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The Basics 
Click on underlined words for definitions when needed or 

turn to Section 5 to see the glossary and more about AAC devices! 

 

• 1.8 million adults (over the age of 19) use augmentative and alternative communication 
devices, or AAC devices to communicate with others.  
 

• Among this population are individuals with speech, language, and hearing disorders that are 
connected with strokes, cerebral palsy, developmental delays, autism, neurological 
diseases, and a range of other conditions.  
 

• In order to engage in conversations with other individuals, people with severe 
communication impairments often used computerized devices called augmentative and 
alternative communication devices, or AAC devices. Alternatively, they may use low-tech 
tools such as printed words and symbols on paper or cardboard, referred to as 
communication boards. 

 

• Incoming college students who use AAC devices may not yet have access to the vocabulary 
words they will need as adults.    

 

• A National researcher, Diane Nelson Bryen, PhD, Professor Emerita at Temple University, 
recognized this need and developed a solution: AAC Vocabulary for Socially Valued Adult 
Roles.  

 

Create awareness of AAC Vocabulary for Socially Valued 
Adult Roles and help students who use AAC devices to 

achieve their goals and dreams!  
 

 



What are vocabulary sets? 

Working with people with significant communication disabilities, caregivers, and professionals, 
Diane Nelson Bryen has produced evidence-based vocabulary sets that are meaningful in 
situations and environments encountered by adults, including:  

• College Life 
• Emergency Preparedness/Response 
• Employment 
• Reporting Crime and Abuse 
• Managing Personal Assistance Services 
• Managing Health Care, and 
• Using Transportation 

 
 

Graphic symbols or icons are frequently paired with vocabulary words on AAC devices to aid 
individuals with proper word selection. A sample of symbols and their related vocabulary words 
has been placed throughout this document as examples. The Socially Valued Adult Vocabulary 
Sets and Corresponding Symbols table in Section 5 displays the corresponding symbol sets that 
are currently available for each of the vocabulary sets. These symbol pairings make it easy to 
create customized communication boards or program the words and symbols into a 
communication device. Although the pairings have not yet been completed for all vocabulary 
sets, interested parties can create their own matches by visiting the symbol makers’ websites or 
by using free online resources, such as Microsoft clip art! 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results

 

Emergency Preparedness Bonus! 
Effective communication in times of man-made or natural disasters is key to 

effective emergency preparedness, response, and management. However, people 
with disabilities, especially those with significant communication disabilities, are at 

particular risk because they may not have the vocabulary needed to effectively 
communicate. Similarly, emergency first responders may not know how to 

communicate with people with complex communication needs. In response to these 
needs, additional materials have been developed for disability resource providers to 
offer to emergency responders, end users, and policy makers. Information regarding 

these materials is found in Sections 1, 3 and 4. 

http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/clipart/default.aspx


Who would use the vocabulary sets? 

• The vocabulary sets alone would be useful for someone using an AAC device. The words 
can be programmed (with or without symbols) into the device for easy recall without 
the need to spell each word in its entirety.  

o Students with communication disabilities and their clinicians may not be aware 
of these vocabulary sets. Although you may not program the AAC devices 
yourself, let your clients know about the vocabulary so that they can find a way 
to use them! 

• The vocabulary sets appeal to a broader audience when paired with symbols. For 
example, the symbol/vocabulary sets may be of interest to: 

o People whose spoken language may not be effective for communication. 
o People who may have some difficulty understanding your spoken 

communication. 
o People who may not understand or speak English well. 

 

 

 

How can the vocabulary sets be used? 

Use the vocabulary sets for direct service: 

• Provide the vocabulary sets to AAC users, parents, clinicians, and caregivers.  
o Recommend that they load the vocabulary sets onto an AAC device.  
o Help them to choose appropriate symbols to match with each term. 
o Provide them with Disaster Preparedness Guidelines for End Users, in Section 1 

to help them make use of the emergency preparedness information.  
 

• Match symbols with vocabulary words to create new communication boards for various 
campus offices and service providers. Some places to maintain the communication 
boards and video might include:  

o Bursar’s and Admissions offices (College and Employment Sets) 
o Office of Student Life (All Sets)  
o Campus medical facilities (Emergency Preparedness, Healthcare, and Sexuality, 

Intimacy and Sex) 
o Campus Police and Emergency Personnel (Emergency Preparedness, Healthcare, 

and Reporting Crime Sets) 

 
 

Study Abroad

 



How can the vocabulary sets be used?  
 
Advocate use of the vocabulary sets on campus:  

• Distribute the emergency preparedness communication boards and information packets 
to various groups on campus to advocate the use of the vocabulary sets and emergency 
preparedness information.  

o Use the vocabulary sets to create awareness of communication difficulties and 
needed vocabulary in universities and colleges. See Guidelines for Advocates in 
Section 3 for more information. 

o Demonstrate use of the emergency preparedness communication board to get 
school administrators thinking about mechanisms to facilitate communication 
with people who have communication difficulties or students whose native 
language is not English. See the Tips for Emergency Response Personnel in 
Section 4 for more information. 

Make a difference in what manufacturers produce: 

• Make note of vocabulary words that are not yet available. Contact AAC manufacturers 
to encourage them to include those words and vocabulary sets in their devices and 
software.  

 

Who developed the vocabulary sets and how was the 
work performed?  

Diane Nelson Bryen, a researcher from Temple University conducted 
sixteen online focus groups to generate needed words for each of 
the eight vocabulary sets. From these eight lists, discrepancy 
analyses were conducted to determine whether graphic symbols or 
symbol combinations in each of the two commonly-used symbol sets could represent those 
words. All missing vocabulary for each of the 8 vocabulary sets was transferred to the 
manufacturers with the hope that new symbols or symbol sets would be developed where 

needed. In the case of Unity 128, Sarah Lever, long 
time user of Unity 128, developed many of the icon 
sequences. For more information on the 
development of the vocabulary sets see the article 
entitled Vocabulary to Support Socially-Valued 
Adult Roles in Section 5. 

 

 

Assignment

 

Tutor

 



Where can I get more information? 

 

Printed Resources: 

This packet includes an article that may be of interest to you. Entitled 
“Vocabulary to Support Socially-Valued Adult Roles”, this piece 
describes why the vocabulary is needed; how the vocabulary sets 
were developed and how they can be used.  A second article, 
“Socially-valued adult roles: Needed vocabulary for AAC Users” offers 
a more detailed reflection on why expanded vocabulary sets are 
needed, and is available at the following hyperlink: 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/RESEARCH.shtml 

 

Websites:   

The enclosed bookmark in Section 5 contains a link to Temple University’s Institute on 
Disabilities. This website provides general information about the vocabulary sets, and also 
contains links to download the vocabulary sets.   

Webinar:   

We will be conducting a webinar in the near future to further inform professionals on ways to 
use the vocabulary sets to improve students’ experiences in college. The webinar will cover 
topics of interest such as how to program vocabulary into a sample AAC device; how to create a 
communication board by pairing symbols with vocabulary words; and using communication 
boards in college/university settings.  

 

Questions and Technical Assistance:  

Contact: Susan Arnold  

Phone: 716-204-8606 x200 

 Email: sphhp-kt4tt@buffalo.edu  

 

Experiment 

 

Explain 

 

http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/RESEARCH.shtml
mailto:sphhp-kt4tt@buffalo.edu


 

How will YOU use this new information? 

 
Action Section 
Give information to an AAC user so they can program the 
words into their device and make use of the emergency 
communication boards 

1 

Create your own communication boards 2 

Advocate for emergency preparedness communication 
accommodations with university policy makers and 
manufacturers 

3 

Prepare your campus for the emergency communication needs 
of people with communication difficulties 

4 

Develop your own uses for the vocabulary sets! Find additional 
resources to help you here 

5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 1: 
 

Information for people who use AAC devices 
 

Access/Download the Vocabulary Sets 
 

Using the vocabulary sets with various AAC devices 
 

• Devices that have word prediction and a USB port 
 

• Use with communication software with word prediction 
 

• Use with Unity-based devices, such as the Pathfinder and the ECO 
 

• Use with activity row feature on the Pathfinder, Spring Board Lite, or ECO 
 

• Use with AAC devices or computers that use Mayer-Johnson PCS  
or other digital picture/ photographs 

 
Disaster Preparedness Guidelines for End Users 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Access / Download the vocabulary sets 
 
Go to http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/index.shtml   
 
 
Click on the desired vocabulary set.   
For example, click College Life. 
 
Scroll down the page.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Click The Full College Vocabulary Set 
 
Scroll down the page.  All words in the 
vocabulary set are listed alphabetically.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copy the word list and paste into a word 
processor for easy retrieval of the words when 
needed.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once downloaded, the words can be reviewed with AAC users to determine those appropriate 
for specific needs.  Words can be used with commonly used software tools for creating 
communication boards. 

http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/index.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_FULL.shtml


Using the Vocabulary Sets with Various AAC Devices 
 

The following pages provide basic instructions on how to incorporate the vocabulary lists into a selection 
of AAC devices. Individuals seeking additional assistance should contact their device manufacturer.  

Use with AAC Devices that have Word Prediction  

            

Picture1: Lightwriter35  Picture 2: LightwriterSL40          Picture3: Dynawrite Picture4: Vanguard 

Once the vocabulary sets are downloaded, words in each set can be entered into AAC devices that have 
Word Prediction.  For most devices, individual words are learned by typing in the message box, or 
entered through a specialized feature in the device that enables adding new words to word prediction. 

Use with Communication Software with Word Prediction 
 

 

 

 

 

Picture of EZ Keys Software 

For word prediction software already loaded onto your laptop computer, such as EZ Keys, 
individual words are learned by typing into a word processor or the message box in a text area.  
Words are learned after repeated entries.  Once loaded, remember to check to be sure that the 
text–to–speech is accurate for a particular word for the particular speech synthesizer on your 
device. 
 

 

 

 



Use with Unity – based devices, such as the Pathfinder and the ECO 
 

                                                                                              

Picture of Pathfinder                                                    Picture of ECO Device  

Icon Sequences 

Where Icon Sequences Have Been Developed: 

 Icon sequences for College Life, Health Care, and Transportation have been developed by the 
research team.  The icon sequences for these 3 vocabulary sets were developed by a long-time 
user of Unity 128 and its predecessor, Words Strategy/Minspeak and appear on the website 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/index.shtml 

Steps for Using the Icon Sequences developed by the research team 

1.  Once at the website, click onto the desired vocabulary set (i.e., College Life, Health Care or 
Transportation). 

2.  Scroll down through the introduction until you reach the link to Unity 128 link and click onto it. 

3.  Once on the link scroll down and you will see the full vocabulary list.  If there are no icon sequences 
provided, you will know that the icon sequences already exist in the pre-programmed Unity 128.  If a 
desired word is not already preprogrammed on your device, the word, a suggested icon sequence, and 
its rationale are provided for your use. 

4.  What you will need to do is follow the directions for storing a new word under icon 
sequences.   

Use the store feature on your device to program the icon sequence: 

 STORE: (Type in the desired Word)  

 SELECT ICON SEQUENCE: 

 SAVE: 

If the icon sequence is already used to store a different word, you will have to choose another icon 
sequence. 

 

http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/index.shtml


Where Icon Sequences Have Not Been Developed. 

For vocabulary sets Sex, Intimacy, and Sexuality; Reporting a Crime; Employment; and Communication 
during Times of Emergency, there are no icon sequences.  Here you have 4 options: 

Option 1:  Contact Prenke Romich Company and request that they develop the desired icon sequences 
for the particular vocabulary set. 

Option 2:  Using the architecture of Unity, develop and store icon sequences for the desired vocabulary 
set. Here you will have to follow the steps for storing icon sequences for any desired word that is not 
already pre-programmed: 

STORE: (Type in the desired Word)  

 SELECT ICON SEQUENCE: 

 SAVE: 

Option 3:  Develop an Activity Row for the desired vocabulary set.  See below. 

Option 4:  If you have reasonable literacy skills, use the Word Prediction feature described earlier.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Use with Activity Row feature on the Pathfinder, Spring Board Lite, or ECO 

                 

 

Picture of Pathfinder               Picture of ECO Device   Picture of Spring Board Lite 

 

The Pathfinder, ECO and Spring Board Lite have an additional feature called an Activity Row that can be 
used for topic- or context-specific vocabulary.  Below are a few of the more than 70 preprogrammed 
Activity Rows available for Unity 84.  They should be similar for Unity 128.1 

ADDRESSES      FAMILY NAMES  

ART CLASS     FOOD 

CALENDAR      GOVERNMENT 

CLASSMATE NAMES     MP3'S  

DOCTORS AND NURSES     BOOKSHARE 

LABOR DAY      SCHOOL 

None of the 8 vocabulary sets are currently pre-programmed in any of these 3 devices.  So you will need 
to create a new Activity Row for each vocabulary set.  Based on information provided by the Prentke 
Romich Company, here is how you would do it on an ECO using “Baking Cookies” as an example.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
1 Based on a conversation with Prentke Romich Company (April, 2010)  
2 How do I Create a New Activity on my ECO? http://support.prentrom.com/article.php?id=387 

 

http://support.prentrom.com/article.php?id=387


Creating an Activity using "Baking Cookies" as an example: 

 

1. Go to the Toolbox and activate the CREATE ACTIVITY key.  

2. Spell a name for your new Activity. For example you might spell, "Baking". 

Activate OK when you have finished spelling. 

3. Choose an icon for the Activity from one of the Icon Categories. In this case, you might want to select 
an icon from the FOOD 

Category under DESSERT/PUDDING and select the food you are making. 

4. Now you will see the screen that allows you to create the keys in your Activity. The second key in the 
Activity is highlighted in red. 

MORE ITEMS and Go Back are automatically added to the last keys in any row. 

5. Select DECtalk or Recorded speech. 

6. If you selected DECtalk select Spell Text for Message . 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Use with AAC devices or computers that use Mayer-Johnson PCS or other Digital 
Pictures/Photographs 

       

             Springboard Lite               Vantage Lite   EyeMax      Dynavox IV             VMax 

 

Two of Prentke Romich products (Springboard Lite and Vantage Lite) and most of Dynavox Products 
(Dynavox IV, EyeMax, and VMax) can come with PCS as a symbol system.  For these products, use of the 
socially-valued vocabulary is quite simple. 

 

Make a page for one of the vocabulary sets and then type in the desired word and you should be able to 
see the desired PCS. If the PSC symbol is not available for a particular word, you have 2 options.   

 

Option #1:  Contact Mayer-Johnson at 1.800.588.4548 and ask them to illustrate the desired word and 
add this illustration to the PCS Library of symbols.  

 

http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/clipart/default.aspx is provided for 
personal, noncommercial uses and these can represent almost all of the words in the 8 
vocabulary sets.  More about the use of clipart will be provided later. 

Option #2:  Use symbols other than PCS for words for which no PCS exists or for the entire page.  
For example, clipart at 

AAC users must be familiar with the vocabulary words and concepts before they can be 
implemented in various social situations.  This is an example of a communication board created 
to teach the AAC user about retirement concepts. 
 

  

http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/clipart/default.aspx


Disaster Preparedness  

Guidelines for End Users 

 

People with Limited Speech and Those Who Care 
About Them:  

Taking Responsibility for Your Safety 

  

Are you prepared for an emergency?  

Are the people you care about ready? 

Is your “Go Bag” packed?  

Do you ALWAYS carry a paper communication display with you? 

  

Disasters happen everywhere. Sometimes there is a warning, but not 
always. Types of disasters include floods, tornados, tsunamis, 

earthquakes, extreme temperatures, chemical leaks, terrorist attacks 
on people, contamination of the water supply and so on. 

 

 If you think, “Never mind….this won’t ever happen to me?” THINK 
AGAIN. Emergencies can (and do) happen to anyone. In 
emergency/disaster situations, there are no guarantees.  

BE PREPARED, not sorry. 



1. Create a Support Team 

Do you have a support team? Does everyone know what to do? 

EVERYONE needs a support team. Most rescues are done by friends and neighbors. Your chances 

of getting the help you need may depend on your support team.  

• Train as many people as you can (at least three). Each team member needs to know 

how to help.  

• Put the plan in writing and practice with your team. Update your plan quarterly. 

• Include information about how you will be evacuated, sheltered and how you will 

communicate in your plan.  

• Prepare Your Go Bags so you will have all necessary items available. 

• ALWAYS HAVE A BACKUP PLAN. Not everyone may be able to get to you. 

• If you cannot take advantage of TV, radio alerts because of hearing or vision problems, 

plan how you will be alerted. 

2. Develop an Evacuation Plan 

Do you have an evacuation plan in case you need to leave home or work in an emergency 

situation? Do you know: (a) Where you will go? (b) How you will get there? (c) Who will 

transport you/come with you? (d) What you will take with you? (e) What your rights are in a 

shelter? 

You need to make arrangements in advance. First, identify your support team (see #1 above). 

They need to be informed and updated quarterly. 

• Put your plans in writing. Make sure each member of your support team has a copy.  

• Do not assume you will have electric power. Plan accordingly. 

• Practice the plan. Do a trial run of evacuation procedures to work out the quirks. Then 

practice regularly. 

• You have the right to bring a service animal, your communication tools and accessories 

(switches, battery pack, mount) with you. You also have the right to bring someone who 

understands your communication/basic needs with you if you are evacuated. 

• Plan for elevators being 'out' if you live/work in a multi story building. 

Resources: Go to http://www.cdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide to access the 
Emergency Evacuation Preparedness Guide.  

http://www.cdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide
http://www.cdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide


3. Put together your “Go Bag” 

Is your “Go Bag packed? 
 

You need to have a “Go Bag” packed and located where you can get it quickly in case you need to leave 
your home/workplace. Note: You may need more than one “Go Bag.” 

 

 

• You will NOT have time to “throw things together” or 

quickly access everything you will need in an 

emergency. You MUST prepare in advance.  

• Don’t forget to include specific equipment, such as 

feeding equipment, batteries, switches, chargers, a 

laminated communication display so you can access 

pertinent vocabulary.  

• Make sure you label all items because things get lost 

easily in shelters. 
• Consider making a small manual with photos to 

provide instructions about how you need to be lifted 
and seated, how you sleep and eat. Be sure to include 
information about how you communicate, how to 
maintain your equipment, etc. 
 
 

Resources: Search Google for "Go Bags"  

(e.g., http://www.redcrossstore.org/shopper/ProdList.aspx).

http://www.redcrossstore.org/shopper/ProdList.aspx


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Your Communication Equipment 
 

Do you have paper (laminated) communication display(s) with you at all times? Do 
your displays include vocabulary for emergencies? Do you have written instructions 
about how to communicate with you with you at all times? 

Communication is an important key to survival, safety and well-being 
during any emergency. Do not take chances.  

• ALWAYS have a laminated paper communication display with you. Include key 
vocabulary items (e.g., ways to ask questions, express basic needs, pain, 
medication, emotions, etc.  

• If possible, make sure someone who understands how you communicate 
stays with you. 

• If you use an electronic speech generating device, take it with you if possible. 
However, be aware that shelters may or may not have electricity. 

• Don’t forget to take other accessories with you (e.g., batteries, charger, 
switches, mounts, software, etc.). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-41568.php.html#faq4
http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-41568.php.html#faq4
http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-41568.php.html#faq4


5. Your Medical Information 

Do you always carry a copy of your health information in a water proof bag in case 
of an emergency? Insurance card? Prescriptions? Other critical medical 
information? 

In a waterproof bag/container, you need copies of your important medical 
information, insurance cards, accommodation requirements, emergency contacts, 
doctors, instructions for activities of daily living, allergies, inhalers and medications. 

• Make multiple copies of your emergency health information to keep at work, 
in your wallet, wheelchair pack, or purse with your primary identification card.  

• Put a copy in your Go-Bags. 
• Review and update this information whenever your medications or other 

information changes, but no less than twice a year. 

Resources: Go to Emergency Health Information: Savvy Health Care Consumer Series. 
Click here to access Emergency Health Information Form. You can download a PDF 
version, fill it out and keep with you. 

6. Shelter in Place 

Are you prepared to remain at home or work during an emergency? Do you have 
enough water and food stored for 7 days? A radio with extra batteries? Flashlights 
with extra batteries? Medical supplies? Enough of your own medicines for 7 days? 
A way to communicate? A way to call for help? 

If you plan to stay at home/work, plan for the likelihood that telephones, power and 
transportation services may not function. Make sure you have enough food and 
water for at least seven days and that someone will periodically check on you. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.cdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide


Section 2: 
 

Create your own communication board 
 

Template for symbols and vocabulary words 
 

Communication board examples 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Template for Symbols and Vocabulary Words 
Customized communication boards can be developed of any or all of the 8 vocabulary sets using clip art or 
other symbols noted in the Socially Valued Adult Vocabulary Sets and Corresponding Symbols tables in 
Section 5.  Use the template below by pasting pictures and typing vocabulary words into each box! 

    

 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 

 

The following pages offer examples of customized communication boards, using the college life and 
employment vocabulary sets.   

 



Communication Board Examples 

College Life Vocabulary Set Examples 
 
The College Life Vocabulary Set was developed with the input of both college students who used 
AAC and those who were non-disabled.  Input was also received from professionals serving at the 
college level as faculty, advisors and disability service providers. 
 
Example 1: Mayer Johnson PCS symbols used to create board for participation in a class group 
project. 
 

 
I have 

something 
to say    

    

    

 
 
Example 2:   

 
 
Example:  College vocabulary used with clipart to create board for use during a Math exam. 
  



Employment Vocabulary Set Example 
 
The Employment vocabulary set assists with job-related and social interactions within the 
workplace with co-workers, supervisors and other personnel involved in work related activities. 

 

 
I have 

something 
to say 

Portfolio 

 

Forms 

 

Explain 

 

Appointment 

 

401K 

 

Income 

 

Money 

 

Benefits 

 

Paperwork 

 

Confidential 

 

Questions 
 

 

Research 

 

Retirement 

 

Salary 

 

Update 
 

 

 
Example of board created for a conversation with co-workers and with personnel employees 
regarding a 401K plan. 

 
 
 
 
 



Section 3:  
 

Advocate for emergency preparedness communication 
accommodations with university policy makers and 

manufacturers 
 
 

Disaster preparedness guidelines for advocates 
of people with complex communication needs 

 
Resource list 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Disaster Preparedness: Guidelines for 
Advocates of People with Complex 

Communication Needs (CCN)  

 

The following information is for advocates who wish to work at 
the local, state and national level to increase awareness about the 
needs of people with limited speech and complex communication 
needs in emergency/disaster situations. 

 

To date, few people in the field of emergency management and 
preparedness are aware of the needs of people who have 
functional limitations that interfere with communication access. 
This large group of individuals include those with speech 
disabilities, complex communication needs, cognitive challenges, 
very young children, anyone under severe stress, people who 
have a hearing loss and those with limited English proficiency. At 
this time, there is almost no awareness of the needs of people 
with CCN who rely on Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC).  

 

The AAC community needs to change that! 

 

 



ACTION STEPS 

1. Encourage emergency preparedness personnel in your community to include people who 
have complex communication needs (CCN) in emergency/ disaster preparedness planning and 
drills. 

 
2. Encourage people with CCN and their representatives to join community disaster planning 
committees and to participate in drills. 

 
3. Become aware of, and familiar with, the laws and public policies that relate to emergency 
preparedness and people with disabilities and other conditions that result in communication 
challenges. In the United States, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Section 508 of the 
Rehabilitation Act, and Presidential Order 13347 (July 22, 2004) state that governments, private 
entities and non-governmental organizations must accommodate the needs of people with 
disabilities in times of emergencies.  

 
4. Develop and implement an outreach plan that increases community awareness and 
encourages people with limited speech and their advocates to prepare for emergencies/disasters in 
advance. Helping people take responsibility for themselves in emergency/disaster situations is a 
key ingredient to their survival. See Disaster Preparedness Guidelines for End Users, in Section 1 of 
this document. 

 
5. Help people identify accessible and reliable transportation they can use in case of a disaster. 
People should know if and where accessible transportation will be located In an 
emergency/disaster. They should also know where accessible vans/buses will take them. NOTE: If 
possible, people should identify their own transportation. 

 
6. Identify potential shelters and help prepare individuals who are communication-vulnerable 
to check them out. While shelters are expected to make accommodations for service animals, 
provide ways to plug in/charge electronic equipment, accommodate family members who can 
attend to someone’s basic needs/emotional and communication issues, etc., many do not. 

 

 

 



RESOURCE LIST 

Emergency Preparedness: Improving Communication Access for People with 
Limited Speech 

Newsletters: 

• AC News, Vol 19, #4, Dec 2007/Jan 2008. 
o Through the first hand experience of many individuals and a call to action, 

this issue of AC News reviews the impact of world disasters and 
humanitarian emergencies on people with disabilities and those who are 
called upon to support them at such times. This edition of AC News 
presents the experiences and perspective of people who have complex 
communication needs, their family members, relief workers and those who 
were called upon to rebuild communities after hurricane Katrina. 

o www.aac-rerc.com and www.augcominc.com   
 

• AT Focus, Vol9, Issue 4 – Summer 2007. 
o This issue of AT Focus provides information on devices that may be used to 

prevent or alert individuals with disabilities during an impending 
emergency. The publication also lists related websites. 

o http://disabilities.temple.edu   

  

Communication Displays: 

• EAD & Associates, LLC. 
o EAD & Associates, LLC provides expertise in emergency management and 

special needs planning that ensures people with disabilities are prepared 
for natural and manmade disasters, emergencies and their consequences. 
EAD and associates a disaster Readiness Wheel for people with disabilities. 
One side of the wheel provides preparedness steps while the reverse side 
provides response information. 

o www.eadassociates.com  

Communication Displays (ct): 

http://www.aac-rerc.com/
http://www.augcominc.com/
http://disabilities.temple.edu/
http://www.eadassociates.com/


• Servision  
o Servision provides readymade and customized Communication Picture 

Boards to meet the needs of people who rely on AAC and the partners they 
may meet in emergency situations. Servision’s communication boards can 
be helpful in a variety of settings: field hospitals, ambulances, shelters and 
assistance centers.  

o www.eadassociates.com  westcots@aol.com  
  

• Indoff and Vidatak E-Z Board 
o Provides customized augmentative communication displays for the voice-

disabled in acute-care and other hospital settings. 
o www.ahutton.com    

   

Relief Organizations:  

• United States Department of Justice (DOJ) 
o An ADA Guide for Local Governments: Making Community Emergency 

Preparedness and Response Programs Accessible to People with 
Disabilities. 

o www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/emergencyprep.htm    

  

• June Isaacson Kailes (JIK) 
o Disaster Resources for People with Disabilities, Disability-related 

Organizations and Emergency Managers. 
o www.jik.com/disaster.html   

  

• Center for Disability Issues and the Health Professions (CDIHP) 
o Emergency Evacuation Preparedness Guide 
o http://www.cdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide  

Relief Organizations (ct):  

• FEMA (Dept of Homeland Security). 
o Disaster information, assistance, recovery and rebuilding.  

http://www.eadassociates.com/
mailto:westcots@aol.com
http://www.ahutton.com/
http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/emergencyprep.htm
http://www.jik.com/disaster.html
http://www.cdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide


o www.fema.gov    

  

• READY: Prepare, Plan and Stay Informed. 
o This site has an excellent and fun section for children to explore and 

prepare for emergencies. 
o www.ready.gov  or  www.ready.gov/kids/index.html   

 

• The Red Cross.  
o This is where you will find information on “Go Bags.” 
o www.redcross.org  or www.redcrossstore.org/shopper/ProdList.aspx   

  

• CDIHP, Centre for Disability Issues and Health Professionals. 
o This Centre provides an Emergency Evacuation Preparedness Guide. 
o http://wwwcdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide   

  

 AAC Organizations: 

• USSAAC, the US Chapter of ISAAC posts information concerning humanitarian 
emergencies that affect people who rely on AAC: e.g. Disaster Preparedness Tips 
for Emergency Management Personnel: People with Limited Speech and Disaster 
Preparedness for People with Limited Speech: Taking Responsibility for Your 
Safety and Tips for AAC Advocates. 

o www.ussaac.org   

 

• ISAAC posts AC News, Vol 19, #4, 2007/2008 in the site’s Information Exchange. 
o www.isaac-online.org  

AAC Organizations (ct): 

• AAC-RERC (the Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center on Communication 
Enhancement) is hosting information on disaster preparedness on their website 
and inviting others to link to it. They have worked in collaboration with USSAAC 
and News-2-You to develop a range of useful materials for (1) people with 
complex communication needs and their families, (2) emergency management 

http://www.fema.gov/
http://www.ready.gov/
http://www.ready.gov/kids/index.html
http://www.redcross.org/
http://www.redcrossstore.org/shopper/ProdList.aspx
http://wwwcdihp.org/products.html#evac_guide
http://www.ussaac.org/
http://www.isaac-online.org/


personnel and (3) AAC advocates. They are also conducting a study of vocabulary 
that should be available during emergency situations. 

o www.aac-rerc.com  
 

• News-2-You: News-2-You® is a family-run business started by Jacquie Clark, a 
speech-language pathologist with over 30 years experience. The current events 
newspaper began as a weekly classroom project utilizing concise, symbol-
supported text to deliver current events news to a population previously denied 
this information. 

o www.news-2-you.com    

  

Resource list compiled by Anne Warrick, CCCF, Toronto Canada and Sarah 
Blackstone, AAC-RERC, Monterey CA 

ISAAC Biennial Conference, August 7, 2008, Montreal, Canada. 

Retrieved from: http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-4185.php.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.aac-rerc.com/
http://www.news-2-you.com/
http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-4185.php.html


Section 4: 
 

Prepare your campus for the emergency communication needs 
of people with communication difficulties 

 
Tips for emergency response personnel interacting with someone who needs 

communication assistance 
 

Disaster preparedness tips for emergency management personnel 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Tips for Emergency Response Personnel 
Interacting with Someone Who Needs 

Communication Assistance 
1. Begin by identifying basic communication methods (pay attention to 

pointing, gestures, nods, sounds, eye gaze and eye blinks)  

• Take time to listen carefully. 

• Give the person extra time to respond. 

• Always repeat the person's actions and/or what they tell you to 
confirm that you have understood. 

• Say, "Show me how you say YES." 

• Say, "Show me how you say NO." 

• Ask questions one at a time and ask questions that can easily be 
answered with a YES or NO response. 

• Say, "Show me how you point to something or someone you want." 
 

2. After communication methods have been identified, ask a few basic 
questions.  

• "Is there someone here who can help me communicate with you?"  

• "Do you have a communication board, communication book, or a 
speech generating device?"  

• "Did you bring it with you?" If they indicate YES, ask them where it is 
and help them retrieve it. If they indicate NO, show them the 2 
Emergency Communication 4 All downloadable communication aids 
and ask them which one they want to use. Remember to ask simple 
questions that can be answered with a YES or NO. 

 
 



NOTE: When using this or other communication aids, if someone is 
unable to point because of their disability, a communication partner 
or assistant can point to their communication aid for them (e.g., 
point to a picture, word, or letter on their board) and ask "Is this 
the picture (or word or letter) that you want?" Then wait for a YES 
or NO response. Always confirm your understanding of the choice 
made before going on.  
 
For a video demonstration of this approach, click on this link 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pLb6-Oi3uR0 
 

For more information and helpful communication tips, go to 
http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-46053.php.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pLb6-Oi3uR0
http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-46053.php.html


Disaster Preparedness Tips For Emergency 
Management Personnel 

 
 

Communication Access f or People with Limited Speech 
 

YES NO QUESTION 
  1. Do you know how to communicate 

with someone whose speech you cannot 
understand? 

  2. Do you know how to get the 
information you need by asking 
“Yes/No” questions? 

  3. Do you know about speech 
generating devices (SGDs) and how 
people use them? 

  4. Do you know about communication 
boards/books/displays and how people 
use them? 

  5. Do you have, or does your facility 
provide communication displays for 
people who are unable to be understood 
using their natural speech? 

 

 

 



1. Communicating with people who have limited speech 
In every community, there are children and adults who are unable to speak so others can 
understand them. Being unable to communicate using one’s natural speech during any 
emergency or disaster makes someone especially vulnerable. 

 
Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) refers to a 
variety of methods that allow people to communicate when speech is 
limited. 

 
Alphabet boards. Letters and words on a board that  
a person can point to and make words and sentences 

 
 

Gestures. Everyone uses gestures. Familiar communication partners  

can often interpret gestures when a stranger can not. 

 

 

Communication displays with pictures. Pictures and symbols on a 
board/display/book that a person can use to express thoughts, feelings, ask 
questions, etc.  

 
Manual sign language. People who are deaf require someone who knows sign language to act as 
an interpreter when communicating with hearing people. Other people with communication 
challenges may also rely on some manual signs. 

 
 
Speech generating devices. Electronic devices that produce 
speech output (talk) when a person selects letters, words, 
pictures or symbols.  

 
 

Interpreters/Translators. People who can understand a specific 
language may translate/interpret for others (e.g., sign language, Mandarin, Spanish). Family 
members and friends who are familiar with a person’s gestures, impaired speech and AAC 

methods can act as an interpreter in an emergency. 

 
 



2. Communicating with someone whose speech is limited 
Begin by identifying basic communication methods 
(pay attention to pointing, gestures, nods, sounds, eye gaze and eye blinks) 
 Say, “Show me how you say YES.” 
 Say, “Show me how you say NO.” 
 Say “Show me how you point to something or someone you want.” 
 Always repeat the person’s actions and/or what they tell you to confirm that you have understood. 
 Ask questions one at a time and ask questions that can easily be answered. 
 Give the person extra time to respond. 
 Take time to listen carefully. 
NOTE: You can also suggest a way and teach people to indicate other things (e.g., “I don’t know”; 
“Please repeat”; “I don’t understand”). 

 
 

IMPORTANT: Some (NOT ALL) people with limited speech also have difficulty understanding what people 
say to them because of their disability, age, a hearing loss, cognitive difficulties and/or language 
differences. If you suspect this is a problem, try using pictures, and ask the same basic questions during an 
emergency situation. 

 
 

After the mode is identified, ask a few basic questions. 
1.   “Is there someone here who can help me communicate with you? “ 
2.   “Do you have a communication board or book or a speech generating device?” 
3.   “Did you bring it with you?” 

 
Example: To identify the source of a person’s pain. . . 
Say, “Do you feel any pain?” 
When the person responds, (e.g., YES), confirm you have 
understood.  
Say, “You told me YES, you are in pain.” Then ask, “Where is your 
pain?” WAIT. 
If the person cannot point with a finger, hand or eyes, you 
can introduce a communication display (see Figure  #1). 

Figure #1 
Say, “When I touch the part of the picture where your body hurts, tell me YES.” 

Going slowly, begin pointing to the picture. Watch carefully to see when the person indicates the 
location of the pain. Confirm. 
Say, “Are you telling me you feel pain in your chest?” 
 
This basic communication method can be used to identify the pain, hunger, physical and emotional needs of individuals who 
are unable to speak clearly. IMPORTANT: To view short video clips about augmentative and alternative communication 
(AAC)and examples of several children and adults using AAC tools, please go to http://www.aac-rerc.com and view webcasts 
or search on  www.google.com or  www.youtube.com using terms: AAC devices, disability, speech generating devices 

  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eb_URYj_L_kU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eb_URYj_L_kU
http://www.google.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eb_URYj_L_kU


 

3. Speech Generating Devices (SGDs) 
 
Figure #2. The famous physicist, Dr. Stephen 
Hawking, gives speeches around the world 
using an SGD. Here he converses with Ms. 
Ana Berlowitz after his lecture at Stanford 
University. Ms. Berlowitz uses a infrared head 
pointer and Dr. Hawkings uses his finger to 
activate a switch so they can access language 
on their individual SGDs. 
 
 
 
Over a million individuals (young and old) use 

speech generating devices (SGDs). These are computers with special software that 
“talk.” They come in many different sizes and shapes. People who have significant 
communication disabilities use them to express their feelings, ask and answer questions, 
communicate basic needs, talk on the phone, lecture, have conversations, send email, 
and so on. 

 
 

To communicate, the person simply selects words, pictures, letters or symbols with a 
finger or infra-red pointer, head stick, or switch and the device then “speaks” the 
message. For example, “It is a pleasure to meet you.“ See video clips below. 

 
 

Other equipment is often required in order for people to use SGDs (e.g., batteries, 
switches, mounts, carrying case). SGDs are electronic devices; they require that 
batteries be regularly recharged. Some varieties are low-cost with only a few available 
messages. However, many others are quite complex, costing $8,000 or more. These 
allow individuals to say anything they want. See Figure #3 below. 

 

Note: People who rely on SGDs also use non-electronic communication displays, gestures and some 
limited speech with family and friends, but require SGDs to communicate with most other people. 

 
 

Figure #3. Examples of speech 
generating devices (SGDs) that 
enable people who have limited 

speech to ‘talk. 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4. Personal communication displays/boards/books. 
Non-electronic communication displays/boards/books come in many shapes and sizes. Some 
products 
are commercially made and can be modified for personal use. However, most of these are 
customized  by clinicians in consultation with the individuals who use them. 

 
The examples in Figure #4 below show a variety of communication boards, books and 
displays. Some are used to communicate during a particular event or in a specific 
location (such as a restaurant or church). 
Others are more generic and are used everywhere (like the alphabet board below). 
People may use one or more of this type. 

 
NOTE: When someone is unable to point because of their disability, a communication 
partner or assistant can point to/scan their board for them (e.g., point to the pictures 
and words on their display 
and watch for what they choose). 

 

                                                                                                     

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure #4. Communication books, boards and displays enable people to point to pictures, 
symbols, the alphabet, numbers, words and phrases. If individual is unable to point, 
partners can scan the board so they can construct messages. Some 
displays/boards/books have multiple purposes; others are specific to one event or 
location. 



5. Emergency-oriented Communication Displays 
Communication displays are being used in emergency rooms, ambulances, ICUs, refugee 
camps, and in other emergency settings. These tools can help solve communication problems 
and support people who have difficulty speaking because of a disability, their age, confusion, 
and so on.  Examples of some are shown below. 

 

 Figure 5. This display has letters and numbers, as well 
as important symbols related to health care. It is a 
bilingual communication display (English and Spanish) 
and is also useful if someone is unable to read. (Mayer 
Johnson) 

 

 

 

Figure 6. This display is specifically designed for  
use in a hospital by someone who can 
read.(Vidatek) 
 

 

 

 

Figure 7. This is a bilingual version of the 
display in Figure 6 in  Spanish.(Vidatek)  
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. This display is on the reverse side of 
displays Figure 6 and 7. It helps emergency 
personnel determine the degree and location of 
pain. (Vidatek)  



 

Figure 9. This display is used in a refugee camp to communicate about medical 
conditions and procedures. 

 

Figure 10. This display is designed 
for emergency personnel. There 
are smaller versions for use in 
ambulances, etc. (Michael 
Wescott, EAD Associates) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 11. This display was  
developed for someone with autism to 
help communicate about a crime. 
(Beverly Vicker, 2007 

 

 

 



Section 5: 
 

Develop your own uses for the vocabulary sets! 
Find additional resources to help you here 

 
Socially valued adult vocabulary sets and corresponding symbols 

 
Glossary 

 
AAC Devices and Systems 

 
Vocabulary to Support Socially-Valued Adult Roles- Article 

 
Bookmark 

 
Emergency Communication board in English 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Socially Valued Adult Vocabulary Sets and Corresponding Symbols 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/index.shtml   

Vocabulary 
Set 

Resources Websites 

 
College Life 

 
Full college vocabulary 
set 
 
Mayer-Johnson Picture 
Communication 
Symbols (PCS) 
 
Unity 128 Icon 
Sequences (draft) 

 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_FULL.shtml  
 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_PIC.shtml  
 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_UNITY.shtml  
 

   
 
Emergency 
Preparedness 

 
Full Emergency 
Preparedness 
vocabulary set 
 
Emergency 
Communication4ALL 
Picture Communication 
Aid English / Spanish - 
download PDF 
 
Emergency 
Communication 4 ALL 
Letter and Word 
Communication Aid  
English / Spanish - 
download PDF 
 

 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/EMERGENCY_FULL.shtml  
 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/e4all.shtml 
 
 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/e4all.shtml 
 

   
 
Employment 

 
Full Employment 
vocabulary set 
 
Mayer-Johnson 2008 
Picture Communication 
Symbol (PCS) 
Addendum Library  
 

 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/EMPLOY_FULL.shtml  
 
Requires Boardmaker® Plus!, Boardmaker Plus Player or Boardmaker with Speaking Dynamically 
Pro version 5 or 6 

http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-
communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html 
 

   
 
Personal 
Assistance 
Service 

 
Full Personal Assistance  
vocabulary set 
 
Mayer-Johnson 2008 
PCS Addendum Library  

 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/ASSIST_FULL.shtml  
 
Requires Boardmaker® Plus!, Boardmaker Plus Player or Boardmaker with Speaking Dynamically 
Pro version 5 or 6 

http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-
communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html 
 
 
 
 

http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/index.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_UNITY.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_UNITY.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_FULL.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_PIC.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/COLLEGE_UNITY.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/EMERGENCY_FULL.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/e4all.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/e4all.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/EMPLOY_FULL.shtml
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/ASSIST_FULL.shtml
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html


Vocabulary 
Set 

Resources Websites 

 
Reporting or 
Telling of Being 
a Victim of a 
Crime 

 
Full Reporting a Crime 
Vocabulary  set 
 
Mayer-Johnson 2008 
PCS Addendum Library  
 

 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/CRIME_FULL.shtml  
 
Requires Boardmaker® Plus!, Boardmaker Plus Player or Boardmaker with Speaking Dynamically 
Pro version 5 or 6 

http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-
communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html 
  

   
 
Sexuality, 
Intimacy, and 
Healthy Sex 

 
Full Sexuality, Intimacy 
and Healthy Sex  
Vocabulary  set 
 
Unity 128 Icon 
Sequences (Draft) 
 
Mayer-Johnson PCS 
2008 Addendum Library 
 

 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/SEXUALITY_FULL.shtml  
 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/SEXUALITY_UNITY.shtml  
 
Requires Boardmaker® Plus!, Boardmaker Plus Player or Boardmaker with Speaking Dynamically 
Pro version 5 or 6 

http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-
communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html 
 

   
 
Transportation 

 
Full Transportation 
Vocabulary  set 
 
Unity 128 Icon 
Sequences (draft) 
 
Mayer-Johnson PCS 
2008 Addendum Library 
 
 

 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/TRANS_FULL.shtml  
 
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/TRANS_UNITY.shtml 
 
Requires Boardmaker® Plus!, Boardmaker Plus Player or Boardmaker with Speaking Dynamically 
Pro version 5 or 6 

http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-
communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html 

http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/CRIME_FULL.shtml
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/SEXUALITY_FULL.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/SEXUALITY_UNITY.shtml
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/TRANS_FULL.shtml
http://disabilities.temple.edu/aacvocabulary/TRANS_UNITY.shtml
http://store.mayer-johnson.com/us/boardmaker-family/picture-communication-symbol-pcs-addendum-libraries.html
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Glossary 

 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)- An area of clinical practice that attempts 
to compensate either temporarily or permanently for the impairment and disability patterns of 
individuals with severe and expressive communication disorders. AAC includes many different 

methods. Signing and gesture do not need any extra bits and pieces and are called unaided systems. 
Others use picture charts, books and special computers. These are called aided systems. AAC 
can help people understand what is said to them as well as being able to say and write what 
they want.  

 

Communication Board- A communication board is an aided system of pictures and words 
displayed on a cardboard or laminated paper surface. People communicate with a partner by 
pointing to pictures on the board, or a communication partner can use scanning techniques to 
perform the pointing for the non-verbal individual.  

 

Pre-Programmed Communication Devices- An aided system consisting of pictures and words 
displayed on a computerized device that offers speech output. A device user pushes buttons for 
words and symbols, the words are either spoken as the buttons are pushed or they are stored 
until the user presses another button to speak the entire sentence. Pre-programmed devices 
are delivered to the customer already containing vocabulary words, however, most devices 
allow users to add additional vocabulary words.     

 

Graphic Symbols or Icons- A symbol or icon is a pictorial representation of a word or phrase. For 
example, a picture of a cake may represent desserts, or a picture of a boy holding his arm and 
frowning may represent an injury.  

 

 
 
 

 



 

AAC Devices and Systems 

By: YAACK- AAC connecting Young Kids 

The main categories of AAC  

The following are the main categories of AAC. They do not represent the entire range of 

communication modes in use. This list focuses only on systems that require the child to be an 

intentional communicator and understand symbols. (See Assessing intentionality, and the 

understanding of means-end, causality and symbols.) It does not include the myriad other ways 

in which a child communicates intentionally or unintentionally, such as facial expressions, body 

position, muscle tone, vocalizations, etc.  

• Graphical communication boards have no or low technology requirements, and utilize 
pictures, drawings, abstract symbols and/or text as symbols. Examples are 
communication books, wallets or vests that are referenced by pointing, eye gaze, 
touching, or scanning that is activated through switches or by indicating to an adult. The 
symbols on a graphical system may be represented visually, auditorily and/or tactually. 
These systems tend to be relatively inexpensive and are often homemade.  

A disadvantage of these types of graphical systems, however, is the fact that the partner 

has to pay attention to the communication board when the child is using it, and not to 

the child; likewise, the child has to look at the board, too, instead of the partner's face. 

In addition, the child must use another method to obtain the attention of someone who 

is not close by and attending. (See Mulitmodal communication.) Adults may also have to 

learn the symbol system being used.  

Eye gaze techniques are one form of accessing a low or no-technology AAC system. They 

can be used either to indicate real objects directly, or symbols on a communication 

board. (See Eye gaze techniques.) They are typically used by children with severe motor 

disabilities. The main advantage of eye gaze techniques over other methods is speed 

and efficiency of communication. One of heir greatest disadvantages is that they require 

substantial effort from the partner to decipher exactly at what the child is looking 

(Goossens’, 1989; Goossens’ & Crain, 1987). (See Conversational control vs. 

conversational efficiency.)  

• Voice Output Communication Aids (VOCAs) are also graphical systems, but, unlike 
communication boards, are high technology devices that output speech. VOCA typically 
refers to a dedicated electronic speech apparatus, but, for the purposes of this resource 
guide, computers are referred to under this category since they can also be used as 

http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/c0.html#c0d1a
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/c0.html#c0d1a
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/b2.html#b2a
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/d4.html#d4a0
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/ref.html#Goos
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/ref.html#GoosC
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/d2a.html#d2a2a
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/d2a.html#d2a2a


speech output devices. (Even cassette tape recorders can, in some instances, accomplish 
the same goals as a VOCA.)  

VOCAs range considerably in their flexibility, from a single message VOCA to a 

sophisticated VOCA with a lot of memory and the ability to store a virtually unlimited 

number of messages. Vocabulary must be programmed into a VOCA, which may be 

done at least partially at the manufacturer’s or entirely by the purchaser.  

• Sign language consists of consistent finger and/or hand movements, and may include 
conventional (e.g. American Sign Language) and idiosyncratic sign languages (e.g. signs 
that the child has made up which are understood by family members).  

• Gestures are physical movements that are grosser than signs, utilizing entire arm or 
body movements. Although often a child’s gesturing is self-developed, there are 
conventional gesturing systems which can be formally taught.  

• Speech is considered to be spoken words that are comprehensible to at least one other 
person.  

• Vocalizations are sounds produced by the throat and mouth that are not words or 
approximations of words, but are able to be used for communication consistently and 
reliably.  

• Concrete objects are tangible objects which are used as symbols for other objects or 
activities. They may be whole, miniature or partial objects, and are indicated by being 
pointed to, reached for, touched or held.  

OTHER RESOURCES:  

• "AAC Toolbox for 2000" by Paula Walser MS/CCC SLP, ATP at 
www.csun.edu/cod/conf2000/
proceedings/0131Walser.html

 
.  

• "Introduction to Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)" at call-
centre.cogsci.ed.ac.uk/
CALLResearch/AAC/AACIntro

 
.  

• "Forms of Low Tech Communication Aids" by Linda Fielding at www.ttac.odu.edu/
Articles/Commai~1.html

 
.  

• "Optimising access to communication boards and devices: The contribution of the 
Occupational Therapist" by Desleigh de Jonge at 
curriculum.qed.qld.gov.au/lisc/articles/therapy/thart1.htm.  

 
Retrieved from: YAACK. (n.d.) AAC devices and systems: The main categories of AAC. Retrieved 

May 31, 2010, from http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/c3.html  
 
 

 

 

http://www.csun.edu/cod/conf2000/proceedings/0131Walser.html
http://www.csun.edu/cod/conf2000/proceedings/0131Walser.html
http://call-centre.cogsci.ed.ac.uk/CALLResearch/AAC/AACIntro
http://call-centre.cogsci.ed.ac.uk/CALLResearch/AAC/AACIntro
http://call-centre.cogsci.ed.ac.uk/CALLResearch/AAC/AACIntro
http://www.ttac.odu.edu/Articles/Commai~1.html
http://www.ttac.odu.edu/Articles/Commai~1.html
http://curriculum.qed.qld.gov.au/lisc/articles/therapy/thart1.htm
http://curriculum.qed.qld.gov.au/lisc/articles/therapy/thart1.htm
http://aac.unl.edu/yaack/c3.html


Vocabulary to Support Socially-Valued Adult Roles 
 

 

 

 

 

Copies of the research article "Bryen, D.N. (2008). Vocabulary to Support Socially-
Valued Adult Roles. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 24(4), 294-
301." were provided in this section with previous permission from the publisher. 
 


	Access / Download the vocabulary sets
	Using the Vocabulary Sets with Various AAC Devices
	Use with AAC Devices that have Word Prediction
	Use with Communication Software with Word Prediction
	Use with Unity – based devices, such as the Pathfinder and the ECO
	Use with Activity Row feature on the Pathfinder, Spring Board Lite, or ECO
	Use with AAC devices or computers that use Mayer-Johnson PCS or other Digital Pictures/Photographs
	1. Create a Support Team
	Do you have a support team? Does everyone know what to do?
	2. Develop an Evacuation Plan
	Do you have an evacuation plan in case you need to leave home or work in an emergency situation? Do you know: (a) Where you will go? (b) How you will get there? (c) Who will transport you/come with you? (d) What you will take with you? (e) What your r...
	3. Put together your “Go Bag”
	Is your “Go Bag packed?
	4. Your Communication Equipment
	5. Your Medical Information
	6. Shelter in Place

	Template for Symbols and Vocabulary Words
	The following pages offer examples of customized communication boards, using the college life and employment vocabulary sets.
	Communication Board Examples
	College Life Vocabulary Set Examples
	/
	Employment Vocabulary Set Example

	broker page 26.pdf
	Communication Board Examples
	College Life Vocabulary Set Examples


	broker page 15.pdf
	Use with Activity Row feature on the Pathfinder, Spring Board Lite, or ECO

	broker page 25.pdf
	Template for Symbols and Vocabulary Words
	The following pages offer examples of customized communication boards, using the college life and employment vocabulary sets.

	broker page 27.pdf
	Employment Vocabulary Set Example

	broker page 22 rev.pdf
	4. Your Communication Equipment


	undefined: 


