utterances produced in the tasks
were coded and analyzed in termglefir morphological, syntactic, semantic and

communicative characteristics. In additi@ancomparison was made between the two groups,
both with regard to the linguistic characteristics of the productions, and to the degree of

understandin@f the various productions.

All participants performed the tasksllingly and successfully completedi the tasks' items
Our findings indicate that th®AC usersexhibitedmany linguistic features that conformed to
thestructure oHebrew.From a structure point of viewheir utterances were mostly basic or
expanded,.e. utterances that include tlobligatory components of the event, as well as
variousexpansionsuch adocative adverbialand modifiers. They omitted content words
only in few utterances. Wormtder in simple sentences was always correct and four of the six
participantgroduced uttersces with grammatical word order in complex sentences as well
AAC users usegtariousstrategies to overcome lexical gaps such as wsigin instead oh
verb, using a different noun from the same semantic field and more. Howes@me cases
the lingustic characteristicef the participants' utterancdgfered from the conventional use
of Hebrew, especiallthose otthe contexidependent users.becamesvident that the three
subgroups of the research group are three linguistically distinct grblgess with context
dependent communication tended to omit function wdrdd,difficulties inmaintairing
grammaticalvord order in complex sentences and expresse@Merns with no inflection.
Users in transition to independent communicapimmducedutteranceshat contained the
obligatory componentandwere able to maintaicorrect word order but showed variability in
symbol omissions and verb inflections. One of the participants showed productions that
looked similar tahose ofindependent commucation userswhile theotherparticipant

showed productions similar to the context dependsets Users with independent

communication showed productions very similathose of thespoken language.

A comparison between the study group and the cogtonlp showed some similar
characteristics: length of utterances, percentage of content and function words omissions,
word substitutionin both tasks and verbs inflections at one task. However, the two groups
differed from each other in some respedgisecontrol group rarelgubstitutedsymbols in
comparison to the study group, retairmedrectword order in all types of sentences,
maintained proper verb inflection or ugethporalmarkers available in the communication

aids in the repetition task. The degof understanding of the productions was very high in



both tasks. However the degreecomprehensioand rate oEomprehensioof the control
group were significantly better thémose ofthe study group. Several linguistic characteristics
were assoctad with completeomprehensianproper word order, correct verb inflection,

nonsubstitutionof symbols and absence of omissions.

Some of the findings in this study are novel, and were not reported previouslyekistieg
research literature. Theerfamanceof AAC users that emerged from the findirvgas

generally better than the findings reported in the literatutkeoreports of peophho are
experienced in everyday interactions with AAC us®@rs.suggest that this is relatedibe

natureof thelinguistic tasks used and the research context in which users were asked to
describe the sentences and videos to communication partner that did not hear or see them.
This setting encouragebe participant$o produce full andgrammatical utteranceandand

to demonstrat¢heir best communicative and linguistic abiliti@gother novel findings the

clear difference between the two tasks. It seems that the video description task was easier for
the participantsvhile the sentence repetition task was mamesgtive and diagnostic in terms

of accuracy and linguistic complexity.

While examininghe findings in light of the hypothessuggestedh literature it seems that
thedifferences in syntactic characteristizstween the two grougs particular word ader in
complexsentencessupportghe ‘deficit hypothesis’, whildne morphological characteristics
(e.g. inflection markers and function wordade attributed to the nature of tb@mmunication

devicesandsupportthe 'modality hypothesis'.

In additionto the theoretical importance in characterizing the users' language abilities and
understanding the causes for these characteristics, the present study has number of significant
clinical implications. The research tasks were discovered to be successiisadnte

linguistic diagnostic tools. Classifying the participants into three distineggulps in terms

of theirlinguistic abilities is a good starting point for assessing AAC users before and during
intervention. Finally, we found a number of elemeéhttenhanced comprehension, the most
significant of which are neomission of core arguments and the maintenance of grammatical
word order. It seems, therefore, that intervention programs aimed at improving the efficiency

of AAC users, should take thefsetors into account.
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