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Hanging Out with the Cool Guys!

Making music as motivation for teenagers who use AAC

CAROLINE KNIGHT  1 & JANE LYNCH 2

1 Leicester City Community Health Service, Prince Philip House, Malabar Road, Leicester, LE1 2NZ
  Email: caroline.knight@leicestercity.nhs.uk
2 Ash Field School, Broad Ave, Leicester LE5 4PY

The strongest desire to communicate is
based on intrinsic motivation.

– Deci & Ryan, 1985

Individuals engage in activities in which
they perceive themselves as competent
and that promote their self-esteem & self-
satisfaction.

– Bandura, 1986

THE BACKGROUND

‘Follow the child’s lead’ is a strategy that
is familiar to Speech & Language Thera-
pists and educators alike. When we
followed our students’ lead it began an
exciting project for them and has added
a new dimension that has benefited the
whole school community.

Ash Field is a maintained day and
weekly boarding school for 120 pupils
aged 4-19 who have a wide range of
abilities with a main presenting disabil-
ity of a physical nature combined with
one or more of a sensory, communica-
tion, learning, medical, emotional or
behavioural difficulty. A significant

number of pupils have progressive
conditions. One third of the students
do not use spoken language as their pri-
mary means of communication. For
many of the students English is not their
home language.

At the school, staff from the multi-
agency team work in partnership with
students and their families to develop
the abilities, interests and aptitudes of
the students. The aim is to integrate
education, therapy and care to meet the
students’ complex needs.

THE STUDENTS

The five teenage AAC users who led
us to the music project were from dif-
ferent classes and worked together
with the Speech & Language Therapist
(NHS) and the school's Curriculum As-
sistant Manager whose role is to support
the students’ access to learning.

The students had been working with
their low tech solutions and AAC de-
vices for many years as they
progressed through the school. They are
now in the secondary department. How-
ever as their needs changed we were
constantly looking for opportunities for
the students to use and practise their
skills.

Student A

• No speech.

• Eye points to symbols and objects
in the environment.

• Uses facial expression.

• Consistent yes/no.

• Needed a means to participate more
effectively and independently in
class. Had been using 2 switch scan-
ning but this was very slow and
produced many errors which was
frustrating for him.

• Project gave opportunity to develop
his use of eye gaze with a loaned
device. Higher staff ratio enabled
this.

Student B

• No speech.

• Eye points to symbols and objects
in the environment.

• Uses facial expression.

• Consistent yes (body movement).

• Uses a Dynavox communication aid
accessed previously with his left
knee. Increased motor difficulties
as he has got older. Was changing
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his access to a switch which he ac-
tivates with his left foot.

• During the time of the project he
became quicker and more accurate
at finding the words he wants. Speed
of access also improved.

Student C

• Bilingual.

• Uses speech to produce occasional
short phrases and to ask questions.

• Direct access to Dynavox (Gateway 30).

• Combines speech with his Dynavox
to help convey his ideas more effec-
tively.

Student D

• Uses some single words (intelligibil-
ity poor).

• Direct access to Dynavox (Gateway 40).

• For the performance of the song,
chose to use his voice.

Student E

• Uses some single words and short
phrases (intelligibility poor) which
she is increasingly supporting by
using her Dynavox to make her
meanings clearer.

• Uses a single head switch and auto-
matic scanning

• Able to use the vocabulary appro-
priately for formal and informal
communication.

• Has a number of one-liners which
she delivers with great humour.

At the time of the project all the stu-
dents were using Dynavox devices. They
presented with a range of physical
needs and three of the students had
severe physical difficulties accessing
their devices. These were becoming
more marked in their in teenage years,
as they grew.

We met each Friday to give the students
additional opportunities and support in
developing their communication and
this included using their communica-
tion aids. Generally the students had
been enthusiastic members of the
group and participated freely. However,

as one term went on we
began to notice that our
sessions always seemed
to be cut short, as the stu-
dents would look at the
clock and indicate that
they wanted to be else-
where.

Then we worked out why:
it was ‘Dan and Kev’ time!

Dan Britton and Kev
Bayliss are two musicians
who regularly visit the
school and work with class
groups for singing and with
students who play instru-
ments. Their lessons are the highlight
of many of the students’ week and they
are undoubtedly the ‘coolest’ visitors
to the school! We decided to join forces
and work together.

THE PROJECT

We wanted the AAC users to partici-
pate fully in the music making from the
start. Working with Dan and Kev, our stu-
dents decided on a theme for their
composition. They wanted a party song
to share with their friends. They all col-
laborated fully with writing the lyrics,
suggesting things that they felt should
be included in their song.

To achieve this the students had to draw
on and integrate their full communica-
tive abilities, moving between no tech,
low tech and high tech methods. The
structure of the song also allowed them
to perform a song of their own choos-
ing, using their communication aids.
This ranged from ‘Rock around the
clock’ to ‘Promise’ by Girls Aloud. There

were additional opportunities for more
spontaneous participation in the chorus.

As Dan and Kev were initially unfamiliar
with communicating with AAC users,
the students had to learn and practise
real skills. For example, gaining the at-
tention of the listener and timing their
interactions, knowing when to repeat or
rephrase things and finding other ways
to repair communication breakdown.
The time taken at the beginning and end
of the sessions, when instruments were
made ready, devices plugged into am-
plifiers, etc. provided very real social
communication opportunities. Students
chatted to Dan and Kev swapping news,
jokes and football scores.

Working on the music project over a full
term gave the students time to achieve
a piece of work that they could be really
proud of. They performed their song live
to the whole school assembly. It was
also recorded so that the students had
their own CD to take home and share
with their families and friends.
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THE OUTCOMES

Through their music and their approach
to the project each student was able to
express their views and personalities
very clearly. One way in which this was
demonstrated was by some cheeky in-
clusions to the lyrics during the school
assembly – only spotted by really atten-
tive listeners! It was daunting to be in
front of the whole school but the stu-
dents rose to the occasion.

Their self esteem grew. They had pro-
duced a CD, of which they were rightly
proud. They had also gained many posi-
tive comments, not just from staff but
also from their peers throughout the
school. They were able to express their
creativity in new ways which they found
both highly motivating and rewarding. On
a more practical note the students were
able to develop and demonstrate fan-
tastic listening and timing skills. Some
of the students were able to practice
and begin to master new access meth-
ods without it seeming a ‘chore’.

Since completion of the project all stu-
dents are now reported to have greatly
increased their participation in their
whole class music sessions. This has
been both using their communication
devices and also their voices. Two of

the group have taken on roles with
speaking parts (using Dynavox) in an end
of term school production. The student
who was using a borrowed eye gaze de-
vice now has his own device to use both
at school and at home. For one of the
students her improved physical skill
made it possible for her to control an
electric wheelchair successfully for
the first time, which has greatly in-
creased her independence.

The project demonstrates many as-
pects which we will endeavour to
incorporate again when working to sup-
port the communication needs of the
pupils:

• Benefits of multi-agency working

• Importance of maintaining the pro-
file of AAC within the school

• Need to continually seek new ways
to promote the students’ voice

• Value of building of students’ self
esteem through age appropriate ac-
tivities

• Importance of addressing access is-
sues with and for the users

• Ensuring that activities requiring a
great amount of hard work and ef-
fort on the part of the students,

provide them with equally great re-
wards

• Knowledge that new challenges can
be fun when we collaborate with oth-
ers.

Following the success of the initial
project four more small groups of stu-
dents have worked with Dan and Kev,
school staff and the Speech & Language
Therapist. The groups have focused on
different aspects to address the com-
munication needs of the children
involved. These include timing of switch
use, vocalizing with communicative in-
tent, interaction with peers, increasing
listening and attention skills and choice
making.

We look forward to joining our students
in many more motivating music ses-
sions. 

 Caroline Knight
Speech and Language Therapist

Jane Lynch
Curriculum Assistant Manager

REFERENCES
The two opening quotations were adapted from:

Augmentative and Alternative Communication for
Adults with Acquired Neurologic Disorders, Ed-
ited by David R. Beukelman, PhD, Kathryn M.
Yorkston, PhD and Joe Reichle, PhD, Brookes
Publishing Company, 2000.
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It's Never too Late to Learn:
Picture-think

ALAN MARTIN 
1 & JANICE MURRAY 

2

1 Mouse on the Move, Email: info@mouseonthemove.co.uk www.mouseonthemove.co.uk
2 Faculty of Health, Psychology & Social Care, Manchester Metropolitan University, Hathersage Road, Manchester M13 0JA
  Email: j.murray@mmu.ac.uk

HOW DID THIS STUDY COME ABOUT?

About three years ago Janice asked Alan
to be involved in a research project
about the use of high tech communi-
cation aids. During that process we got
talking about learning aided language
systems and Alan, an aided communi-
cator, described himself as someone
who thinks in pictures not words. He
wanted to understand his language and
literacy skills more and also was inter-
ested to know if he could acquire
greater literacy skills than he felt he
had. Janice, a speech and language
therapist, who had always had a keen
interest in the underpinning language
skills of aided communicators, was en-
thusiastic about exploring the language
skills of an adult who had had a life long
experience of using a range of aided
communication methods.

We agreed that there was a limited
amount of information in the literature
about adult’s language and literacy skills
and that we could make a useful contri-
bution to that by formalising this
exploration into a single case study
design. So, here is how we set it up.

We produced a single case research pro-
tocol and submitted it through the
Faculty of Health, Psychology and So-
cial Care Ethics Committee at
Manchester Metropolitan University.

This was approved and part of this proc-
ess ensured that both Alan and Janice
had equal but different roles to play in
the research. An independent advo-
cate was named in the protocol as a
layer of protection for Alan, in the
event of Janice getting carried away
with aspects of the research explora-
tion that Alan was uncomfortable with.
We agreed to complete 12 sessions
over a one year period. This amounted
to a total of approximately 24 hours
activity. In addition, Alan agreed to do
some further work between the ses-
sions and Janice would begin the
evaluations and share those with Alan
for discussion at the beginning of each
session.

All sessions were video recorded. For
single case study design to be most use-
ful to readers who may want to
complete a similar study and compare
findings, it is helpful for us to provide
some further background and bio-
graphical information. This will be
organised into physical, medical, com-
munication, educational, employment
and social information.

Alan is 48 years of age and has a medi-
cal diagnosis of cerebral palsy (CP)
which affects all four limbs, restricting
his movement and mobility. Movement
patterns show signs of spasticity and

dyskinesia. He uses a powered wheel-
chair which he operates using his right
hand, via a joystick situated on his arm
rest. Many individuals with CP are pre-
scribed medications to help things like
decreasing muscle tone, digestion etc.
Alan is not on any medication.

Alan uses a range of communication
modes: unaided systems include: vo-
calisation, facial expression and body
language, and an idiosyncratic gesture
system. Aided communication systems
currently include a Tellus with Grid soft-
ware. The majority of symbols used
within the Grid system are Picture Com-
munication Symbols (PCS).

Until Alan was 30 years of age he used
unaided communication systems only.
He received his first high tech system
18 years ago through a local fund raising
campaign. Alan has previously used
four other high tech communication
systems including one Liberator device
and three Dynavox devices. Over this
period of time he has attempted to use
different symbol systems including
Minspeak symbol vocabularies and
Dynasyms. He described the Minspeak
system as very difficult to conceptual-
ise and use. He found the Dynavox 3100
with Dynasyms the most easy, but found
later Dynavox systems more challeng-
ing to use. He feels most positive about
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his current high tech system and soft-
ware package, which allows him to
construct a personalised communica-
tion system more easily than any
previous system he has used. The de-
vice is mounted on his wheel chair but
is also used from a table top, when
needed. Alan uses his right index finger
or a stylus to directly access the screen
of his device.

Alan describes himself as having had
no formal education and certainly no
formal literacy education, in his youth.
Since getting his first communication
aid, he has attended numerous courses,
but none in literacy. He attended a spe-
cial school and later a day centre. He
has only ever received very limited
speech and language therapy and with
his high tech devices received only the
standard induction and familiarisation
with the new system that suppliers are
able to provide. As he was attending a
day centre at that time, he did have more
formal support with the Liberator and
Minspeak system. He has, himself, ini-
tiated all changes of high tech device
and explored the potential options with
suppliers prior to purchase.

For the last 13 years Alan has lived in
his own home. He is supported by Per-
sonal Assistants (PA) as and when he
needs support. He became self em-
ployed in 2004, and in doing so gave up
access to all means tested disability al-
lowances. He has one additional
Support Worker, employed through the
government’s ‘Access to Work’ scheme,
to support the delivery of his business
activities. His business demands were
key in terms of his interest in looking at
his own language and literacy skills.

Alan has championed a number of AAC
activities. He is a regular supporter of
1Voice and Communication Matters. He
has appeared in TV dramas and recently
had a short film made of his life which
has already won several international
film festival awards.

THE STUDY: AN EXPLORATORY INVESTIGA-
TION OF LANGUAGE AND LITERACY SKILLS
IN AN ADULT AIDED COMMUNICATOR

The first session involved agreeing the
ground rules of what would be explored
and why. The what, broadly speaking,
was divided into: language comprehen-
sion skills, expressive language skills
and literacy skills. An initial challenge for
both Alan and Janice was to ensure that
this was not a negative experience for
Alan, especially if Alan was ‘unable’ to
do things asked of him, which initially
he was anxious about perhaps resulting
in him being perceived as stupid. This
was an important process to navigate

and it did take a couple of sessions be-
fore Alan said he felt relaxed enough
to give things a go and not be anxious
about his abilities or difficulties. There
was never any question that inability =
stupidity.

A formal assessment, the Test of Re-
ception of Grammar (TROG), was
completed in the first session. This test
requires the respondent to choose
from an array of four pictures the pic-
ture that best describes the stimulus
sentence. It was not scored for age
equivalence as it was clear that Alan’s
level of anxiety about being tested was
impacting on the result. Informal ob-
servations demonstrated some
uncertainty with comprehending mean-
ing where word order was paramount,
e.g. the man was pushed by the cow.

Over the remaining sessions we ex-
plored a number of areas, some of
which are identified in Table 1.

SO WHAT DID WE DO?

The first two elements we explored
were focused on language comprehen-
sion skills: symbol recognition/
sentence comprehension and picture
sequencing. It was important to estab-
lish whether Alan had a predictable
match between symbol meaning and
language meaning. Given his own de-
scription of ‘thinking in pictures, not
words’, this seemed fundamental to
ensure we were both making the same
‘meaning assumptions’ in relation to
symbol (or picture) sequences.

1.  Symbol recognition/sentence
     comprehension

In this task Alan was shown a com-
posite picture, e.g. a helicopter flying
over a house, and was then presented
with four symbolised sentences.
There were 15 pictures in total.

Alan’s task was to choose the sym-
bol sentence that in his mind best
described the picture, for example,
over/helicopter/house/fly; helicop-

ter/fly/over/house; house/helicop-
ter/over/fly; fly/helicopter/over/
house). There were two practice
items to teach the process of the
task. During the practices the sym-
bols were named by Janice, so that
Alan had a visual and auditory cue. In
the task itself Alan was not provided
with the auditory cue.

Alan found this a particularly challeng-
ing task – not because he didn’t
understand the pictures or the sym-
bols but that ‘all of the sentences
were fine’ because they had the right
‘words’ in them. In other words, there
was not a right or a wrong sentence
choice. Janice, rather meanly, pushed
Alan to choose one that he thought
was best. Over the 15 task items this
resulted in him choosing between
one of two sentence types: e.g. heli-
copter/fly/over/house or fly/
helicopter/over/house. However,
there were 6/15 items where he was
unable to decide from the visual
presentation alone. In these in-
stances Janice then said each symbol
sentence in turn and immediately
Alan chose the more typical sen-
tence word order.

So, what might this suggest?

It suggests in terms of language prim-
ing that Alan is more semantically
(meaning driven) than grammatically
driven. For some individuals, the key
meaning elements are more impor-
tant and more useful than the
grammatically correct sentences.

2.  Picture sequencing

In this task Alan was asked to order a
set of photographic picture se-
quences (LDA resources). These
included themes like scoring a pen-
alty goal, and a couple going for a walk
and one person falling and twisting
an ankle. There were a maximum of
eight items in the sequences. The
pictures were not described prior to
the sequence sorting activity.

elcitrasihT derolpxesaerarehtO

noisneherpmocecnetnes/noitingocerlobmyS noitingocerdroW

gnicneuqeserutciP gnidliubdroW

noitelpmocesarhP seigetartsyromemgnikroW

noitpircsedmorfsseccadroW gnillepS

snoitaicossaretteldnadnuos-erutciP seigetartsredrodroW

hctamhceepsfotrap-erutciP seigetartslaveirterdroW

Table 1  Areas explored during data collection (12 months)
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Alan enjoyed the challenge but
found some sequences more chal-
lenging than others. For example, the
penalty goal - he found it easier to
start with the last photograph and
work backwards. This still resulted
in a couple of ‘questionable’ se-
quence choices. This was easily
remedied when Alan heard the de-
scriptions of each picture (and
therefore the story elements). Whilst,
the couple out for a walk was a dif-
ferent challenge…and Alan found it
very difficult to see why some ele-
ments (pictures) were needed and
we eventually agreed to differ on the
need for some of them. Alan indi-
cated that some aspects of this
particular sequence did not make
much sense to him at all.

So, what might this suggest?

It suggests a number of things. Firstly,
that world knowledge and experience
is critical to making sense of the
mundane and should not be judged
in terms of deficiency of language,
rather as limits to real lived experi-
ence – as affects us all. Secondly,
that individuals who use aided com-
munication may be supported or
hindered by different modes of com-
munication. It seems clear that Alan
was much more efficient as a com-
municator when supported by
auditory and gestural modes rather
than just visual communication sys-
tems.

So, how do we rationalise that in terms
of language or communication devel-
opment or the focus of intervention
support? Do we embrace a total com-
munication approach to message
generation or do we tend to focus on
the aided system only?

The next two elements of exploration
considered expressive language skills.
Given that Alan felt he thought in pic-
tures not words, it was important to
explore the ease with which he could
convert thoughts into words as this skill
appears to be required if you are to be
able to efficiently use a high tech com-
munication system. One confusing
issue with voice output technology is
recognising whether users are select-
ing symbols and then listening to the
word produced as a message construc-
tion strategy, or, using word production
as a real time communication process.
These tasks offer some commentary
on such issues.

3. Phrase completion

In this task Alan was asked to use his
high tech aid as his main method of

response – a little unfair, as he is a
holistic communicator but it was
critical to explore his ease of thought
to word generation via his VOCA. The
tasks included very familiar phrases
such as: ‘salt and …’, ‘cup of …’; to
less obvious phrases such as ‘quiet
as a …’.

Alan found some of these easier than
others. If he had the word available
within the word prediction system
he was using, e.g. ‘raining cats and
...’, he found ‘dog’ very quickly and
was happy with that until Janice said
it aloud “raining cats and dog”, then
he located the plural marker and
edited correctly. Interestingly, he
found that some of the stimulus
items flagged up a lack of vocabu-
lary on his aided system, but he was
undaunted and immediately used al-
ternative cues, e.g. for ‘quiet as a…’,
he did not have mouse on his aided
system (even although he thought he
must have and spent some time
searching for it – suggesting the
‘thought/picture’ of the word mouse
was a familiar concept to him). Even-
tually, he concluded he did not have
it and immediately became a crea-
tive communicator pointing to his
computer ‘mouse’, so we had an
agreed understanding of the phrase
completion activity.

So what might this suggest?

This suggests that Alan not only has
the picture but also the word in his
head in terms of what he needs to or
wants to produce. Access to the
word associated with the concept or
idea seems more challenging for
Alan. There is also a suggestion from
the data that the specifics of mor-
phology may be more difficult to
anticipate and the modes (visual,
auditory or written) used may add to
the capacity to generate word forms.
This needs more detailed explora-
tion than is possible here (Bedrosian
1997; Fallon et al, 2003).

4. Word access from descriptions

This was a truly semantic task, fo-
cusing on conceptual descriptions
to support Alan generate the relevant
word, e.g. round, rubber toy, bounces
= ball. Depending on the type of vo-
cabulary item thought of, Alan found
this an intriguing activity. Let’s ex-
plain and see what you think.

With the example given above, Alan
did not initially go for the word ball.
He clearly indicated he had an idea
in his head but it was not clear (to
Janice) what that was. He searched
his word prediction system and did

not immediately find the word ‘ball’.
So, Janice moved from semantic
cues (e.g. round, rubber, etc) to pho-
nological cues, e.g. begins with ‘b’.
Alan was able to phonologically cue
the high tech system to the ‘b’ page
of his predictive system (showing
some literacy knowledge). At this
point ball did not appear on the page;
he was stuck! Janice provided ‘a’ or
‘aw’ (how it actually sounds). He in-
put the letter ‘a’ and from that his
predictive system provided a range
of options, including ‘ball’ – which
Alan immediately chose.

We discussed what had helped him
locate the word and he indicated it
was the picture more than the letters
in the ‘ball’ cell that helped him de-
cide. There are many other examples
we could give here but this gives us
enough for now.

So what might this suggest?

This suggests that some early con-
cept development may be in place
and well established but, that in com-
bination with early literacy skill
through initial letter recognition, there
is still limited whole word construc-
tion knowledge (an early literacy skill).
Typically, pre-literate individuals pay
more attention to the ends of words
(the morphology) than the beginnings
of words, whilst literate individuals
are primed to pay attention to the
beginnings of words. Alan shows a
differential profile which suggest un-
certainty for the ‘educator’ and is
typical of the adult learner, i.e. pock-
ets of skill and depths of uncertainty
or inexperience.

Literacy or pre-literacy skills: Even with-
out formal literacy teaching adults, who
have had a lifelong experience of mak-
ing good their skills and abilities, pick
up many things. These next two activi-
ties were aimed at showing Alan what
he had picked up without a formal edu-
cation, and how they might be the
building blocks for continuing personal
literacy development.

5. Picture - sound and letter associations

In this task, Alan was shown three or
four pictures in a row. From this he
was asked to find the picture that
began with the sound or letter, e.g.
‘p’ or ‘pee’ from shoe, pig, hat, duck.
Interestingly, he found the letter
name easier than the sound of the
letter and was consistently good at
these noun recognition activities,
even although he believed he did not
have the literacy skills to go with such
capabilities. He also found the
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sounds at the ends of words margin-
ally easier to identify than those at
the beginnings of words.

So what might this suggest?

This might suggest that he is more
semantically primed for meaning
rather than phonologically primed, as
he continues to show end of word
priming (morphology). Confusingly,
he is more primed for the names of
letters rather than their phonological
representation. This suggests an un-
even profile of learning – hardly
surprising given Alan’s lack of formal
learning opportunities…and perhaps
testament to his ability to pick up
things rather than be formally taught
them.

6. Picture - part of speech match

In this task Alan was asked to sort
pictures into categories of nouns,
verbs and adjectives (LDA card ma-
terials). We did this task to explore
the building blocks of sentences and
it became clear that this had never
before been discussed or considered
within Alan’s experience of a com-
munication system. It proved to be
both interesting and illuminating. This
led to Alan placing cards in one of
three piles of word category. We then
had opportunity to discuss and de-
bate the choices made. Alan had
never done this before. It resulted in
a discussion about good and bad
icons and how they represent lan-
guage and language structure.

So what might this suggest?

For the most part, Alan placed pic-
tures in the categories expected,
however, there were a few occasions
where he was unhappy to place
items in a particular category, e.g. an
apple cut in half…should this be ap-
ple, cut or half? We discussed this at
length…and agreed it best depicted
half or apple but that context was
paramount. This not only challenged
assumptions about the depiction of
parts of speech but also how they
can usefully be represented on an
AAC symbol system.

SO, WE ARE LEFT WITH SOME QUESTIONS
AND CONSIDERATIONS

What do we actually know about lan-
guage development in those who have
life long and development language
needs? How do we support them beyond
those initial school years? And are we
truly ever too old to learn new (and
motivating) tricks or language access
skills? As yet we do not have any an-
swers, just some reflections and
thoughts.

Alan’s comments on the process

I really, really wanted to do this piece
of work. I thought that it could help me
a lot, but, also, that lots of other people
might have the same difficulties as me,
and this might help them also.

I tried very hard to follow Janice’s di-
rections, about what exercises to
practise between our meetings. I soon
found that I simply could not make
myself do any exercises that I was not
really interested in, however hard I
tried. I changed some of her instruc-
tions! e.g. “Learn a whole sheet of
words, spellings (about 40 words)”. Af-
ter about 10 words, I had to stop. I
found learning 10 words easy. I was so
pleased with how easy 10 words were,
that I wanted to remember them as a
list. I tested myself. I found this chal-
lenge motivating. Next day, I recalled
the first list and then learned another 8
words. I can still remember those lists.

I find it hard to remember words that
are not part of my experience, as in the
exercise about pictures of a couple
walking in a field.

I want readers to understand, that I can
understand everything that is said, or
read to me. Also, I can read, a little,
slowly and with some help. I recognize
the shapes of words, not the individual
letters. Text readers on my computer are
really valuable, as is word prediction.

I was a bit surprised to find that I
couldn’t easily find the words for very
familiar items. Point to a length of com-
puter cable, and I could not name it.
I’ve never needed to! I know what it is,
and what it does. I think this must be
like when speaking people cannot find
people’s names, e.g. who is that actor
in a film?, even though they know the
face and the person very well.

Doing this work has made me more in-
terested in learning more. I’d need less
support from PAs if I was totally inde-
pendent in my writings. I still think I’m
quite a good communicator. I think
everyone is different in how they learn.

Janice was a good ‘investigator’, and not
really mean at all!

Janice’s comments on the process

As a therapist, I have found Stackhouse
& Wells’ single word speech process-
ing model helpful (Stackhouse & Wells,
1997). It is not usually applied to the
field of AAC, primarily because it is
derived from a specific language im-
pairment concept…and because it is
typically applied to natural speakers;
however, it has its uses when applied
to people who may have had an atypi-

cal language development opportunity
and experience. It is also a paediatric
model of language conceptualisation,
which I am choosing to use because Alan
has had a lifelong experience of atypi-
cal communication experiences.

The single word speech processing
model helps us look at language in terms
of input processing–stored knowledge–
output processing, or what sense we
make of incoming information (how we
process information) and how that re-
lates to our stored knowledge of the
world (what we think) and how we act
upon it, or, how we articulate our re-
sponses to it (what we say).

From the data presented here it seems
possible that we could describe Alan’s
skills as being strong in the areas of Mo-
tor Program (stored information on the
output side of the model) because he
readily recognises the names of letters.
His phonological representations (stored
information on the input side of the
model) seem less well established and
certainly more difficult for Alan to ac-
cess in terms of word generation. This
is unsurprising given his limited exposure
to literacy learning. However, this range
of stored knowledge does help him to
organise and categorise words (demon-
strating a strength in the area of stored
semantic knowledge on the model), which
in turn helps him to organise the input
of language into meaningful strings of
sounds and words, to aid his compre-
hension of language.

His auditory skills seem in advance of
his visual skills. This may be a conse-
quence of the fact that he relied on the
auditory route for the first 30 years of
his life and has only, relatively recently,
used the visual (symbol) route as well.
This may be something to challenge all
of us in terms of language processing
skills, if we rely on a visual language con-
struction system rather than a verbal, or
more accurately spoken, system. It also
suggests that training or on-going input
for adult learners may be beneficial to
support the use of all modes of com-
munication.

This model does not help us evaluate
the language comprehension skills dem-
onstrated by Alan. However, what does
seem possible from the data is that gram-
matical issues are less relevant to him
than semantic issues, in terms of con-
veying the relevant message to
conversational partners. This would fit
with the findings of Sutton et al (2004).

What we have not readily addressed in
this paper is how it supports Alan’s pro-
duction of language (i.e. the output
aspects of the model); this requires
more detailed analysis and considera-
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tion. However, what does seem clear,
from this initial evaluation of the data,
is that his output skills seem more in-
tact (for a non-natural speaker), than the
single word speech processing model
may originally suggest. These findings
are the next stage of our data analysis
and dissemination.

WHAT HAVE WE FOUND SO FAR?

• Many components of literacy have
been learned along the way but they
are not always easy to define.

• Word retrieval or access skills remain
challenging.

• Initial sound/letter retrieval from a
semantic cue is good but doesn’t
offer an immediate word shape.

• And so, semantic cues don’t always
help word retrieval (whilst they con-
sistently support concept retrieval).

• Letter name cueing rather than pho-
nological cueing, as a useful strategy
of word production, seems in ad-
vance of the typical sequence of
literacy/word knowledge develop-
ment.

• Comprehension of a non-spoken
symbol sequence is really difficult;
whilst the auditory route often of-
fers greater success. This challenges
us to explore teaching and learning
techniques.

WHAT WAS PRACTISED BY ALAN ALONG
THE WAY?

Word spellings (good old fashioned drill
and practice) which paid off in the end.

Word generation (words within words).
Alan was given a number of polysyllabic
words and asked to generate as many
words as he could from them. This he
found stimulating and challenging, and
would go through a trial and error proc-
ess that included hearing the word
attempts – but he generated many, many
words from it.

Part-whole (what’s missing?) word gen-
eration: these were pairs of composite
pictures with some elements missing
from one. This forced Alan to generate
specific words for the missing elements.

Missing items (Kim’s game): working
memory. What has gone from the tray?
Can you rehearse that as it gets increas-
ingly more difficult to recall?

Picture sequencing: word/message or-
der. This was specifically targeted at
atypical word or sequence order to sup-
port typical sentence generation (and by
default, literacy knowledge). We utilised
high and low frequency experiences to
try to generate a range of world knowl-
edge to draw from that which may not

necessarily be within the person’s per-
sonal world knowledge or experience.

RESULTS SO FAR

Alan feels he has gained:

• Increased ability to generate words
(through spelling).

• Changes in vocabulary organisa-
tional strategies.

• More confidence to try.

• More willingness to practise.

IN SUMMARY

It seems it is never too late to learn but
somehow this does not, as yet, appear
to be on offer to adults with life long
communication challenges. It seems
that the current system suggests that
if you are an adult with no identifiable
cognitive needs and no significantly
changing physical or cognitive needs
that once you have utilised the state
educational opportunities of, primarily,
special education and specialist col-
lege experiences there are no on-going
learning opportunities available – other
than those on offer to the general com-
munity but these are often riddled with
barriers to those with perceived com-
plex communication difficulties.

Is this case study the beginnings of
evidence to prompt a review of the
ways in which language and communi-
cation support may enable adults with
complex communication needs to take
up a place of individual fulfilment in
society? Only you can decide.  

 Alan Martin
Dancer, actor & disability rights trainer

Janice Murray, Senior Lecturer
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TRAINS: Visual supports for
communication, participation and
independence

DITHE FISHER
TASSCC, AECC, Balgownie One, Conference Way, Bridge of Don, Aberdeen, AB15 5PZ
Email: tasscc@aberdeencity.gov.uk

This paper introduces the TRAINS net-
work and describes in detail how Visual
Supports have been enrolled to develop
a workshop about the use of Visual Sup-
ports with people with autism
specturum disorder (ASD).

The TRAINS network is an informal net-
work of professionals in Aberdeen and
Aberdeenshire with a common interest
in ASD and training. The network came
out of an awareness of the needs of
families and carers, and a vision to pro-
vide more training and support within
existing resources by pooling the knowl-
edge, skills and time of individuals from
various agencies and professions.

The first event was an Open Day, in May
2007. The event was well attended by
parents, carers, professionals and other
agencies. Members of the network had
stalls presenting a taste of the kinds of
training and support that they could of-
fer. Those who attended were invited
to fill in a feedback form stating what
they would like to know more about,
what training format, time and location
they would prefer, and whether they
would like sessions to be specific to
their interest group (e.g. parents, carers,
professionals, voluntary agencies) or
mixed.

The feedback was collated, and the re-
sults were used to plan a year’s program
of talks and workshops. Now in its third
year, the network has an established bank
of training packages, but continues to
develop new resources in response to
demand. This year’s half day training top-
ics include Transitions, Relationships,
Sexuality and Siblings. All sessions are
free of charge, although recently a refund-
able booking fee has been introduced to

avoid wasting places
when people book but
do not attend an
event.

At the Open Day, the
speech and language
stall presented infor-
mation about a
variety of topics and
strategies. Feedback
highlighted interest in
four themes; Visual
Timetables and other
Visual Ideas, Social
Stories™, Communi-
cation Passports and
Comic Strip Conver-
sations. There was no
clear preference for
when sessions should be held (there
were votes for every day of the week,
and for morning, afternoon and after
school slots) but there was consensus
that the format should be informal,
hands on, practical and that sessions
should last about 1¾ hours. There was
no preference for specific or mixed in-
terest groups, but there was a
preference for small groups.

The Speech and Language Therapy ad-
ditional support needs team therefore
scheduled a rolling program of hands
on practical workshops on the four top-
ics. Over the course of two years each
workshop falls on each day of the week,
and at each time of day. Therapists vol-
unteered for the rota of presenters, two
per session. The lead therapists then
put together a plan for each session,
and collected the materials; ready made
confirmation letters, pre-course infor-
mation sheets, and resources; so that

each workshop could be delivered ‘out
of the box’.

The lead therapist’s idea was that all
four sessions would follow the same for-
mat; welcome and introductions, find
out what people are hoping to get out of
the session, brief theory and history,
practical examples. A break for refresh-
ments and for people to meet each
other, then a hands on session to make
or plan resources/strategies, so that
each person could take away something
practical that they could use straight
away. This format was easy to apply to
Social Stories™, Communication Pass-
ports and Comic Strip Conversations.
However, when it came to Visual Time-
tables and Other Visual Ideas, there was
such a wealth of materials, and such a
diversity of applications, it was difficult
to imagine how this could be presented
in 1¾ hours without leaving participants
completely bemused.

Figure 1  Visual Supports workshop tables



12 COMMUNICATION MATTERSVOL 25 NO 1   APRIL 2011

PAPER PRESENTED AT THE CM2010 NATIONAL SYMPOSIUM, UNIVERSITY OF LEICESTER, SEPTEMBER 2010

In search of a plan, we laid out all the
Visual Resources in our examples cup-
board, to get an overview and generate
themes. This led to the idea of using
Visual Strategies to structure the work-
shop itself. The resulting session plan
involves: the arrangement of the room
itself; paper resources; Mind Maps and
checklists; and systematic colour cod-
ing to link ideas. In the course of the
workshop, we discuss over forty practi-
cal examples, and also have time for a
hands-on element. This may sound like
a recipe for rush and confusion, but
feedback from this session is consist-
ently extremely positive. It is also a
favourite with the therapists who
present TRAINS workshops.

Places at all TRAINS practical workshops
are limited to twelve, so everyone can
fit round a group of four tables pushed
together and everyone can see each
other. We use pre-prepared, reusable
flipcharts and/or handouts rather than
PowerPoint. This promotes a collabora-
tive focus and informal atmosphere. For
Visual Supports workshop, the room is
set up in advance with all the materials
organised on three tables around the
room. The tables have coloured cloths;
red, green and blue (Figure 1).

The first flipchart highlights the three
elements in the successful implemen-
tation of Visual Support; the Visual
Support itself, the person using it and
the skilled adult who will facilitate ap-
propriate use.

The second flipchart introduces the
three broad reasons for using Supports;
Understanding (green), Expression and
Participation (blue) and Organisation and
Independence (red). These reasons are
not explained here; they structure the
rest of the workshop, and the meaning
becomes clear as more and more ex-
amples are presented within the
framework.

Now we give out the first handout: Un-
derstanding. At the same time, an A3
sized version of this handout is placed
on the table tops for the presenter to
refer to (Figure 2). This is the green
branch of the Mind Map that will even-
tually be built. Each sub-branch lists a
different aspect of using Visual Sup-
ports to aid understanding. Later,
participants will receive a hand-
out showing the complete Mind
Map, but the separate handouts
are designed with space to al-
low people to make notes on
examples as they are shown.

The presenter(s) work round the
green branch anti-clockwise,
presenting a practical example
from the green table to illustrate
each sub-branch. For example,
a ‘who is where’ board illustrates
understanding what is going on;
behaviour cue cards for under-
standing social rules. (Figures 3 &
4). Participants may be interested
in applications in various con-
texts, with adults or children, so
the range of examples have been
chosen to relate to a range of
ages, abilities and needs.

Next, the A3 blue branch (Ex-
pression and Participation) is
placed in its position on the ta-
ble tops, and A4 handouts are
passed round. Again we work
round the branch, showing an
example for each aspect. A
wipe-clean news book illustrates
giving information about the
past, whilst a Talking Mat about
celebrities illustrates social
closeness. Finally, the red
branch (Organisation and Inde-
pendence) is added and
examples are presented.

Now the full Mind Map is given
out (Figure 5). By this time, all

the items on the three coloured tables
have been shown, in relation to the rea-
son for using Visual Supports. Having
discussed function, we now go on to
think about form. This is presented on a
second Mind Map, which is given out
complete At the centre is ‘the person
and the skilled adult’ to emphasise the
importance of the skilled adult(s) to set
up and facilitate.

Again, the presenters work round each
sub-branch on the map anti-clockwise
and again there is an example for each
point. However, this time the examples
are things we have already spoken
about, and now we are looking at them
from a different point of view. This
helps to emphasise that in every case it
is important to be clear about why and
how Visual Support is being used. Thus
the computer setup checklist is an ex-
ample of ‘practice of using it;
manipulated by user; tick boxes’ and the
wipe-clean news book is an example of
‘content; symbols; written words’.

At this point, there is a break for refresh-
ments. Participants value this as an
opportunity to meet others who may

Figure 2  Green branch of the Mind Map

Figure 3  ‘Who is where?’ board

Figure 4  Behaviour cue cards

Figure 3  ‘Who is where’ board
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share their own concerns and experi-
ences. Prior to the workshop,
participants receive a confirmation let-
ter which encourages them to think
about situations which challenge the
person with ASD, where Visual Supports
might be beneficial. During the break,
presenters find out what situations par-
ticipants have in mind, and identify who
might be able to work together in the
practical session which follows.

The last handout is a checklist of ques-
tions designed to structure decision
making when implementing a visual
support (Figure 6).

In practice, these questions are not
overtly addressed every time a visual
support is developed. However, the de-
cisions will all have been made
implicitly, and for the purposes of the
workshop pairs/groups work through
them in relation to a specific situation
in order to make a plan that can be put
into use straight away. All the materials
are still available on the tables, and peo-
ple are encouraged to browse through
them to stimulate ideas.

The workshop ends with everyone
round the tables again to share what
ideas they have developed for some-
thing they can use. We encourage them
to think about how this will be intro-
duced in context. We also briefly discuss
the resources that can be used to pro-
duce visual materials. Most participants
report that they can access the internet;
some have access to symbol software.
Those who do not are invited to make

an arrangement to come in and use the
department’s own resources.

TRAINS workshops are free, and are
open to anyone, from anywhere. We
have welcomed participants from other
parts of Scotland and from England, as
well as some overseas visitors. Al-
though the common theme is ASD,

Figure 5  The full Mind Map
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there is much which will be of interest
to people who are concerned with other
diagnoses.

To see the latest program showing all
forthcoming TRAINS sessions, and to
find out how to book please visit
www.nas.org  

 Dithe Fisher, Speech and Language Therapist

Figure 6  Checklist to structure decision making
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When reviewing data from a set of
interviews with adults who use AAC, we
found ourselves considering a meta-
phor to describe the tensions between
the comments received about their as-
pirations, goals and achievements and
the encumbrances of their current and
past AAC systems as a means of facili-
tating achievement of personal goals.

The metaphor that emerged in our dis-
cussions was that of a parachute without
a rip-cord. The following paper takes this
analogy as a platform for considering
how we might define clinical or educa-
tional outcomes and their relevance to
people who use AAC when viewed
through their life-long lenses.

OUTCOME MEASUREMENT

We first turn to outcome measurement.
Outcome measurement is not a new
concept and is one that pervades many
aspects of business, commerce and
public sector life. However, in the field
of AAC it has become a critical aspect
of an evidence based practice approach
to facilitating effective and independ-
ent communication skills. What remains
uncertain and possibly unspecified is
what should be the focus of that meas-
urement. Granlund and Blackstone
(1999) suggest the challenge of setting
and attaining a desired outcome re-
quires flexibility and a long term view
that is responsive to the needs of the
consumer.

Outcome measurement approaches
enable practitioners, educators, service
users and families to break down aims
and attainments into particular compo-

nents, making them easier to describe
and identify. These could be called do-
mains. So let’s consider what may be
the domains of outcome measure-
ment. One of the most commonly used
tools in the UK is Therapy Outcome
Measures for Rehabilitation Profession-
als (Enderby, John and Petheram, 2006).
These scales cover four domains: im-
pairment, activity, participation and
well-being/distress. They provide the
user with a way of calibrating and de-
scribing change, positively or negatively.
They will be reflected in the following
discussion.

One of our dilemmas is knowing when
we have had a good outcome with
something. What are the components
and processes that contribute to us
achieving a good outcome? And, is an
outcome a unitary thing or does it
change according to the perspective of
the persons involved?

So, what do you think of the above
scene … is this a good or a bad outcome?

We imagine most of you agree it is a good
outcome…unless of course, you are
this wee chap’s older sibling, to whom
the chocolate pudding actually belonged!

Perspectives seem to be a critical com-
ponent in determining whether an
outcome has been a good one or a bad
one. Let’s now return to our parachute
metaphor as a way of exploring the com-
ponent parts of outcome measurement
as they may apply to people who use AAC.

PARACHUTES AND PARACHUTING

Firstly, we need to have an agreed un-
derstanding of parachutes and
parachuting.

Clearly, the component parts of the para-
chute are critical to defining it. This
would naturally include the silk canopy
for aesthetics and success, the harness
for security and control, the ripcord for
decisive action, the ropes for navigation,
and the skydiver at the controls.

Parachuting includes consideration of
other variables such as the wind and
weather, the height and weight distribu-
tion of the skydiver, the jump, intended
destination and the terrain of the land-
ing site.
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Extending the metaphor to aided com-
munication, what does this mean?

What is the silk canopy? We will use it
here to mean the aided communication
component. In effect, it is the most
obvious element; it is the additional
piece that allows the skydive to hap-
pen. Just as with an aided communication
system, choosing the right parachute
can be quite overwhelming. It has to be
the right colour or colours. Its texture,
size, and durability are all important
components in terms of value for
money. It also has to be suitable for the
weight and experience of the skydiver
and the likely number of sky dives.

The harness allows the connection be-
tween the skydiver and the ripcord,
enabling a skydive to actually happen.
This could be likened to the motivation
and resilience of the aided communi-
cator to keep going with communication
attempts and system operation.

The ropes are the connection between
the skydiver and the silk canopy. They
are the crucial elements that make the
silk more than a piece of material. If
you examine a rope closely, you will find
that it consists of ropes within ropes.

For the aided communicator, these
could be likened to Light’s (Light, 1989;
Light, Beukelman, & Reichle, 2003) op-
erational, strategic and social
competences, shown through a unique
set of user resources, skills, experi-
ences and motivators, built up over
time.

All communicators rely on both aided
and unaided forms of communication
– and so a range of different ropes is
essential. Knowing what ropes to pull
and when to pull them (i.e., strategic and
social competence) is central to suc-
cess. Many individuals who use aided
communication face difficulties with
other modes of communication also.
While our eyes are quickly pulled to the
parachute’s silk canopy, without good
ropes that ‘fit’ the individual, skydives
may be very risky indeed!

The jump is a two-stage process com-
posed of the free fall and the opening
of the canopy. Timing is crucial, whilst
enjoyment is optional, at least the first
time! In aided communication terms
this analogy continues with Light’s com-
petencies but also includes the
linguistic components in terms of de-
ciding what to say and when to say it.

Learning some of those skills in an ‘off-
line’ context, when conversation or
communication is not the key aim, is a
critical component of learning and be-
coming a confident communicator in
other settings. This latter point is akin
to landing at a destination, when sud-
denly everything changes in terms of
operational skills, timings and the com-
ponents of the parachuting apparatus
that remain relevant.

This seems to be analogous to the de-
sire for social participation and
community integration. It is that mo-
ment to show flexibility of skill in aided
communication strategies, linguistic
knowledge and achieve some sense of
self-fulfilment. When it all works to-
gether, the parachute and parachutist
seem as one, able to react to the pre-
vailing winds, to obstacles encountered
along the way – and maybe even to cre-
ate something new and magical with
other skydivers along the way. Similarly,
a total communication system is tai-
lored to the user, unique to that
individual and adaptive to the prevail-
ing winds of the communication
context.

In sum, applying the metaphor of sky-
diving to aided communication
interaction, clearly, you have to enjoy
the ride! It doesn’t always go to plan and
it can be risky. At the early stages, a
backup is needed. It is in essence an
apprenticeship.

UNPICKING THE METAPHOR

What are the ways in which we might
scaffold the apprenticeship? If we con-
sider that the desired outcome, or
destination, is a sense of social partici-
pation, community integration and self
fulfilment, we see that where you land
can sometimes be unexpected! So, if
we want to land somewhere particular,
what helps?

Here are some reflections from the lit-
erature. Lefebvre, Cloutier & Levert,
(2008) explored levels of satisfaction
experienced by the individual in their
life situation, their sense of commu-
nity affiliation and their self-image.
They concluded that this was enabled
by four main elements:

• Maintaining a range of interpersonal
relationships that extend beyond the
family.

• Being able to contribute to society.

• Having access to recreational activi-
ties that allow self expression and
the fulfilment of potential.

• Having access to a normalized and
adequate living environment.

Applying this to the opportunities cur-
rently afforded many who use AAC, it
may be helpful to consider the ICF do-
mains of Activity and Participation (WHO,
2001). Whilst not necessarily easy to
tease apart, activity could be considered
as communication skill; participation as
meaningful authentic interaction with
reciprocal engagement, leading to inclu-
sion over a sustained period of time.

Commonly cited facilitators for people
with disabilities include: skills (a range
across domains, not just communica-
tion), support systems, and resources
(personal and environmental factors
within the ICF framework). The relative
salience of these components may dif-
fer across people with disabilities and
practitioners. This suggests that in re-
turning to our premise of outcomes, and
how we feel about them, is relative to
individual perspectives. Another impor-
tant commentary from the literature
includes consideration of lack of inclu-
sion, which may mean feelings of
isolation and loneliness.

ISOLATION

Inclusion and participation are more
than geographical: landing in the field
doesn’t mean you can stay there or even
want to. What matters is not where, but
how people participate (Milner & Kelly,
2009). “Participants felt others were
around them but not with them some of
the time” (Balandin, Berg, & Waller, 2006;
476).

One helpful way of considering the suc-
cess of outcomes may be to consider
the five metrics identified by Milner &
Kelly (op cit):

1. Self determination: the power to
choose activities undertaken with a
degree of autonomy ... Choosing
which field to land in.

2. Social identity: built up through sus-
tained interpersonal contact over
long periods of time, e.g. families,
places of worship, some recrea-
tional settings ... Frequent jumps.

3. Reciprocity and valued contribution
(echoing Lefebvre et al); the desire
to add value to others’ lives. This
implies equality, and challenges im-
plied dependence. It can be
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achieved through work or through
other activities. It is “the glue that
bound friendships and key to hu-
manising important relationships”
(Milner & Kelly, 2009; 57) ... Enjoying
and sharing the ride.

4. Participatory expectations: challeng-
ing the limited expectations which
are amongst the most disabling bar-
riers to real participation
...Operational & social competencies.

5. Psychological safety: sharing space
with trusted others, being incorpo-
rated into the social history of
particular community spaces, the
sense of a collective courage of a
trusted group.

LONELINESS

Loneliness is a subjective experience
and one not neatly tied to objective
characteristics such as social network
size or frequency of contact with
friends (Ballin & Balandin, 2007). It would
seem that perceived social isolation is a
more important predictor of adverse
health outcomes than objective social
isolation (Cacioppo, Fowler & Christakis,
2009), suggesting a collective respon-
sibility for attitudes that may influence
such outcomes.

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF THESE
CONSIDERATIONS?

One might suggest that to maximise the
chances of landing somewhere you want
to actually be (i.e. a good outcome), you
need to have:

1. Autonomy and choice along the
journey.

2. Long term planning for the journey,
including immersion and stability (of
key components).

3. Acknowledgement of the impor-
tance of reciprocity during the
journey.

4. Access to peer group mentoring to
challenge limited expectations.

5. An opportunity to create trusted
networks.

This suggests that we are collectively
aiming to support the skills to enable
the aided communicator to become a
flexible, robust and adaptable commu-
nicator. The skydiver needs to have
skills that are transferrable: transferra-
ble to a new parachute, new gear, or
new destinations.

How do we measure this flexibility in
terms of outcomes? Do we take a short
term or a long-term view, or a combina-
tion of these? How do we support this
in terms of service delivery and conti-
nuity?

Let’s consider the skydiver (or the aided
communicator). Of course, one impor-
tant question that highlights some of
the limits of the metaphor relates to
whether or not they are truly skydivers
until they can jump independently?
There may be days when jumping is not
attractive, and indeed, there may be
destinations that are not attractive to
jump to – skydivers don’t lose their iden-
tity once the dive is over or on the days
they choose not to jump.

However, the evidence cited here sug-
gests that to become a skydiver there
is need for careful scaffolding of learn-
ing that may take years rather than
weeks to achieve, in terms of agree-
able outcomes.

One last reflection on the skydiver –
they are often less visible than the para-
chute. From a distance you might even
say “they all look the same”. What’s
more, the ropes you may never see at
all, as the silk canopy becomes the
foreground visual image.

A parallel with aided communication
was described by Bailey and colleagues
(Bailey, Parette, Stoner, Angell, & Carroll,
2006) who reported that in their study,
high tech aided systems changed com-
munity perception and expectation of
the person in a positive way. However,
it is commonly cited that unaided
modes of communication are often
preferred communication methods
(Bailey et al., 2006; Clarke, McConachie,
Price, & Wood, 2001; Smith & Connolly,
2008; Smith, Murray, von Tetzchner, &
Langan, 2010) suggesting that views
about when a parachute is needed, help-
ful or should be deployed probably
depends on the perspective of the
viewer.

As noted at the start, the metaphor of
the parachute without a ripcord
emerged from discussions about the
views of adults who have used aided
communication over many years, and
the challenges and achievements they
recounted in interviews. As clinicians
focus often on planning and evaluating
specific episodes of intervention with
clients, it is easy to lose some perspec-
tive of the longer picture.

After several decades of high technol-
ogy supports for communication, it is
helpful sometimes to pause and to re-
flect on the bigger picture and question
whether the steps taken along the way
cumulatively have led us to where we
thought we were going.

COMMENTS

We have grouped the comments below
under the various elements of the

metaphor of skydiving discussed above.
These comments were collected in in-
terviews with 38 adults in the UK and
Ireland. All were aged between 18 and
45 years and had used aided communi-
cation for more than 10 years.

At the time of the interview, the meta-
phor was far from our minds, and so this
is a post hoc linking of comments to
the metaphor of the parachute, the har-
ness and ropes, the parachutist’s
personal attributes, the need for scaf-
folding, repeated opportunities to
practice and consideration of final des-
tinations.

1. Evaluating the parachute

• really it was the texting

• Email

• This can go on the internet

• I wanted to use the mobile phone

• [keeping] the same programme
[when changing device]

• can’t be used in sun

• in wet weather, hard to use

• I’d like to be able to speak outdoors in
daylight

• I cannot use my device outside

• Rain kills it

• it does go dead

• shopping – battery can be low (so I
don’t use the device)

2. Harness and ropes

• (I want) a robust desk and also wheel-
chair mounting system where when
using the aid in my wheelchair I can
still see over the top to drive

• I would like to see the key guard thing
I talked about changed [Talking about
the difficulty of accessing a dy-
namic screen rather than a static
keyboard]

• In powered chair – cannot be used
simultaneously

3. Scaffolding & apprenticeship

• Do not know how to trouble shoot prob-
lems

• You are able to transfer text from a
PC onto a Lightwriter, but I don’t know
how to

• Would like to be better at reading

• I want to go to a PC based where I
can use a joystick

• When I understand it more, I’ll use it
more

• Get more confidence, because if nerv-
ous I forget how to spell words
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4. Repeated jumps

• Although I can’t speak, I fully com-
prehend everything and can answer
with my speech device

• It is faster to use and as I am not a
fantastic speller

• I find talking just a piece of cake now
and building up better sentences
[Speaking about a new device and
language system]

5. Parachutist's resilience & motivation

• Learn it [Advice about what to do
when given an aided system]

• It’s going to be hard work

• If they get it wrong I will put them
right

• Never let anybody tell you that you’ll
never be able to do something

6. Destinations

• People chat to me. [Commenting on
what having a communication aid
enables]

• This is my second year here [college]

• I live independently and I have peo-
ple to support me to do everyday
things and they do my care needs

• People don’t give me the time to talk
and it [runs - deleted] isn’t working

• I like keeping myself busy and I am
the secretary of a disabled sports club

• I am interested in a lot of things but
my major interests are dancing and
drinking, I also like visiting friends. I
like to go to the theatre but I do not
like the way that I can not sit with my
friends at ***. This is because I have
to sit in the section for people who use
a wheelchair. I think this is unfair.

7. Evaluating the jump

Evaluating the insider experience of the
skydive of aided communication, par-
ticipants shared both highs and lows:

• I found exciting [learning the symbol
language system]

• I got this [device] July this year and I
wanted to change my access method
as I was getting back and shoulder
problems

• It’s going to be hard work

• I would say at first you will find it very
very hard but keep going

• People will understand you [if you
keep practising]

• I would say that to keep going as it
opens a world of communicate

BACK TO THE BEGINNING: OUTCOMES!

This metaphor arose because of an over-
whelming sense in reviewing interview
transcripts that many of the adults we

talked to had been provided with many
elements that were necessary but not
sufficient to enable successful skydiv-
ing into communication interaction and
participation in society – hence the para-
chute without the ripcord. How might
these comments influence our
conceptualization of outcome meas-
urement?

We expect that readers will take their
own meanings from the metaphor, to
apply to their own learning situation. For
us, the metaphor is a reminder of the
care needed when choosing the para-
chute; the potential of the parachute
to obscure the parachutist; the impor-
tance of the harness, ropes and
practice to ensure that the potential of
the parachute is realized; and the con-
cept that not all days are good days for
skydiving – it really is important to pay
attention to the prevailing weather con-
ditions in deciding whether or not to
jump. Poor decisions here can have
very negative consequences.

Most of all, the metaphor reminded us
that, as we pay attention to the various
elements to varying degrees at differ-
ent stages in our interventions, it’s also
important to be vigilant to the whole
sky dive, remembering that the whole
is greater than the sum of its parts! 

 Janice Murray, Senior Lecturer

Martine Smith, Senior Lecturer
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E-News

If you are not already receiving your
copy of our monthly newsletter
delivered by email, it’s easy to sign up
to get regular news from Communi-
cation Matters.

Subscribe for Free!
You can subscribe to our E-News by
sending an email (with your name in
the subject line) to:

‘Focus on...’ AAC Topics
Now available in PDF format

The Focus On... series is a set of
eight introductory leaflets related to
augmentative and alternative
communication, written in a clear and
easy-to-understand style by
Communication Matters.

The seven leaflets are available in
PDF and hardcopy. Download from:
www.communicationmatters.org.uk/
focuson

To order printed copies, please email
admin@communicationmatters.org.uk
for a free set (there is a charge for
postage and packing if you require
more than copies).

RESOURCES  FROM
COMMUNICATION  MATTERS

enews.subscribe@communicationmatters.org.uk
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What is Communication Matters?
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through the provision of equipment and ongoing support services.

Our Mission: Communication Matters values people who use
any form of communication and promotes the individual’s right to
participate in all aspects of life by using their most appropriate
means of communication to express their thoughts, feelings,
needs and desires.

What are the benefits of Membership?
Members of Communication Matters receive:
• The Communication Matters Journal three times a year.
• Reduced rate at Communication Matters Study Days.
• Reduced delegate rate at the CM National Symposium.
• Regular electronic newsletters with the latest news in AAC

developments, Road Shows, study days and more.
• Access the members’ area of the CM website.
• All the benefits of ISAAC membership.

How do I become a Member?
If you live in the UK, you can become a member of
Communication Matters (and therefore of ISAAC) by contacting:
Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
If you are outside the UK, you can become a member of ISAAC
or subscribe to this Journal by contacting:
ISAAC, 49 The Donway West, Suite 308, Toronto, Ontario M3C
3M9, Canada Tel: +1 416 385 0351 info@isaac-online.org
www.isaac-online.org

JOINING COMMUNICATION MATTERS & ISAAC

What is ISAAC?
• ISAAC stands for International Society for Augmentative and Alternative

Communication.
• ISAAC is a big international organisation that focuses on AAC.
• ISAAC was formed in 1983 and has over 3,700 members.
• ISAAC members live in more than 50 countries around the world.
• There are ISAAC Chapters in Australia, Canada, Denmark, Finland,

French-speaking Countries, German-speaking Countries, Ireland, Israel,
Italy, Netherlands-Flanders, Norway, Sweden, United Kingdom and
United States of America.

ISAAC’s Vision: AAC will be recognised, valued and used throughout
the world.
ISAAC’s Mission: To promote the best possible communication for
people with complex communication needs.
What does ISAAC do?
• Advocates for augmented communicators & their families.
• Supports the use of AAC around the world. This includes countries

that do not know about AAC.
• Has an exciting awards & scholarship program for members.
• Encourages the development of AAC products & services.
• Produces a series of books for people involved in AAC.
• Has an international conference every two years.
• Sponsors a peer-reviewed scientific journal – Augmentative and

Alternative Communication (AAC). Visit the website at: www.isaac-
online.org/en/publications/aac.html for more details.

What do ISAAC members receive?
• Full access to ISAAC Information Exchange, an international

resource for sharing knowledge, experiences & perspectives on AAC.
• An International Directory with a list of all ISAAC members.
• ISAAC members can buy the AAC Journal at 54% discounted rate.
• ISAAC members can attend ISAAC conferences and meetings at

15% or more discounted rate.

Augmentative and Alternative Communication

Thiis the official journal of the International Society for Augmentative

and Alternative Communication (ISAAC), published quarterly by

Taylor & Francis Ltd, UK. AAC publishes original articles with direct

application to the communication needs of persons with severe speech

and/or communication impairments for whom augmentative and

alternative communication techniques and systems may be of assistance.

Unterstutzte Kommunikation

This ISAAC affiliated publication is published four times a year in

German by ISAAC-GSC.

Communication Matters, Catchpell House, Carpet Lane, Edinburgh EH6 6SP
CM Tel & Fax: 0845 456 8211 Email: admin@communicationmatters.org.uk www.communicationmatters.org.uk

AGOSCI in Focus

AGOSCI in Focus (formerly AGOSCI News) is the

newsletter of the Australian Group on Severe

Communication Impairment. It is an ISAAC affiliated

publication and is published twice a year.

ISAAC Israel Newsletter
ISAAC Israel Newsletter is an ISAAC affiliated

publication. Published annually in the spring of each

year, in Hebrew with a few English abstracts.

Members of Communication Matters (ISAAC UK) must send their orders to CM (address below)
Readers outside the UK can order in local currency from their local Chapter of ISAAC, or in dollars directly from

ISAAC, 49 The Donway West, Suite 308, Toronto, ON M3C 3M9, Canada Tel: +1 416 385 0351 Email: info@isaac-online.org Website: www.isaac-online.org
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It has been a busy time for the Board of Trustees with
many new and innovative opportunities coming the way
of Communication Matters’ Associate Members and
Friends.

‘AWARDS FOR ALL’ GRANT FOR ON-LINE TRAINING

We heard last month that our employment of a bid
writer had already given us a two-fold return, on re-
ceipt of a grant of £10,000 from Awards for All. This
grant will fund the set up of on-line training and edu-
cational materials which will be freely accessible from
the website. We will keep you posted on its progress.

SAFE SOCIAL NETWORKING DAYS

Our newest member of the Board, Scott Stack, is throw-
ing himself into initiatives that wil l increase our
membership of young adults who use AAC. He is par-
ticularly keen to target students at college. This fits in
very nicely with our three scheduled ‘Safe Social Net-
working’ events in collaboration with Treloar, Beaumont
and National Star Colleges. Visit the Communication
Matters website for more information about these days
which are being well supported by a number of Friends
and Associate Members of Communication Matters.

NATIONAL AAC REVIEW IN SCOTLAND

In Scotland, Alison Gray has been seconded to de-
velop the national review of AAC services and models
of provision. We look forward to hearing the outcomes
of this review in due course. Also in Scotland, there was
a re-scheduled meeting on disability and employment
held in Edinburgh in January; it is anticipated that a
position paper may be produced from the meeting.

THE ‘HELLO’ CAMPAIGN & AAC EVENTS

Communication Matters’ events for the Hello Campaign
have started with a bang. A huge thank-you to all of
you involved in planning a range of interesting and
fun events up and down the length of the UK. Particu-
lar thanks to Trustees Sally Chan and Dithe Fisher for
their co-ordination work with an ‘AAC Wave’ of events
from Devon to the Scottish Highlands. There is loads
of information on our website about what is happen-
ing, and showing you how there is still time to get
involved - visit www.communicationmatters.org.uk/hello

ISAAC NEWS

ISAAC is now gearing up for the annual International
AAC Awareness Month in October, and initial discus-
sions include something of a relay of activities between
ISAAC Chapters…it sounds rather similar to our Wave
concept. Again, we will provide updates as we get them,
through the E-News and website. Anyone interested in
being more directly involved in the ISAAC activities
should contact Janice Murray at jancommatters@mmu.ac.uk.

Other ISAAC news: Liz Moulam, our Associate Member
representative on the ISAAC Council, has been involved
in a working group revising ISAAC Governance docu-

COLLATED BY JANICE MURRAY, CHAIR

mentation. Janice Murray has contributed to the revi-
sions on ISAAC publications policy documents. Most
recent news from Erna Alant, ISAAC President, indi-
cates a focus on business strategy developments. Sadly,
Mona Zaccak, who has been the main-stay of admin-
istrative activity for many years, took early retirement
at the end of February. We wish her well.

Whilst on a recent work trip to India, Janice Murray had
opportunity to meet with the ISAAC India’s Chapter
President, Dr Rajul Padmanabhan. ISAAC India is a
relatively new Chapter - just celebrating its third birth-
day. It seemed like a good opportunity to explore the
possibility of some collaboration between Communi-
cation Matters and ISAAC India. They are currently
heavily involved in the BUILD project. Anyone inter-
ested in knowing more about possible collaborations
should contact Janice.

NEW AAC INFORMATION BOOKLET

The Communication Trust and a number of AAC or-
ganisations, including Communication Matters, have
been working on a new AAC information booklet.
Thanks to Sandra Hartley, Trustee, for steering on this
for us. The booklet will complement our Focus on series,
and Communication Matters will lead on its dissemina-
tion to the AAC community and further afield. We will
highlight the publication in a future edition of the E-News.

AAC ASSESSMENT STANDARDS

The AAC Assessment Standards documentation is in
the final phase of editing. This is the culmination of
intensive collaboration between AAC stakeholder
groups, including service Commissioners. The launch
of the documents is immanent and will be publicised
on the website. The Board members who were key play-
ers in this were Anna Reeves, Sally Chan, Dithe Fisher,
Gillian Hazell and Simon Judge.

This work has also led on to plans for development of
documentation on competencies and outcome meas-
ures. An initial planning meeting on 8 February mapped
out plans that will take these two new initiatives forward.

AAC EVIDENCE BASE RESEARCH PROJECT

The Communication Matters led AAC Evidence Base re-
search project is progressing well – turn to page 23 for
a project update from Katie Holmes and David Morgan.

FINALLY

There are many other things that we have been at-
tending, exploring and planning for. Our next big push
is planning this year’s National Conference - we have
received many abstract submissions and look forward
to seeing many of you in Leicester. New Trustees are
sought on an annual basis as some ‘oldies’ complete
their term(s) of office. It is very rewarding being a Trus-
tee, so if you have some spare time, lots of energy
and enthusiasm we would like to receive your applica-
tion; look out for the Call for Trustees in June.  

TRUSTEES’

NEWS
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The main news from the BHTA eCAT section
(electronic Communication and Assistive Technol-
ogy), which met in early February, is a complete
change of ‘officers’. David Weatherburn, who has
been Chairman for the last two years has had to
step down due to his growing work commitment
with Ability World, and Paul Hawes, who was Vice
Chairman also indicated that not only did he not
want to be considered for the chair’s role, but he
also needed to resign his position.

As you can imagine this has left a huge hole and
there were no willing volunteers to take over the
chair’s role at, what we believe, is a vital time for
suppliers and the market generally. With it being
the National Year of Communication, the push
from Jean Gross for structured funding, and the
Communication Matters research project, it would
be a great shame if BHTA eCAT did not have a
willing chairman and had to amalgamate with an-
other BHTA sector, which would lose its identity.

Consequently I have raised my hand again to do
a second stint as chairman (I sincerely hope that
was not a chorus of “boo’s” I heard from the back
row!) To do this means I have to resign my posi-
tion as Director of BHTA (according to their own
rules I am not allowed to be a Board Director and
Section chairman) – but I considered there would
be plenty of others willing to become part of the
board but if no-one wanted to be chair of eCAT I
needed to ‘step up to the plate’.

Ian Thompson (Liberator) and John Hicks (Toby
Churchill) have agreed to become Vice Chairman
and Alternate respectively, although in practice they
may end up almost being joint Vice chairs.

I hope all members of Communication Matters will
join me in expressing our sincere thanks to David
for all the splendid work he has done over the last
24 months, and to Paul Hawes and Ian Bullock (the
previous Alternates) for their support of David.

I sincerely hope that I will be able to do the role
justice and with my Research Lead hat on; there
will be crossovers that will benefit both positions.
Indeed I have already started this by trying to
get BHTA and Communication Matters to work
closer together especially with regard to statisti-
cal data. One of the areas that we are short of is
detailed and accurate (and provable) statistics –
indeed that is one of the objectives of the re-
search project. BHTA does have some stats going
back over four years of AAC sales – but not every
supplier of AAC is a BHTA member – but wouldn’t
it be great if we could get more accurate figures
from BHTA members and other commercial mem-
bers of CM providing data to one source. That,
I’m sure, would help Jean Gross in her push and
Communication Matters in their research.

David Morgan
Chair of eCAT section, BHTA

dmorgan@possum.co.uk

BBC OUCH! FOCUSES ON AAC

The BBC's disability site, Ouch! interviews two in-
spiring people who use AAC: Toby Churchill - the
inventor of the Lightwriter - and Beth Moulam,
who is working towards her GCSEs and aims to
study occupational therapy at university...
tinyurl.com/ouch-morethanwords

*
HOT OFF THE PRESS

LEAFLETS AVAILABLE FOR THE
AAC EVIDENCE BASE RESEARCH PROJECT

A leaflet describing the ‘Communication Matters
- Research Matters: An AAC Evidence Base’ re-
search project is now available on our website at
www.communicationmatters.org.uk/evidencebase

If you would like printed copies to distribute,
please contact Katie Holmes, Research Manager,
at katieholmes@communicationmatters.org.uk

*
GOVERNMENT FUNDS FOR ACE CENTRE

The ACE Centre has been awarded £70,000 from
the Government’s Transition Fund. The money will
enable the centre to take advantage of new fund-
ing opportunities expected to result from the
Government’s Big Society agenda.

Minister for the Cabinet Office, Francis Maude,
said, “I’m pleased we are able to help support
the ACE Centre which has shown it provides vital
services for people with communication difficul-
ties and has impressed us with strong plans for
developing its services in the future."

More information at tinyurl.com/ace-awarded-funds

*
THE AUTISM SHOW FEATURES

‘THE COMMUNICATION MATTERS ZONE’

This year’s The Autism Show will feature a dedi-
cated Communication Matters Zone with exhibitors
from leading AAC suppliers in the UK, including
Inclusive Technology, Liberator, QED, Possum,
Toby Churchill and Widgit Software - Communi-
cation Matters will also be exhibiting of course!
The event will be held at ExCel, London on 24-25
June 2011.

For more information, visit www.autismshow.co.uk

*
BOLTON MAN WITH MND ‘BANKS’ HIS VOICE

BBC News Manchester: A man from Bolton who
has motor neurone disease (MND) is recording
his words so his baby son will be able to hear his
voice... tinyurl.com/bolton-voicebanking

eCAT

NEWS
HOT

NEWS
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18 & 19 June 2011 Alfreton, Derbyshire
1Voice National Summer Event
Tel: 0845 330 7862  www.1voice.info
21 June 2011 Belfast
Communication Matters Road Show in Belfast
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
21 June 2011 (rescheduled from 10 May) Oxford
Making Sense of Eye Gaze Technology
Contact ACE Centre: 01865 759800  www.ace-centre.org.uk
24 & 24 June 2011 London
The Autism Show
Tel: 020 8882 0629  www.autismshow.co.uk
28 June 2011 Oxford
Giving People a Voice
Contact ACE Centre: 01865 759800  www.ace-centre.org.uk
30 June 2011 (rescheduled from 5 May) Oxford
Getting it down on paper
Contact ACE Centre: 01865 759800  www.ace-centre.org.uk
5 July 2011 Harrogate
Communication Matters Road Show in Harrogate
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
25-27 September 2011 Leicester
CM2011 National Conference
Contact: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
8 November 2011 London
Communication Matters Road Show in London
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
16 November 2011 Latimer, Bucks
Communication Matters Road Show in Bucks
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
27 November 2011 Aberdeen
AAC Pantomime: 'Oh Go On, Cinderella'
By invitation only; contact admin@communicationmatters.org.uk

5 May 2011 Bristol
PCAS Open Day
Contact PCAS: 0117 3533613  www.pcas.claremont.bristol.sch.uk
6 May 2011 London
Communication Works
Contact Cenmac: 020 8854 1019  www.cenmac.com
7 May 2011 Newton Abbott
SW 1Voice Musical and Arts Fun Day
Contact 1Voice: heskethanne@hotmail.com
11 May 2011 Shrewsbury
Communication Matters Road Show in Shrewsbury
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
16 May 2011 Lancaster
Safe Social Networking Day (Beaumont College)
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211 www.communicationmatters.org.uk
17 May 2011 Newton Abbott
Communication Matters Road Show in Devon
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
26 May 2011 Birmingham
Film Night 'The Diving Bell and the Butterfly'
Tel: 0121 6278235
27 May 2011 Horsham
Communication Matters Road Show in Horsham
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
7 June 2011 Carlisle
Communication Matters Road Show in Carlisle
FREE Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
14 June 2011 London
Talking About Experiences: Personal Narratives
Tel: 0845 456 8211  www.communicationmatters.org.uk
16 June 2011 Oxford
On a Shoestring
Contact ACE Centre: 01865 759800  www.ace-centre.org.uk

DIARY

DATES
DIARY

DATES

A Wave of AAC events will travel throughout the UK,
starting in Cornwall and finishing in Aberdeen.

This will be an opportunity to focus local and national
events collectively, to raise the profile of AAC, and
capture media attention, both regionally and nationally.

If you are organising an AAC event, why not apply for a
grant from Communication Matters (see page 36)?

Diary of AAC Events
Visit the Communication Matters website for a list of
AAC events taking place in the UK this year:

www.communicationmatters.org.uk/hello

WAVE  ‘HELLO’  TO
THE  NATIONAL  YEAR  OF  COMMUNICATION !

This day at Beaumont College is the second of three
Safe Social Networking Days being organised by
Communication Matters in conjunction with Beaumont,
Treloar and National Star Colleges.

These days are open to students at the three colleges,
as well as to other young adults (aged 16-25) using
AAC from nearby colleges or who are living at home.

The programme includes: Introduction to Twitter,
Facebook & Skype; Ensuring safety - privacy settings
and issues; Accessibility; On-line resources and
support; Demonstrations from AAC suppliers; Exhibition

SAFE  SOCIAL  NETWORKING  DAY
16 MAY 2011, Beaumont College

www.communicationmatters.org.uk/studydays
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Research Project News

Communication Matters – Research Matters:
An AAC Evidence Base

Katie Holmes & David Morgan
Communication Matters, Catchpell House, Carpet Lane, Edinburgh EH6 6SP
Email: katieholmes@communicationmatters.org.uk  Email: davidmorgan@communicationmatters.org.uk

Good research is not achieved overnight
and therefore there is not always much
change from one month to the next (or
indeed from one Communication Mat-
ters Journal to the next!). But we do feel
it is important to report on the progress
of the research and to highlight that
things are actually happening, even
though results from the research have
not yet been published.

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

The systematic review by the Univer-
sity of Sheffield is now finished and the
final report has been written. The Prin-
cipal Investigator, Professor Pam
Enderby, plans to submit articles for
publication to three journals. Commu-
nication Matters will also disseminate
information about the review’s findings.
The review looked at peer-reviewed
papers on evidence of need for AAC
and service provision. Its findings will
inform the next stage of the research
that will look at these topics in more
depth.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Manchester Metropolitan University has
completed its initial literature review.
This will be used to structure and in-
form the focus group work that is a key
part of the development of the AAC
Evidence Database.

RESEARCHERS APPOINTED

Another move forward is that the three
researchers are now in post in the part-
ner organisations, and the project can
really start to progress in all areas. The
project is still on target to complete by
its scheduled end date of April 2013,

but planned dates for individual tasks
will be extended, as the start-up activi-
ties, including the recruitment of the
researchers, took considerably longer
than planned for both Communication
Matters and the partners.

FINANCIAL AND REPORTING

On the financial side, we remain ‘on
plan’ although some issues have been
identified that need careful monitoring
and we have made the Trustees aware
of these.

The Research Manager, Katie Holmes,
has issued the mid-year report to the
Big Lottery Fund and this has been re-
viewed with the BLF Grant Manager who
praised it for being very clear and con-
cise.

INDEPENDENT RESEARCH PANEL

A family member has been recruited
to join the Independent Research
Panel. The Panel met for the second
time in January and the members con-
tributed advice and ideas that will be
helpful for the next stage of the re-
search.

DISSEMINATION

One of the most important aspects of
any large research project is dissemi-
nation. It is better to communicate
information regularly throughout the
life of the project rather than leave dis-
semination until the end and run the
risk of not having enough time. Katie
Holmes and Dave Morgan, Research
Lead, have been working on a plan and
have met with Sandra Hartley as a rep-
resentative of the Trustees to discuss
ways that the research project and

Communication Matters can share dis-
semination lists and ideas, rather than
both invent systems that will almost
certainly overlap.

LINKING WITH OTHER ORGANISATIONS

In addition we are trying to link in with
the work being done by other organisa-
tions, for instance the Communication
Trust, which is running the Hello year
(the National Year of Speech, Language
and Communication), and the British
Healthcare Trades Association (BHTA)
which has strong links to government
and experience of lobbying ministers.

At times it may appear that things are
quiet on the research project, but in prac-
tice things are moving ahead well and
there will be further reports in the E-
News, on the website and in this journal
as we progress.  

Katie Holmes, Research Manager
Dave Morgan, Research Lead

ABOUT THE PROJECT

The AAC Evidence Base research
project is a three-year project
funded by the National Lottery
through Big Lottery Fund. Commu-
nication Matters is leading the
project and working with three re-
search partners: the University of
Sheffield, Barnsley Hospital NHS
Foundation Trust and Manchester
Metropolitan University. The project
aims to improve the quality of life of
people with severe communication
impairments who need AAC by rais-
ing awareness of their needs and
by improving service provision.
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Contact sandra@logan-technologies.com or visit www.logan-technologies.co.uk
to learn more about all of the above or to arrange a demonstration or a free trial of the Logan ProxTalker®. 

NEW FOR 2011

OPENING DOORS 
TO COMMUNICATION

2011 started with a bang at Logan 
Technologies as we continually 
strive to bring you some easy 
to use resources and ideas. 

Visual Suite from Silver Lining
- a new resource 
Glen at ProxTalker.com  has worked with Silver Lining

to create an easy to use resource with readymade

ProxTalker sticker sheet templates. The Visual Suite

DVD interface is intuitive for anybody familiar with

word and allows you to easily import your own 

images from your PC as well as using the 15,000 

distraction-free images. The photos on this DVD are

excellent for behavioral charts, communication

cards, community outings, picture schedules,

life skills and school routines.

Texas Tactile Symbols
- a new idea
Some families and therapists have

been using Tactile symbols to 

enable their visually impaired 

children to access the ProxTalker 

visit www.tsbvi.edu/tactile-symbols

to learn more. This is an exciting 

and creative way to extend 

to reach of the ProxTalker. 

Speak All Tag – a new function
The Speak All tag is round, green and button like

in appearance. When it is placed on any button

on the ProxTalker all sound tags in place will play

automatically from left to right. This gives a more

flexible option for those users who are competent

at sentence building. This function is available as

an upgrade to existing ProxTalkers.

“I want 
orange juice

please”

Logan® BrailleCoach™
– a new product for 2011 
Developed from the same technology as the ProxTalker and 

just as easy to use the BrailleCoach™ teaching device is a 

unique way to support the learning of Braille. 

Just Pick a Braille Tag, Place it on the button and Press - 

the BrailleCoach™ teaching device will 

say what is on the tag enabling the 

student to work independently between

lessons enhancing the progress.
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The Intermediary Witness Scheme

SALLY CHAN
Member of the Quality Assurance Board, Intermediary Witness Scheme, Ministry of Justice
Email: sally.chan@nbt.nhs.uk

Registered Intermediaries (RIs) help
victims and witnesses with communi-
cation impairments to give their best
evidence in criminal investigations and
at trial by ensuring that they can under-
stand questions put to them and can
communicate their answers effectively.

Vulnerable witnesses can be anyone
under 18 years of age, or anyone whose
quality of evidence may be affected by
mental disorder, learning disability, im-
pairment of social functioning, or a
physical impairment. RIs are available
for both prosecution and defence wit-
nesses. There are likely to be witnesses
who use AAC (Augmentative and Alter-
native Communication) that would
qualify for such support; some RIs
would therefore need to be familiar with
AAC in order to achieve best evidence.

Achieving Best Evidence is crucial in
any criminal investigation, and there-
fore Special Measures to achieve this
were created through legislation in the
Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act
1999. The Intermediary Special Meas-
ure was launched in six Pathfinder
Areas in 2004, before the completed
National roll-out in September 2008.

The Scheme is currently available in all
43 police forces and Crown Prosecu-
tion Service (CPS) areas in England and
Wales. There are 118 active RIs regis-
tered on the Intermediary Register (a
national database). There have been
over 4,000 requests for RIs since 2004,
with monthly referrals averaging 100.

A recruitment campaign was carried out
in Autumn 2010. A presentation at the
CM2010 National Symposium in Leices-
ter aimed to raise awareness of the
work undertaken by RIs, as well as at-
tract interest from those involved in the
field of AAC as possible candidates.
The presentation was jointly given by

myself (as a member of the Quality As-
surance Board for the Witness
Intermediary Scheme), with Gillian Hazell
and Janet Larcher who are both RIs.

RIs are Officers of the Court, and are
self-employed. They are appointed as
a result of a Special Measure applica-
tion to the Court, which then must
decide that help with communication
and/or understanding will improve the
witness’ quality of evidence. They
come from a wide range of backgrounds
– speech and language therapy, occupa-
tional therapy, psychology, social work,
teaching and nursing (Figure 1) – and each
bring the skills and experience gained in
these roles to their work as RIs.

The application process to become a
RI involves opportunities for the candi-
date to demonstrate and report on their

competencies and skills. Core compe-
tencies required to work as a RI have
been identified and it is these compe-
tencies that are assessed, rather than
formal qualifications.

Having completed a successful inter-
view, the candidate is required to
complete an accredited course for a
week in London. This training is provided
by The City Law School, and provides
the knowledge and skills to understand
and work within the legal process. The
successful candidate is then registered
on the national database of RIs. This da-
tabase matches a request for an RI with
the appropriate RI with experience of
working with that particular client group.

There is a Conference every year for
RIs, as well as a RI refresher course for
inactive RIs, or those who are active but
wish to be as up-to-date as possible on
developments. Registered Intermediar-
ies Online provides a forum for
questions and answers, and support
from other RIs and the City Law School.

Applications to become an RI should in-
clude evidence that the applicant can
assess communication needs; legal
knowledge will be provided by the train-
ing.

RIs are required to carry out an initial
assessment of the witness’ communi-
cation needs in order to:

• evaluate the abilities and needs of
the witness;

• evaluate whether they, as an RI, have
the particular skills to help that wit-
ness;

• establish rapport so they can help
the witness give best evidence.

RIs are also required to give advice to
help the police and CPS achieve evi-

tsiparehTegaugnaLdnahceepS 18

tsigolohcysP 01

rehcaeT 5

deriteR 4

tsiparehTrehtO 3

etacovdA 2

tnatlusnoClanoitacudE 2

esruN 2

rekroWlaicoS 2

naidrauGs'nerdlihC 1

rotisiVhtlaeH 1

rehtO 5

Figure 1 Primary Employment of Registered
Intermediaries
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dence during the investigation and trial
stages of a case:

• How a witness communicates.

• The levels of understanding of the
witness.

• How to phrase questions to the wit-
ness in order to achieve best
evidence.

• Help with pre-trial preparation, e.g.
court familiarisation visit.

To date, there have been very few re-
quests for an RI with experience of AAC.
However, knowledge of signing and
symbols and how these systems can
support communication, both in under-
standing and expression, is often
needed to promote best evidence. The

use of visual timetables to help a wit-
ness understand the process could
reduce anxiety or the use of signing can
help a witness understand the question.
These are AAC strategies that can en-
hance communication and are familiar
to those of us working within the AAC
field, but perhaps not to others.

Since the CM2010 National Symposium,
the recent recruitment of RIs has been
completed and newly registered Inter-
mediaries added to the national
database. Recruitment usually occurs
every one to two years, to ensure that
the database includes those RIs with
the knowledge and skills to be matched
with all client groups, as well as ensur-
ing that all geographical areas are

Figure 2  NPIA Witness Intermediary Service – Monthly composition of requests matched by witness vulnerability

covered. Continuing Professional Devel-
opment (CPD) is monitored on an annual
basis to ensure that the core compe-
tencies are maintained and developed,
and that RIs remain active on the data-
base.

The Witness Intermediary Scheme has
successfully supported vulnerable wit-
nesses since 2004. In many cases this
has led to convictions, when previously
these cases would have failed due to the
difficulty of achieving best evidence.

If you are interested in this scheme,
please contact me for further informa-
tion, email: sally.chan@nbt.nhs.uk  

           Sally Chan
Specialist Speech and Language Therapist

A practical workshop on using AAC equipment
to support Personal Narrative

Tuesday 14 June 2011, London

More information & booking form at:

www.communicationmatters.org.uk/studydays

Talking About Experience

COMMUNICATION MATTERS STUDY DAY & WORKSHOP
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Preparation and Practise
The key to success?

NICOLA HAYTON & TRACEY HADFIELD
Speech and Language Therapy, Centenary House, Heritage Park, 55 Albert Terrace Road, Sheffield S6 3BR
Email: nicolahayton@nhs.net

This case study looks at the cost effec-
tiveness of supporting a lady to make
informed choices about her care and
use of technology, and to be ready to
use the equipment as soon as it was
installed.

BACKGROUND

The subject is a ‘young’ 79 year old lady
with a long standing degenerative con-
dition (Pseudo Bulbar Palsy). This
condition affected her speech first and
subsequently reduced her movements.
She has some residual speech but this
is at a single word level, frequently un-
clear and not consistent. She has very
limited movements of her limbs. The
condition does not affect her cognition
or understanding of language.

She has lived with this condition for over
10 years. During this time she has used
a range of technologies to support her
to communicate and access her envi-
ronment. These include a Lightwriter
SL35, that at one point she accessed
using a chop stick, and a Steeper Envi-
ronmental Control system.

IN HOSPITAL

In late 2008, she was admitted to hospi-
tal following degeneration in her
physical condition. At this point she was
unable to use any of the systems she

had been using and her health was poor.
The speech and language therapist in
the hospital needed to look at the cli-
ent’s capacity to make choices and to
support her to make decisions about
her long term care. She did this through
a series of laminated sheets with op-
tions on that the client would read and
then use eye gaze and her strong yes/
no responses to indicate her prefer-
ence. This enabled the hospital staff to
establish capacity, and enabled the cli-
ent to be involved in the decision-making
process about her treatment.

MEETING COMMUNICATION NEEDS

In February 2009, she was discharged
from hospital to a nursing home and
this is when the Neuro Enablement Serv-
ice (NES) and in particular the AAC
service became involved.

The client’s communication system of
laminated alphabet charts were passed
on to the nursing home, but unfortu-
nately these were not well used. The
client also found this system difficult
as it did not give her any feedback on
where she was up to on her spelling
and she would easily lose track.

The initial intervention was to add
phrase sheets with relevant needs.
However again this was not well used in
the home. The client was becoming in-

creasingly distressed and staff reported
protracted periods of crying as she was
unable to communicate what she needed
or what was wrong. The staff felt that
they were unable to get to know this lady
due to the barriers in communication.

INTRODUCING THE MEGABEE

It was at this point that we introduced
the MegaBee. This is a light-tech aid that
uses eye gaze to spell words and has an
LCD display so that both parties involved
can see what is being written. The aid
uses a colour-coded system. So, for
example, to select the letter ‘A’ the per-
son needs to look at the yellow square

Figure 1  The MegaBee
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and the facilitator then presses the yel-
low button with their right hand. A light
is illuminated in that square. The per-
son then looks at the blue square to
indicate the blue letter in the yellow
square. The facilitator then presses the
blue button with their right hand and ‘A’
appears on the display.

Our client does not follow this exactly
as she prefers to use her residual
speech to indicate the letter colour.
With limited choices and familiarity this
currently works well for her and for her
communication partners. At times she
is ahead of us all by looking at the
square and saying the letter colour si-
multaneously.

As her condition continues she may
need in the future to use the aid as it
has been designed, but for the present
she is able to use this system with
friends, family and staff. It has re-
opened the world to her and
dramatically reduced her frustration.
The staff in the home feel that they
now know her and she has clearly been
able to demonstrate her character and
determination. The client is a very so-
ciable and popular character and the use
of this communication aid has enabled
this personality to be re-established in
her new home. Unfortunately, her hus-
band has been unable to use the
MegaBee, but they are able to interact
still, and do not feel this is a big issue.

EXPLORING OTHER SYSTEMS

Following this reduction in frustration,
we began to look at enhancing and ex-
ploring other systems. The client’s
daughter, after seeing an eye gaze com-
puter system used in the television
series CSI 

1 was keen to try one with her
mum. With the help of Inclusive Tech-
nology a demonstration was arranged.
The client had an opportunity to try the
aid, but having never used a computer
she felt this was too high-tech for her
and she preferred the MegaBee. She was
now very comfortable in using this aid
and, while she does not think it is worth
the £640 price tag; she would happily
pay £300. Fortunately in Sheffield, due
to the nature of her condition, we are able
to offer her this aid on a long term loan.

Once the client’s communication is-
sues were resolved to her satisfaction,
we began to look more at her environ-
ment. We looked first at the activities
the client had previously enjoyed. Ini-
tially we considered a page turner as the
client did enjoy reading magazines.
However, she was discouraged from

this by the cost and also in-
dicated that now she
would rather watch televi-
sion.

We were also concerned
about how she gained at-
tention from the staff in
the nursing home. The cli-
ent reported that she
would shout and could be-
come very distressed by
the effort involved in gain-
ing the required attention.
So we looked at an environ-
mental control (EC).

ACCESS METHODS

The first issue to resolve was how to
access the system. Following discus-
sions with the client and her friend it
was established that she had consist-
ent control of her left foot. Following
Von Tetzchner and Martinsen (2000)
recommendations around using the
movements that are consistent, but
considering that the use of a switch
positioned out of the person’s sight is
more difficult to control, we had a look
at using this movement to activate a
switch.

The first option we considered was a
kick-forward and then a backward
movement however both of these were
inconsistent as she was unable to aim
accurately. So we moved onto stamp-
ing on a Specs switch.

This took a little time to position cor-
rectly but after a few squashed fingers
we found an appropriate place. This
enabled the client to easily access the
switch and activate it as required.

We then moved on to looking at scan-
ning options. We used a laptop with The
Grid 2 installed to explore the options:

• Simple scan with press to activate.

• Simple scan with tap to advance.

• Simple scan with hold to advance
and activated on release – Bingo.

The system of hold to advance and re-
lease to activate removed the issues
of anticipating the movement and ena-
bled consistent and accurate access.
So the client practised using the hold
to advance with activation for release
with the laptop for a number of weeks
prior to the installation of her EC sys-
tem. During this time we slowly
increased the number of cells to meet
her needs, again enhancing the instal-
lation process.

MONITORING AND REFINING

The result of the time and effort spent
by the client and our service was a

smooth installation and a confident user
from the start. The client is now enjoy-
ing her independent control of her
television and can flick channels to
avoid being stuck on CBeebies for an
afternoon. She did initially enjoy testing
the system by repeatedly calling for the
staff with the EC control. However, this
did not last long and now the staff re-
port that she rarely uses it, and so they
know when she does she really needs
their help.

We have worked with the staff to en-
sure that the aids are set up
appropriately and charged. We are moni-
toring the use of the EC and are currently
exploring the use of the short cuts on
the MegaBee which enables the client
to produce long words and phrases by
typing a number and a letter. This in-
creases the speed of the interaction,
but does rely on memory. At this stage
the client is using a prompt sheet to
support her in using this system.

CONCLUSION

The conclusion of this case study and
what we have learnt from working with
this charming and determined lady is
that the initial cost of staff time to prac-
tise and prepare is off-set by a
successful and easy installation and use
of the systems.

At a time when expenditure is under the
spotlight, it is vital that we advocate time
for the staff to ensure that these ex-
pensive systems are used to the fullest,
and that our clients are able to have the
most independent and confident lives
possible.  

 Nicola Hayton
Speech & Language Therapist

Tracey Hadfield
Specialist Assistant

REFERENCE
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Figure 2  Specs switch
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INTRODUCTION

The choice of your GCSE subjects is a
tense time in any teenager’s life, so im-
agine the problems when English is not
your first language, you have no intelli-
gible speech and no form of
augmentative communication. These
were the problems facing a teenager in
a mainstream school, who was referred
to the Communication SCAMP clinic at
Chailey Heritage Clinical Services (CHCS).

This article will give examples of the
assessment and outreach/training of-
fered from a Communication SCAMP,
including the benefits and difficulties
encountered. It will highlight the need
for more awareness and understanding
of AAC (alternative and augmentative
communication) and SLCN (speech lan-
guage and communication needs)
within the general community.

SCAMP CLINIC

This clinic is a multi-professional serv-
ice based at CHCS in East Sussex which
caters for children and young people
who have complex needs, including
physical, sensory and/or learning dis-
abilities. Our aim is to provide a
comprehensive assessment of an indi-
vidual's potential to access a range of
activities including powered mobility,
communication, computers and envi-
ronmental controls through the use of
Assistive Technology.

A full SCAMP clinic may last 2-3 days
with follow up within the home/commu-
nity if required, and includes a full
postural assessment.

COMMUNICATION SCAMP CLINIC

The Communication SCAMP clinic was
developed from the full SCAMP clinic
in October 2008, and is aimed at any
young person with complex needs in a
mainstream, special school or residen-
tial setting, who requires a specific AAC
assessment, which could include is-
sues with access, but does not require
an assessment of posture or mobility.

The multi-professional team for a Com-
munication SCAMP consists of a
Specialist Speech and Language Thera-
pist, a Speech and Language Therapy
Technical Assistant and a Clinical Engi-
neer. It is important to have the young
person’s family/carer and community
Speech and Language Therapist and/or
teacher present.

The trial and provision of an AAC sys-
tem is supported by the availability of
an outreach and training package, which
can be delivered by a Specialist Speech
and Language Therapist and a Speech
and Language Therapy Technical As-
sistant. This can be delivered in the
home, school or social setting and train-
ing can cover low- or high-tech systems
of communication.

If a VOCA was recommended for the
young person, the package would in-
clude training on areas such as the use,
functions and maintenance of a VOCA
for family and school staff, issues of
acceptability of the VOCA, monitoring
daily use of the VOCA and ideas on how
to integrate the VOCA into the young
person’s total communication system.

ASSESSMENT METHODS

Assessment includes reference to
Latham and Miles’ Communication and
Cognition Framework, relating the com-
munication level of the ‘bands’ of young
person to the appropriate system of
augmentative communication, includ-
ing the level of VOCA if applicable
(Figure 1).

A VOCA Users Checklist has been de-
vised in which a young person’s
communication skills can be recorded
within the bands, the main areas being
attention, verbal comprehension, ex-

Band 1: Pre-Intentional
Band 1: Intentional: single-message device
Band 2: Static screen VOCA
Band 3: Introducing a dynamic display

VOCA
Band 4: Using a dynamic display VOCA

Figure 1  VOCA Bands (Miles & Latham)
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pressive language and understanding of
switch use.

CASE STUDIES

Transitions are very important stages and
can present challenges as well as op-
portunities. We all face many transitions
in life and the challenges faced are es-
pecially daunting if you also have
speech, language and communication
needs. We will consider these issues by
looking at the problems faced by some
young people who have attended a
communication SCAMP.

Case Study 1  (Band 4 VOCA user)

Andrew, aged 11½ years old, has a diag-
nosis of athetoid cerebral palsy and his
main method of communication is
speech, which is intelligible only to his
family and familiar carers at his junior
school. Andrew was about to start main-
stream secondary school and he and
his parents felt that it was the right time
to explore different options to support
his current communication skills.

Andrew had good verbal comprehen-
sion, no problems with vision and
hearing and adequate literacy skills. He
did have some problems with fine mo-
tor control for access.

Andrew had the opportunity to trial a
mounted tablet PC and a palm top VOCA
at Chailey and at home. He was also re-
ferred to the ENT/Oral Motor Difficulties
clinic at Chailey and was recommended
for palatal training therapy.

The outcome was that both speech and
saliva control improved after palatal
training therapy. Andrew and his family

also decided to purchase a Toughbook
which has multiple uses including the
facility of being a VOCA. Unfortunately
eighteen months after the clinic
Andrew’s LEA had still not agreed fund-
ing and Andrew did not have access to
his own personalised VOCA.

This case study highlights the effect
that lack of awareness and understand-
ing of speech, language and
communication needs have on the in-
dividual client and their whole family.
Andrew was without essential aids for
communication and the family were
obliged to constantly battle on his be-
half.

Case Study 2  (Band 3 VOCA user)

Lenny is 15 years old and facing his
GCSEs in a large mainstream secondary
school. Lenny has cerebral palsy, Eng-
lish is his second language and he has
significant receptive language delays in
both English and Tagalog (Filipino) which
is his first language. When he was re-
ferred to the SCAMP clinic, he had no
formal communication system and
even now, despite his significant diffi-
culties, does not have a statement of
special educational needs.

Although Lenny had developed some
speech, he mostly used single words
and occasionally short utterances.
However, his speech was difficult to
understand, particularly out of context.

Lenny was referred to speech and lan-
guage therapy when he came to England
(at 13 years old) and he had had no pre-
vious therapy input. Lenny was very
smiley and keen to please, but he had
also become very passive.

During the assessment, Lenny and his
parents were given time to consider and
try different options for AAC. Lenny
was not motivated to use a low tech
system such as a communication book;
however, he was very keen to try using
a hand-held VOCA. He was able to ac-
cess the touch screen and use the
stylus pen.

Following the assessment, Lenny had
trials of different VOCAs and decided
that the Dynavox Palmtop would be the
best device to meet his needs.

Lenny’s school funded his VOCA and
some outreach package sessions. Dur-
ing the outreach sessions, the aim was
to integrate the use of the VOCA into
his everyday life and to train the main-
stream staff in the use and
maintenance of a VOCA. Staff were
also given strategies to help Lenny to
use his VOCA. Following these ses-
sions, Lenny still required some
prompting in order to use his VOCA.

However, he was able and keen to play
a role in programming useful phrases
for himself.

This case study highlights the need to
raise awareness of speech, language
and communication needs – in particu-
lar the use of AAC systems to
mainstream schools. It also raises the
issue that there are children and young
people who have complex communi-
cation needs in mainstream schools at
crucial stages of their education (such
as exams or transition) with little or no
support.

Case Study 3  (Band 4 VOCA user)

David is a 27 year old competent and
experienced AAC user. He attended the
SCAMP clinic because his current VOCA
was only working intermittently and he
wanted an assessment to discover whatVOCA User Checklist - Band 4

Attention:
• Two channelled attention (Reynell

levels 4-5).

Verbal Comprehension:
• Appropriate understanding of verbal

language.

Expressive language:
• User capable of using VOCA everyday

for functional or sophisticated communi-
cation with familiar/unfamiliar people in
variety of situations.

• Using grammar and alphabet if appro-
priate.

• Creating own novel utterances.

Understanding of switch use:
• User would be competent with their

method of access.

Figure 2 Checklist for Andrew - Band 4
(Independent use of high-tech VOCA)

VOCA User Checklist - Band 3 (with
some evidence of skills within Band 4)
Attention:
• Able to alternate between speaker and

task, minimal direction (Reynell levels
3-4).

Verbal Comprehension:
• Basic understanding of concepts.
• Requires an adult to clarify misunder-

standings.

Expressive language:
• Uses words in short sentences/phrases.

Understanding cause and effect/switch use:
• Understands the concept and opera-

tional aspects of using a dynamic screen.

Figure 3 Checklist for Lenny - Band 3
(use of high-tech VOCA with support)

VOCA User Checklist - Band 4
Attention:
• Two-channelled attention (Reynell lev-

els 4-5).

Verbal Comprehension:
• Appropriate understanding of verbal

and written language.

Expressive language:
• Uses VOCA daily.
• Good knowledge of vocabulary/layout

– creates own pathways.
• Expresses a range of functions.
• Uses complex sentences.

Understanding cause and effect/switch use:
• Competent user of switches.

Figure 4 Checklist for David - Band 4
(independent use of high-tech VOCA)
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would be the most appropriate device.
Although face to face communication
was a key need for David, he also had
priorities around social networking and
staying in touch with friends via text
messaging and email.

During the assessment, David was very
clear about his choices. He wanted to
keep the same language system as he
had been used to – LLL, on a Pathfinder.
So he trialled the newer version, the
Eco2, and chose to have his existing
symbols. David also wanted to access
this using the same switches as he had
previously used. A trial was set up of
this system and David received charity
funding for this device and switches.

At the time of the assessment, David
was relying on his communication book
as his VOCA was not reliable. Since
moving to his new home after college,
his book had not been updated. During
the clinic, discussions took place about
the importance of keeping this book up
to date. This was then updated by
David’s care staff and David reported
that he was using it more frequently.

David was very able to express his needs
and his wishes regarding his communi-
cation systems and he had a team of
care workers who were able to support

him. It does however highlight that there
is still a frustrating period of time for
VOCA users when their system breaks
down and they are waiting for a new sys-
tem to be funded and then arrive.

OPPORTUNITIES AND DIFFICULTIES

There have been clear opportunities and
difficulties encountered in the provi-
sion of AAC, since this clinic started,
particularly with young people in a main-
stream setting.

There is the opportunity to reach young
people who have previously been strug-
gling to cope in their social or
educational setting, maybe with no for-
mal method of communication, which
has resulted in passivity or behaviour
problems.

The challenges include encompassing
both the social and educational needs
presented by the young person, the ex-
pectations of their family and school,
which may differ from those of the
young person, liaising with and co-
ordinating a wide number of people and
agencies, finding a key person to take
responsibility for the AAC trial, integrat-
ing the system or VOCA into the young
person’s life, and obtaining necessary
funding.

Although the difficulties appear to out-
weigh the opportunities on paper, in
practice it has been highly motivating to
help meet the needs of young people
with SLCN, and to raise awareness of
methods to overcome communication
difficulties. It is hoped that campaigns
such as the National Year of Communica-
tion will continue to raise understanding,
lead to further practical solutions, and
ensure every young person is able to ac-
cess the resources required to meet their
communication needs.  

 Hilary Eggleston
Specialist Speech & Language Therapist,

Clinical Lead in AAC

Rachel Pennell
Specialist Speech & Language Therapist
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INTRODUCTION

 This small study explores the Augmentative and Alternative
Communication (AAC) used by a school population of chil-
dren with profound and multiple disabilities (PMLD) in an inner
city UK area and considers some questions that may be of
relevance for future research.

PROFOUND AND MULTIPLE LEARNING DISABILITIES

A learning disability is classified by an IQ of less than 70 and
a severe learning disability considered as an IQ of 20-34,
(WHO, 2001; APA, 2002). Individuals with profound learning
disabilities are classified as having an IQ of 20 or below,
(WHO, 2001; APA, 2002). People with PMLD are also more at
risk of having physical and / or multi- sensory impairments
affecting their physical independence, vision and auditory
skills (Emerson, 2009). People who have multi-sensory im-
pairments benefit from AAC to facilitate their learning and
understanding of their environment (Hoge and Newsome,
2002).

LIMITATIONS OF AAC FOR PEOPLE WITH COMPLEX NEEDS

Shepherd et al (2009) explored the reliability of speech gen-
erating devices and found that 40% of the devices needed
repairs within the first year. McNaughton et al, (2008) found
that regular and consistent use and access to their commu-
nication device is vital for communicative competence to
be established.

Systems such as such as Objects of Reference (Park 1997)
may limit the complexity of the message that can be deliv-
ered. A final AAC limitation is the unnaturalness of the
communicative act as extra time is needed, in order for suc-
cessful interactions to take place, (Beukelman et al, 1992).
For the most effective implementation of an AAC system to
take place, the client needs to be involved as much as pos-
sible, (Parette et al, 1996; 2000).

DEMOGRAPHIC STUDIES

Three studies have surveyed different numbers of AAC us-
ers (Weiss et al, 2005; Sutherland et al, 2005; Binger et al,

2006). These papers found that communication boards/
books are the most commonly used AAC system, (Binger et
al, 2006; Sutherland et al, 2005; Weiss et al 2005). Binger et al,
(2006) found that more than half of their surveyed AAC us-
ers were ‘making use of gestures and communication
boards/books’. This common use of gestures was also sup-
ported by the findings of Sutherland et al (2005) who noted
that this was the most frequent form of AAC used by people
with ‘intellectual disabilities’. None of the studies indicated
whether the AAC devices were used for expressive and/or
receptive purposes.

AIMS

The aims of this small research project were to explore the
range of AAC used as well as demographic characteristics
of a primary school in an inner city school for children with
severe to profound and multiple learning disabilities.

METHOD

The Participants

Thirty five children aged between 3.2 years and 11.8 years
of age were used in this survey. All children had a severe or
profound learning disability either as their primary disability
classification or a characteristic of their difficulties. Con-
sent was gained from parents and carers prior to the data
collection.

RESULTS

Sex

Forty three percent (15/35) of the AAC users surveyed were
girls and 57% (20/35) were boys.

Ethnicity

Table 1 provides percentages regarding the range of
ethnicities surveyed.

Languages Spoken

Figure 1 shows the home languages spoken by the children
in the survey.
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Disability Classification

Thirty percent (12/35) of the students surveyed had a pri-
mary disability classification of severe global developmental
delay. Another category with a substantial number of stu-
dents being diagnosed with the same diagnosis was cerebral
palsy (17%) (Table 2).

Pre-AAC Strategies

Approximately 17% (6/35) of the children were engaged in
Intensive Interaction (Nind and Hewitt 1994) and four out of
the 35 children surveyed attended ICT sessions to develop
their skills of scanning and switch use.

AAC Use

The children used between 2 and 5 AAC systems to support
their communication. Approximately 49% of the pupils were
using Objects of Reference (Park, 1997) and 49% of the chil-
dren were also using gesture and Makaton (Walker, 1977) to
support their understanding and to communicate. A further
34% of the students were using PECS (Bondy and Frost, 1994)
at varying levels to enhance their communication skills. A
wide range of other low-tech AAC systems were used by the
pupils e.g. eye pointing and body signing (Table 3 and Figure
2). Results showed little use of high-tech AAC systems.
Around 28% of the children showed some use of BIGmack
switches during familiar routines within the school day e.g.
circle time.

Disability Classification and AAC Use

A comparison between primary disability classification and
type of AAC use was carried out. The most common AAC
systems used by children with severe global developmental
delay were Objects of Reference (Park, 1997) (9/12 chil-
dren) and Makaton signing (Walker, 1977) (7/12 children) (see
figure 3). When comparing the AAC use of 6 children with
cerebral palsy, it was found that only 33% (2/6) of these chil-
dren used Objects of Reference (Park, 1997) in comparison
to 58% of children with severe global developmental delay.

The most common form of AAC used by children with cer-
ebral palsy was BIGmack switches (67%). Fifty percent of the
children surveyed with cerebral palsy used eye pointing as
their main form of AAC compared with none of the children
surveyed with severe global developmental delay. Figure 4
illustrates the children with cerebral palsy’s AAC use.

Two out of the 35 children surveyed had primary diagnosis
of autism. Both of these children used Makaton signing
(Walker, 1977) and ‘first and then’ boards (Mesibov et al, 2005)
AAC systems. One of these children also used a communi-
cation book.

The surveyed gathered information on two children with
Angelman’s Syndrome. Both these children were accessing
PECS (Frost and Bondy, 1994) at level IIIb and Objects of Ref-
erence (Park, 1997). One of the children was also using a
‘First and Then’ board (Mesibov et al, 2005) to support his
communication. These children were within 18 months of
the same age.

Age and AAC use

The children surveyed were aged between 3.2 years and
11.8 years. Table 3 shows the amount of children in each
age band. This is important when drawing comparisons about
the use of AAC at different ages. The age and percentage of
children were compared to identify any relationships be-
tween age and AAC use. The three systems compared were
Makaton (Walker, 1977), Objects of Reference (Park, 1997)
and PECS (Bondy and Frost, 1994).

Home Languages Spoken by AAC Users Arabic
Italian
Somali
Eirtine
Bengali
Thai
Spanish
Cantonese
Portuguese
Moroccan
Amharik
Urdu
English 

Ethnicity Number of people/35 Percentage
Black African 7 20%
Black British 5 14.27%
White British 4 11.43%
Arabian 4 11.43%
Mixed Race 3 8.5%
American 1 2.86%
Moroccan 1 2.86%
Egyptian 1 2.86%
Sudanese 1 2.86%
Filipino 1 2.86%
Bengali 1 2.86%
South African 1 2.86%
Thai 1 2.86%
Spanish 1 2.86%
Chinese 1 2.86%
Pakistani 1 2.86%
Unknown 1 2.86%

Disability Classification No. of Children Percentage
Severe Global Developmental Delay 12 34.28%
Cerebral Palsy 6 17.14%
Autism 2 5.71%
Down’s Syndrome 2 5.71%
Angelman’s Syndrome 2 5.71%
Not yet statemented 2 5.71%
CHARGE Syndrome 1 2.86%
Dandy Walker Syndrome 1 2.86%
Profound Developmental Delay 1 2.86%
Severe Learning Disability 1 2.86%
Bilary Atresia 1 2.86%
Hypoxic-ischemic Encephalopathy 1 2.86%
Tyrosinaemia 1 2.86%
Williams Syndrome 1 2.86%
General Learning Difficulties 1 2.86%

Table 1  Range of ethnicities of those surveyed

Table 2  Range of disability classifications surveyed

Figure 1  Home Languages spoken by those surveyed

The data seems to provide no relationship between Makaton
(Walker, 1977) use and age. A reduction in the use of Ob-
jects of Reference (Park, 1997) as children get older with the
exception of the 7 year old age children can be seen. It might
be useful to note here however that the 3 seven year old
children represented in the data all have severe visual im-
pairments which may have impacted on their use of Makaton
(Walker, 1977) and PECS (Bondy and Frost, 1994), and in-
creased their need for Objects of Reference (Park, 1997).
This is important for this population as Objects of Refer-
ence (Park, 1997) provide a tactile way to develop a consistent
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understanding of their routines without the need for visual
information.

A slight trend was noted in the increase of the use of PECS
(Bondy and Frost, 1994) with age, again with the exception of
the 7 year old children. A stronger trend would have been
seen if some of the 5 year old children were using PECS
(Bondy and Frost, 1994). The cognitive abilities of the 5 year
old children could have impacted upon their ability to use of
PECS (Bondy and Frost, 1994) functionally. Three out of five
of these children also had visual impairments affecting their
abilities to use the small symbols involved in PECS (Bondy
and Frost, 1994).

Involvement of Other Professionals

All of the children surveyed were receiving specialist input
from an allied health professional to assist with setting up
appropriate supports for AAC use, e.g. equipment for seat-
ing or for switches. It was found that 94% of these children
were on the caseload of the occupational therapist and 83%
were receiving support from a physiotherapist.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The percentages of males and females surveyed were ap-
proximately equal (57% male and 43% female) as expected
within this population, (Emerson, 2009). The children had
access to a wide range of languages and this reflects the
multi-cultural and ethnically diverse nature of central Lon-
don as described by the 2001 Census (Office of National
Statistics, 2010).

The most common primary disabilities were severe global
developmental delay (34%) and cerebral palsy (17%). A large
proportion of the children surveyed (83%) had additional dif-
ficulties e.g. visual impairment, hearing impairment and
epilepsy.

All the children surveyed were using more than one AAC
system to support their communication. The use of between
two and five modes of communication by, and with these
children, portrays the total communication approach to in-
teraction promoted by speech and language therapists for
this population (RCSLT, 2006). None of the children were
using VOCAs. Children with such complex difficulties are
possibly unlikely to be able to use high-tech AAC systems
such as VOCAs due to their reduced cognitive abilities and
physical restrictions. It was found that 11/35 (31%) of the
children surveyed were using BIGmack switches as a form
of AAC; however it is not clear how often, and under which
circumstances these switches were being used.

Ambiguity of the function of AAC devices in terms of how
they were supporting communication e.g. receptively/ex-
pressively, was another interesting finding which was similar
to the studies described, (Binger et al, 2006, Weiss et al 2005
and Sutherland et al 2005). With lack of clarity in describing
how AAC users are actually using their devices it is difficult
to understand the best and most appropriate ways to de-
velop their communication further.

There was a high prevalence of the use of Objects of Refer-
ence (Park, 1997) 43%. This concrete form of AAC is
commonly used by individuals with complex communica-
tion needs and low cognitive levels. Increased prevalence of
the use of this system within this school is therefore likely
to be due to the level of functioning of these individuals.

With regard to disability classification, it was found that 75%
of the children with severe global developmental delay made
use of Objects of Reference (Park, 1997). This strong rela-
tionship may be due to the level of cognition and receptive

AAC used by children with cerebral palsy
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Table 3  Range of AAC systems used by those surveyed

Figure 2  Range of AAC systems used by those surveyed

Figure 3 AAC systems used by children with severe
global developmental delay

Figure 4  AAC systems used by children with cerebral palsy

AAC system No. of Children Percentage
Objects of Reference (Park, 1997) 17 49%
Makaton signing ( Walker, 1977) 17 49%
PECS (Bondy and Frost , 1994) 12 34%
‘First and Then’ board (Mesibov et al, 2005)  3 9 %
Big Mac switch 10 29%
Eye pointing  3 9 %
Switches  5 14%
Visual Timetable  7 20%
Communication Book  3 9 %
Communication Board  1 3 %
Body Signing  6 17%
Wristbands  1 3 %
Head Switch  1 3 %
Touch Cues  4 11%
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skills presented by these children. The use of Objects of
Reference (Park, 1997) was less common in children with a
diagnosis of cerebral palsy (2/6). Two children with a diagno-
sis of Angelman’s syndrome were both found to be using
PECS (Bondy and Frost, 1994) at level IIIb and Objects of Ref-
erence (Park, 1997). Two children with a primary diagnosis of
autism were both using Makaton (Walker, 1977) and ‘First and
Then’ board AAC systems (Mesibov et al, 2005). Another
child in the school had a diagnosis of Down’s syndrome and
social communication difficulties and was also using PECS
(Bondy and Frost, 1994) as his main form of AAC. Capone et
al, (2005) found that children with Down syndrome and chil-
dren with Down syndrome and autism have features that
clearly distinguish themselves from one another and that
these can be identified using the ‘Aberrant Behaviour Check-
list’, (Aman et al, 1985; Capone et al, 2005). This could suggest
that the characteristics of these diagnoses require different
AAC systems to enhance communication, and that there is
a relationship between diagnosis and AAC system use.

CONCLUSION

This study showed some similarities with the findings of the
work in the USA, Israel and New Zealand. The severity of the
children surveyed in the United Kingdom however was more

significant than the other studies that encompassed data
from children attending mainstream schools. By developing
demographic knowledge of AAC users who have severe and
profound learning disabilities, we can begin to understand
this heterogeneous population and develop more effective,
appropriate and meaningful AAC support to enhance ac-
cess and choice.  

Alice Moody, Speech & Language Therapist

Celia Harding, Senior Lecturer

A full list of references is available from the authors.
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COMMUNICATION MATTERS GRANTS TO SUPPORT AAC EVENTS

Do you need a grant to organise an AAC event in your area?

Communication Matters is supporting the ‘Hello’ campaign during the National Year of Communication,
and is encouraging everyone to help celebrate the achievement – and highlight the needs – of adults,
children and young people who use AAC.

There are local and national events being planned by groups and individuals throughout the UK to bring
people together and to raise awareness of AAC.

Communication Matters is offering grants of up to £100 to support AAC awareness raising events
during this ‘Hello’ year. Anyone may apply, at any time between March and September 2011. Anyone
may apply, at any time between March and September 2011. Up to four grants will be available each
month.

Give as much information as possible about your proposed event, to help the grants committee decide
if it is suitable to receive a grant. Up to four grants will be available per month. It is a condition of the grant
that you provide us with event details for the Communication Matters website and, after the event, send
us a brief account of the event.

For further information and an application form, visit www.communicationmatters.org.uk/hello or
email: admin@communicationmatters.org.uk
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Voice Output Technology

Does it enhance communication in children with autism
who use exchange based communication?

LAILA EMMS
Email: lailaemms@aol.com

INTRODUCTION

Many young people with autism strug-
gle to achieve effective communication
skills and have significant impairment
in both verbal and non-verbal commu-
nication. The use of augmentative and
alternative communication (AAC) can
be used to supplement or replace natu-
ral speech but its use remains relatively
unquantified.

The Picture Exchange Communication
System (PECS) is a graphic symbol based
intervention package developed spe-
cifically for individuals with autistic
spectrum disorders. Developed in
1985, PECS focuses on the initiation
component of communication. The
body of research from around the world
supporting its effectiviesness “contin-
ues to expand” (www.pecs.org.uk).
However, whilst some young people be-
come good PECS users, there is also
evidence to suggest that some individu-
als could be supported to move on with
or from PECS to voice output communi-
cation aids (Checkley & Gaskin, 2006).

The Logan ProxTalker, developed by
ProxTalker.com, LLC, is a voice output
communication aid (VOCA) designed for
children with autism. Like many parents,
the father who developed this commu-
nication device wanted his son to have
verbal communication and the
ProxTalker was designed to build on the
skills his son already had as a PECS user.

Since its introduction into the UK mar-
ket, the ProxTalker has received much
anecdotal praise. However, seeking
more empirical evidence, Logan Tech-
nologies, the UK subsidiary of
ProxTalker.com, LLC, set out to record
clinical evidence to support the use of
the ProxTalker by children with autism.

THE STUDY

This pilot study set out to measure the
number of exchanges made using a low
tech symbol exchange system (PECS)
and the number of exchanges made
using a mid-tech voice output
communiction aid (the ProxTalker). It
involved nine participants from three
different special schools.

Three participants from each school
took part in the study (N=9). Age range
CA 15:0-19:0. All nine participants were
experienced PECS users. Following pa-
rental consent, two participants
(randomly allocated) from each school
were given ProxTalkers for the duration
of the study; the third participant was
used as a control measure (evidence
measured using PECS). Personal vocabu-
lary available to each participant in PECS
form was replicated and made available
for use with the ProxTalker. It should be
noted that no training was given to stu-
dents on how to use the ProxTalker.

For the duration of the four week study,
three classroom based activities and

three snack based activities were ob-
served per week and exchanges
recorded: first and last week with PECS
books middle 2 weeks with ProxTalker.

Following completion of the four-week
classroom observations, the partici-
pants were allowed to take the
ProxTalker home and qualitative data
was recorded by the parent/carer. Par-
ticipant 3 (the control) was allowed full
use of the ProxTalker for two weeks, at
school and at home after the study pe-
riod was complete and qualitative data
recorded by both parents and teachers.

The table below sets out the schedule
of observations recorded.

QUANTITATVE RESULTS

For the purposes of this article, the re-
sults are presented as an averaged
figure across the three schools; if you
would like the individual results please
contact me for a copy of my 2010 Com-
munication Matters conference
presentation. Figure 1 represents the
participants using the ProxTalker for the
study (show in red) and Figure 2 repre-
sents the ‘control’ group.

CONCLUSION

There was no statistically significant dif-
ference between the number of
exchanges made using the ProxTalker
and the number of exchanges made
using PECS: see Figures 1 and 2. There-
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fore, to answer our initial question
“Does voice output technology en-
hance communication in children with
autism, who use exchange based com-
munication?” we can conclude
communication using the ProxTalker, an
example of voice output technology,
was equal to that of exchange based
communication with no voice output.

QUALITATIVE DATA

The benefits of collecting both quanti-
tative and qualitative data are clearly
evident in this study. The participating
schools gave a profile for each partici-
pant and, for presentation at the
CM2010 National Symposium, I summa-

rised these alongside individual partici-
pant results. Some of this descriptive
profile information clearly matched the
participants and some did not.

Figure 3 is an example of data that
clearly does appear to accurately re-
flect the participant (“a confident PECS
user”, as evidenced by the number of
spontaneous exchanges made). Figure
4 is an example of data that does not
appear to well represent the participant
(who was reported to be a very reluc-
tant PECS user and very passive,
although this was clearly not reflected
in the data).

These examples are a reminder that
when collecting qualitative data the in-

formation given is subjective and may
be unknowingly prejudiced by a wide
range of variables. Or in fact participants
may respond differently however hard
we try to keep parameters constant.
This is not in any way critical, it simply
supports the importance of gathering
both quantitative and qualitative date
where possible.

ASSISTANT/THERAPY FEEDBACK

• Very motivated but over excited and
needed to be told to calm down!

• Usually reluctant to change of any
kind, the students quickly adapted to
using the ProxTalker in preference to
their books.

• Student was motivated to use the
ProxTalker when the other students
were using it.

• He will only press one symbol unless
prompted.

• Very motivated and exchanges were
a lot faster.

• Spontaneously organised symbols
into categories.

• Highly motivated by food activity,
tried to verbalise too.

• Even though his folder was in sight,
he found the ProxTalker and asked
for a snack.

• He sequenced the buttons, had his
snack and then changed the symbol
to pretzel. All done independently, I
was surprised!

1tnapicitraP 2tnapicitraP )lortnoc(3tnapicitraP

1keeW koobSCEPnwO koobSCEPnwO koobSCEPnwO

3&2keeW dehctamhtiwreklaTxorP
yralubacovlanosrep

htiwreklaTxorP
lanosrepdehctam

yralubacov

koobSCEPnwO

4keeW koobSCEPnwO koobSCEPnwO koobSCEPnwO

5keeW -emohtareklaTxorPfoesU
snoitavresboevitatilauq

dedrocer

tareklaTxorPfoesU
evitatilauq-emoh

snoitavresbo
dedrocer

koobSCEPnwO

6keeW rofreklaTxorPfoesU
&loohcstaskeewowt

evitatilauq-emohta
dedrocersnoitavresbo

Table 1  Schedule of observations recorded
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Figure 1  Average ProxTalker Results Figure 2  Average Control Results
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SLT FEEDBACK
• In group activities we have seen a

positive increase in turn taking and
waiting skills.

• Anticipation has improved.

• Sentence structure has improved and
sentences are frequently of a 5 word
length with competent users.

• Student was confused by change of
device. Seemed quite relieved to have
his PECS book back.

This final statement is very clearly sup-
ported by the statistical data as shown
in Figure 5. Much prompting is given ini-
tially but with very few spontaneous
responses using the ProxTalker.

The data shows spontaneous re-
sponses picking up again when
returning to use of the PECS book. But
in fact, in the context of this study, it
was not a typical response. For a group
of people who find change difficult, it
was a surprise not to have had more
results like this.

DISCUSSION

These are the salient points that need
to be considered when interpreting
these results:

No formal instruction was given on the
use of the ProxTalker

To ensure consistency and for the pur-
poses of the study only, it was felt that

to give no instruction would
yield fairer results. Ulti-
mately, this strategy
reinforces the simplicity of
the device and raised ques-
tions concerning where input
would be most valuable.

Some of the qualitative com-
ments suggest that therapy
input may well be better
spent with support staff,
rather than the user.

As a practitioner I have not
previously experienced pro-
viding communication
equipment without formal
instruction – and lots of it!
Finding out how the device
works and communicating
this to the user can be very
time intensive; this is not the
case with the ProxTalker.

The ProxTalker statistics were gathered
over a period of two weeks only

I consider this to be the most signifi-
cant factor in this study. Over a period
of two weeks the participants were
making the same number of exchanges
as they previously made using their PECS
books. This, with no formal instruction
and no additional therapy input. Obvi-
ously, a longer term, larger scale study
is required to draw any firm conclusions,
but this was a very impressive result.

Personal vocabulary was matched to PECS
books but was limited

Vocabulary was matched to PECS books
for snacks and for topic specific les-
sons. Entire personal vocabulary sets
were not reproduced so participants did
not have full access to their vocabulary.
This may well have had an influence on
the number of exchanges made.

Data was collected by learning support
assistants familiar to the participants

This was necessary to minimise the
number of changes for the participants.
In our initial consultations, the partici-
pating schools all felt it absolutely
necessary not to change the staff work-
ing with the participants. However,
statistically this is considered a con-
founding variable.

CONFERENCE PRESENTATION

The benefit of the Communication Mat-
ters National Symposium is that you are
offered the opportunity to share profes-
sionally with like-minded busy
practitioners who understand that noth-

Figure 3  Confident PECS user Figure 4  Reluctant PECS user

Figure 5  Prompted use of ProxTalker
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ing is perfect but who value your contri-
bution and offer constructive comments.

Following the presentation of this study,
I engaged in a number of lengthy con-
versations about the results and was
truly encouraged by the observations
made. In my own mind I had concluded
that if you only trial a device for two
weeks, you will probably spend the first
week getting to know it (and the person
working with you will probably prompt
more, thus producing a lot of prompted
responses in this period). Therefore, I
concluded, the second week of trial
would be statistically more valuable.

This premise was rightly challenged and
it was suggested that during the first
week there were more responses be-
cause the participants were genuinely
excited about the device. Absolutely,
why not? Of course we cannot know
the answer, but it was great to have in-
put from people not involved in the
study, simply looking at the results.

And finally, the best omission of all –
had I asked the participants whether
they preferred their PECS book or the
ProxTalker?

Sometimes even the most obvious ele-
ments are omitted and this is one of
them. Thank you to the practitioner who
so casually asked me this innocent

question! It’s on the new recording form
already!

So those were our mistakes. Now for
the bit which was really valuable and
one which I urge you to consider even
in very small studies such as this – the
use of ‘randomised control partici-
pants’. This was invaluable in our study
and certainly considered good practice,
adding weight to the efficacy of the
study.

Quite often it feels as though you are
reducing participant numbers by using
some of your participants as a control,
but it has only been possible to com-
pare our results because data was also
collected for the PECS group.

FUTURE AREAS FOR STUDY

• A longer term or follow-up study
would generate valuable statistics.

• This study looked at young adults,
age range CA 15:0 - 19:0. A study
involving younger children would be
very informative.

• Criteria for this study included par-
ticipants being PECS users. A
comparative study involving chil-
dren who have not been PECS users
would be very interesting.

• Time and speed of communication.

• Measuring the impact on verbal out-
put – a concern for many parents.

• The Social impact of using the
ProxTalker – use within the family
and the wider community.

I hope the essence of this study will in-
spire and encourage those of you who
are thinking about research for it is in
this way that evidence-based practice
will truly become a reality. Maybe then we
will have available more user-inspired
devices like the Logan ProxTalker.  

           Laila Emms
Speech & Language Therapist
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NATIONAL CONFERENCE

The Communication Matters / ISAAC (UK)
National Conference is an annual event
embracing a wide range of issues relating to
augmentative and alternative communication.
The two and a half day event provides a forum
to meet and to exchange information with
representatives from all disciplines associated
with AAC, including people who use AAC and
their family members.

SYMPOSIUM PROGRAMME

Platform Presentations
Practical Workshops
Case Studies & Research Papers
Seminars
Trade Exhibition
Guest Speakers
Social Events

REGISTRATION

All registrations allow full access to all the
presentations and trade exhibition. The registration
fee also includes refreshments, lunch and evening
meals. Residential registration additionally covers
accommodation in student halls (with breakfast).
There is a substantial discount if you register and
pay before 31 July. Prices from £385 for full
residential registration.

There are a number of subsidised places for people
who use AAC, and their family members. Book
early to avoid disappointment.

BOOKING FORM & INFORMATION

For further information and a booking form, please
visit www.communicationmatters.org.uk, or ring
Communication Matters on 0845 456 8211 or
email: admin@communicationmatters.org.uk
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Say-it! SAM software
on the SM1 tablet communication aid

“Now you’re

saving”

We have made it easier for you to buy the SM1 communication aid and enjoy the 
many benefits of Say-it! SAM software. 

Take advantage of this limited offer : 
Call Possum on 01296 461000 or visit our website: www.possumvoice.co.uk

“We heard you”

The system is simple, fast and effective and contains dynamic text and 
symbol displays and an intelligent keyboard interface. Speech can be 
either synthesized or digitised and 3 different ways of outputting your 
message enhance inter-personal communication – Speak | Silent | Spell 

SM1 also features: 
  SpellAssist 

  Real time word learning, word/phrase prediction 
& abbreviations

    Fully customisable dictionary, abbreviation, 
pronunciation and phrase lists

   Finger accessible touch screen 

  Switch scanning

   PCS symbols

    QWERTY & ABC keyboard options

A range of add-on vocabularies available.

WAS £4,250 NOW £3,200
COMPLETE WITH A 2 YEAR WARRANTY

£1,000OFF
OVER

J4658 PossumVoice Sam Ad V4.indd   1 21/02/2011   09:30



Manufacturer of the Lightwriter®

In one small package, the Lightwriter® SL40 
is an exciting text-to-speech communication 
aid which provides the capabilities to 
communicate efficiently and effectively 
either face to face or by SMS texting. 

The Lightwriter® SL40 Connect includes all 
the features of SL40 plus you can make 
mobile phone calls, transfer files to and 
from a PC, and backup words and phrases.

For a demonstration or more information 
email info@toby-churchill.com or 
call 01954 281 210, quoting ref: CM0411

dedicated to 
communication

For nearly 40 years Toby Churchill Ltd has 
been providing a range of dedicated communication 
aids called Lightwriters that enhance the speed and 

scope of independent communication skills for users

Simon: “I feel it is healthy for me to have time on my own and so I like 

to go on holiday. My Lightwriter® makes the whole experience far easier 

and enables me to achieve far more. In Benidorm, I was able to fight 

local policies which stopped me swimming in a pool without a helper 

despite being a very good swimmer. In Lanzarote, I was able to arrange 

snorkelling and windsurfing, and haggle a good price!  My Lightwriter® is 

also very useful for the unplanned visitor when I am at home on my own.”

Simon in Benidorm

Simon

Inspirational Stories

The Lightwriter® enhances the lives of people of many ages, backgrounds and abilities. 

Maybe it could do the same for you. 

Visit our website and read inspiring stories about real people who live their lives to the full.

www.toby-churchill.com/lightwriter-owners

SL40 CONNECT

®




