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

Limor Mano-Lerman

ABSTRACT

People with Complex Communication Needs who has no functional speech are often assisted
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 his/her daily life. AAC systems include various types of representational systems,
aids and access techniques. The utterances created by these devices are very different from
those of spoken language. The linguistic characteristics of AAC users reported in the
literature are short and telegraphic utterances, word order which is different from the
acceptable order in the spoken language, frequent omission of grammatical morphemes and
function words, and semantic substitution of symbols by other symbols. These characteristics
influence the interactions of AAC users and affect the ability to interpret and understand their
utterances. Researchers suggest several possible explanations for these characteristics: some
relate to linguistic competencies of the users, others to the users' communicative efficiency
and interaction with communication partners while other explanations yet focus on the
graphic-visual modality of the representational systems. Existing studies on the subject are
few, and usually they don't take into consideration a wide range of discourse contexts and

various communicative tasks. There is no research as yet on this topic in Hebrew.

The purpose of this study is to describe and analyze the linguistic characteristics of
experienced adult AAC users whose mother tongue is Hebrew and to distinguish
characteristics that result from characteristics of the users themselves from those arising from
the communications systems that they use. The study group included six AAC users that
performed two production tasks which differed in the level of structuredness and complexity.
The tasks — repetition of spoken sentences using communication aids, and describing videos
depicting simple events using these aids - were performed in front of a communication partner
that reported what s/he understood from the participants’ productions. The AAC users were
classified according to their degree of communicative independence (Dowden & Cook, 2002):
users with context-dependent communication, users in transition to independent
communication and users with independent communication. They 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 language, which performed the tasks using the
same communication aids of the research group. The various utterances produced in the tasks
were coded and analyzed in terms of their morphological, syntactic, semantic and
communicative characteristics. In addition, a comparison was made between the two groups,
both with regard to the linguistic characteristics of the productions, and to the degree of

understanding of the various productions.

All participants performed the tasks willingly and successfully completed all the tasks' items.
Our findings indicate that the AAC users exhibited many linguistic features that conformed to
the structure of Hebrew. From a structure point of view, their utterances were mostly basic or
expanded, i.e. utterances that include the obligatory components of the event, as well as
various expansions such as locative adverbials and modifiers. They omitted content words
only in few utterances. Word order in simple sentences was always correct and four of the six
participants produced utterances with grammatical word order in complex sentences as well.
AAC users used various strategies to overcome lexical gaps such as using a noun instead of a
verb, using a different noun from the same semantic field and more. However, in some cases
the linguistic characteristics of the participants' utterances differed from the conventional use
of Hebrew, especially those of the context-dependent users. It became evident that the three
sub-groups of the research group are three linguistically distinct groups. Users with context-
dependent communication tended to omit function words, had difficulties in maintaining
grammatical word order in complex sentences and expressed verbal forms with no inflection.
Users in transition to independent communication produced utterances that contained the
obligatory components and were able to maintain correct word order but showed variability in
symbol omissions and verb inflections. One of the participants showed productions that
looked similar to those of independent communication users, while the other participant
showed productions similar to the context dependent users. Users with independent

communication showed productions very similar to those of the spoken language.

A comparison between the study group and the control group showed some similar
characteristics: length of utterances, percentage of content and function words omissions,
word substitution in both tasks and verbs inflections at one task. However, the two groups
differed from each other in some respects. The control group rarely substituted symbols in
comparison to the study group, retained correct word order in all types of sentences,
maintained proper verb inflection or used temporal markers available in the communication

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



both tasks. However the degree of comprehension and rate of comprehension of the control
group were significantly better than those of the study group. Several linguistic characteristics
were associated with complete comprehension: proper word order, correct verb inflection,

non-substitution of symbols and absence of omissions.

Some of the findings in this study are novel, and were not reported previously in the existing
research literature. The performance of AAC users that emerged from the findings was
generally better than the findings reported in the literature or the reports of people who are
experienced in everyday interactions with AAC users. We suggest that this is related to the
nature of the linguistic 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 encouraged the participants to produce full and grammatical utterances, and and
to demonstrate their best communicative and linguistic abilities. Another novel finding is the
clear difference between the two tasks. It seems that the video description task was easier for
the participants while the sentence repetition task was more sensitive and diagnostic in terms

of accuracy and linguistic complexity.

While examining the findings in light of the hypotheses suggested in literature it seems that
the differences in syntactic characteristics between the two groups (in particular word order in
complex sentences) supports the ‘deficit hypothesis', while the morphological characteristics
(e.g. inflection markers and function words) are attributed to the nature of the communication

devices and support the 'modality hypothesis'.

In addition to 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 successful and usable
linguistic diagnostic tools. Classifying the participants into three distinct sub-groups in terms
of their linguistic abilities is a good starting point for assessing AAC users before and during
intervention. Finally, we found a number of elements that enhanced comprehension, the most
significant of which are non-omission 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 these factors into account.
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