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In recent years, technologies used for augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) have seen increasing
development and availability. As a result, more and more autistic people are using AAC. With the increased use
of AAC by autistic people, research on autism and AAC has also increased. However, the vast majority of this
research focuses on nonspeaking autistic children. AAC use by autistic adults and by speaking autistic people
has received limited academic attention. Speaking autistic adults often use AAC and many have publicly shared
information about their strategies and experiences. In this article, we provide an overview of the speech
differences autistic adults choose to support through AAC, including varying difficulties with speech depending
on environment and content. We also discuss the technologies and strategies adopted by autistic adults,
including free or low-cost tools that are not specific to AAC, mobile technologies, and signed languages or
gestures. We explore barriers to AAC use, including a lack of awareness of relevant options, misconceptions
about who AAC supports are for, and the cost of dedicated AAC applications or devices. We then provide
suggestions for autistic adults, people supporting autistic adults, and researchers. Overall communication—
rather than speech—should be prioritized. Mainstream communication technologies can support communica-
tion for autistic adults and a variety of tools can support communication across contexts. Further research into
the use and effectiveness of AAC for autistic adults is needed, as is research on barriers to AAC use.
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Lay Summary

What is augmentative and alternative communication?

Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) describes the ways people communicate without, or in addition to,
speech.

What do we know about AAC for autistic adults who can speak?

Research on AAC and autism has focused on nonspeaking children. However, autistic adults who use AAC sometimes tell
each other about AAC. This community knowledge includes reasons AAC is important, useful AAC strategies, and barriers to
AAC use. This article talks about autistic community knowledge about AAC and then makes suggestions.

Why is AAC important for autistic adults who can speak?

Autistic adults, including those who talk, may not always be able to meet all their communication needs with speech alone.
Autistic people who use speech may experience intermittent, unreliable, and/or insufficient speech.

What AAC strategies do speaking autistic adults use?

The three main ways that autistic adults report on using AAC include:

(1) Free or low-cost tools that are not specific to AAC (e.g., online chat rooms, text messaging applications, or hand-
writing).
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(2) Mobile applications designed for communication support.
(3) Signed languages such as American Sign Language.

What are some common barriers to AAC use for speaking autistic adults?

Several barriers may prevent AAC use. These include the following:

� Knowledge of AAC options
� Attitudes about who AAC is useful for
� Beliefs that the use of AAC should be decreased if a person can speak
� Cost of AAC devices and applications.

What are our recommendations to autistic adults who might use AAC and their supporters?

� Support autistics in defining their own communication needs, regardless of speech.
� Evaluate communication goals and match them with system features when making decisions about AAC.
� Prioritize all communication, not just speech.
� Explore a variety of options to support communication.
� Explore low- and no-cost options to support communication.

What are some research questions that still need to be answered?

� What communication strategies do autistic adults see as effective?
� What AAC strategies are being used, in what environments, and by whom?
� What prevents effective AAC use?
� How can AAC specialists and autistic adults best collaborate to promote and evaluate AAC use?
� How can communication supports be designed to better meet the needs of autistic adults?

Introduction

Augmentative and alternative communication
(AAC) addresses the needs of people with speech and

communication disabilities using a variety of techniques and
tools. These tools include communication boards, speech
generating devices, manual signs, and other electronic and
nonelectronic supports. AAC can both support existing
speech and serve as an alternative to speech.1 At its most
inclusive, AAC covers all the ways people communicate
without, or in addition to, verbal speech, including methods
used by people with typical speech.2

There is significant research into the use of AAC strategies
for autistic people.3 AAC can support autistic people’s com-
munication in a variety of contexts.4–6 Several groups work on
research, policy, practice, and education regarding AAC. One
such group is the National Joint Committee for the Commu-
nication Needs of Persons with Severe Disabilities (NJC),
which focuses on communication support needs related to in-
tellectual disabilities.7 The NJC’s resources include the Com-
munication Bill of Rights, which asserts that everyone has the
right to affect their life through communication. It then dis-
cusses specific communication rights relevant to people with
communication disabilities, including rights to social interac-
tion, making requests, choosing between meaningful options,
rejecting offers, and sharing opinions, comments, and feelings.
If a person requires AAC supports or strategies to ensure those
rights, they have the right to functioning AAC at all times.8

Autistic people of all ages and abilities use AAC.3 With the
increased availability of tablets, mobile applications, and
information about AAC, many schools and families provide
children with AAC applications.9 Companies that design and
market AAC tools, such as Speak for Yourself10 and Assis-
tiveWare,11 often have websites with information about their
tools, AAC in general, and user stories. These sites can help
potential customers decide if a given tool will meet their

needs. Parents or professionals may also create web pages,
such as PrAACtical AAC, where updates about discounts on
AAC applications,12 tools for assessing needs and im-
plementing AAC,13 and references to relevant peer-reviewed
literature are available.14

In addition to families introducing AAC supports for their
children, autistic adults may also acquire AAC supports for
their own use.15–17 However, research into AAC use for au-
tistic people, like other autism research, has typically focused
on children, so there is little academic work on AAC use by
autistic adults.4

AAC research has also typically focused on people without
‘‘functional speech,’’ which can be defined as the ability to use
at least six words or multiword phrases.5 This focus is not
unique to autism,18 although there are some exceptions. Some
studies on adult AAC users with other disabilities note that
some participants also speak,19 and a recent survey of AAC use
indicates that many, and perhaps most, adult AAC users make
use of oral speech as well as AAC.20 There is also record of
five autistic students with functional speech benefiting from
AAC interventions.6 Despite this, estimates of how many au-
tistic people will require AAC are determined by statistics of
how many autistic people have functional speech.5

Combining the tendency to focus on autistic children, ra-
ther than adults, with the tendency to focus on people who
cannot use speech, there is little evidence of work on AAC for
autistic adults with some oral speech abilities. However,
autistic adults who can speak still experience communication
difficulties.21–24 We also know that some autistic adults use
AAC to address these barriers, as they discuss their AAC use
publicly.15,16,21,22 The first author is a speaking autistic per-
son who uses AAC some of the time and discusses their own
AAC use publicly. While seeking information relevant to
their own AAC use helped inspire the current project, this
article does not discuss their own AAC use. The second author
is an education professional in the field of special education
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for more than 40 years, a large part of which was working
with adults with disabilities (including autistic adults) in a
community college setting, and later in a university-affiliated
program focused on developmental disabilities. She has
worked with assistive technology, including AAC, since
1985. In the remainder of this article, we seek to explain some
communication difficulties autistic adults address with AAC,
AAC strategies that autistic adults use, and barriers to AAC
use. We then provide recommendations for practice and re-
search regarding autistic adults who may benefit from AAC.

Autistic Adults with Oral Speech and AAC Use

Speech for autistic adults

Autistic people have a mix of context-related strengths and
weaknesses in language, communication, and social interac-
tion.23 Some autistic people do not speak at all, or do not use
speech to communicate. Autistic people who use speech may
experience intermittent, unreliable, and/or insufficient speech.
A person with intermittent speech can speak sometimes, but not
always, and a person with unreliable speech may say things that
do not match their preferences or intended meaning.24 We use
these definitions and add insufficient speech. In insufficient
speech, a person’s oral speech agrees with their knowledge
and beliefs, but does not fully meet their communication
needs. That is, the person can speak orally and accurately,
but not completely—they cannot always communicate every-
thing one wishes to, using oral speech alone. In all three cases,
a person could be considered to have functional speech but
requires additional communication supports or strategies to
access their full communication rights.

There do not seem to be formal studies of intermittent
speech in autistic adults that consider intermittent speech as
potentially distinct from selective mutism. While there are
some outward similarities between the intermittent speech
described by many autistic people and selective mutism de-
scribed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM),25 there are differences between the two.
Selective mutism is a ‘‘consistent failure to speak in certain
social situations (e.g., school) where there is a natural ex-
pectation of speaking.’’25 Intermittent speech does not al-
ways follow this pattern. Illness and overall stress can cause
this temporary inability to speak,24 as can sensory overload26

and meltdowns.27 Co-occurring conditions such as mi-
graines17 and epilepsy28 may also cause an autistic person to
be unable to speak. These factors appear independently from
most social environments, or nearly so.

To put it simply, ‘‘Even verbal autistic people are likely to
have difficulty being verbal all the time.’’26(p.54) Speech may
be a limited resource to ration to avoid running out in an
emergency,29 which, again, differs from consistently not
speaking in certain social situations. In this case, a person
may choose to write in one situation so they can still speak if
they later find they need to call emergency services.29 An-
other difference between the intermittent speech described by
autistic adults and selective mutism described in the DSM is
that selective mutism is an anxiety disorder.25 Anxiety is not
the only reason autistic adults find themselves unable to
speak,30 and may not relate to an autistic adult’s intermittent
speech.29 Finally, selective mutism is not an appropriate di-
agnosis when a communication disability or autism explains
the lack of speech.25

Unreliable speech occurs when a person’s speech and in-
tended meaning disagree. The unintentional use of an inter-
action script, such as a person responding to ‘‘How are you
doing?’’ with ‘‘Fine, thanks, and you?’’ whether or not one is
actually fine, is one form of unreliable speech.31 Note that it is
the unintended use of a script that does not match current
needs, not the script itself, that makes this speech unreliable.
This mismatch between speech output and communication
needs leads to communication breakdowns,32 with some-
times significant consequences. Imagine using the ‘‘I’m fine,
how are you?’’ script at the doctor’s office!31 For others, the
reliability issue may be one of precision, where a person has
to choose between speaking something close to the desired
meaning, or typing exactly what is meant.16 In this case,
slowing down may be an advantage,33 because it provides the
opportunity to recognize and avoid unintended meanings.

Regarding insufficient speech, it is important to note that
different types of speech may pose different levels of diffi-
culty. Talking about past and current feelings or experiences
may be harder than transmitting factual information.21,34,35 It
may also be difficult to ask for help or explain what is going
on under stress.33 Socialization is yet another area where the
expectation of oral speech can be a barrier.16,28 While some
types of speech (e.g., speech with novel or emotional content)
are often described as more difficult than others (e.g., scripted
speech or speech that conveys largely factual content), these
patterns vary between speakers.15,22,24,31,35

AAC strategies adopted by speaking autistic adults

Autistic AAC users who use speech, or who at some point
used speech, reference a variety of technologies and strategies.
The three methods most commonly referenced seem to be (1)
free or low-cost tools that are not specific to AAC, (2) mobile
applications designed for communication support, and (3) signed
languages such as American Sign Language (ASL).15,16,22

For some people, and in some situations, simply writing or
typing is sufficient, without needing an application that is
specifically designed for AAC. Typed Words, Loud Voices22

describes itself as an anthology by people who type to
communicate, without requiring that the typing occurs in a
context that would be considered AAC for those without
speech disabilities. For example, autistic communities have
grown from e-mail lists where communication is already
text based.26 Online chat rooms and unlimited texting plans
have similarly improved social communication and allowed
friendships to grow.28 Information and communication
technologies have provided important options for a variety of
AAC users.36–38 For in-person interactions, writing or typing
in advance and then showing the results to conversational
partners is one option.15 Writing in the moment is another.29

It is also possible to carry or wear messages with pre-
determined meanings and use them as needed. Communication
cards may be a communication system, or supplement other
communication systems.39 Worn objects, such as cards or
badges, have also been used to support communication in au-
tistic spaces for some time. In particular, color-coded commu-
nication badges are common at conferences and conventions to
indicate attendees’ interaction preferences.26 Some have even
suggested that the content on T-shirts is a form of AAC.40

In addition, autistic adults may use mobile applications
designed for AAC. These applications include text-based
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applications such as Emergency Chat�,27 Flip Writer�, and
Proloquo4Text�.15 They also include applications with
picture supports such as Sono Flex Lite�.41 Mobile appli-
cations have the advantage of portability and may be useful in
situations where larger AAC systems are impractical.42 For
some, these high-technology options are the backup AAC
option, rather than the preferred one.39 However, their use is
common when they are affordable. Some autistic adults even
design their own applications with AAC functions, including
Emergency Chat�,27 the Autistic Space Kit�,43 and indi-
vidual projects.16

Others report learning a signed language, such as ASL, for
the purpose of communicating when speech is not possi-
ble.39,44,45 One limitation of ASL is that if a signer’s com-
munication partner does not know ASL, then an interpreter is
required. For this reason, autistic adults who learn ASL as an
alternative to speaking may need other AAC strategies as
well.39,44,45 For example, one person who uses ASL as his
preferred communication method has a backup text to speech
system, and sometimes wears communication cards with
emergency information and a statement that a neurological
disability affects the gait.39 Another uses Verbally� on an
iPad as well as ASL.44 Yet another mixes writing, ASL, voice
recorder applications, text to speech applications, and speech
with sometimes nonstandard syntax.45 The specific combi-
nations of communication strategies used vary, but combin-
ing communication strategies is common, as is the use of
alternative communication strategies alongside speech.

In addition to combinations of strategies discussed above,
people may also gesture or make nonspeech sounds to ex-
press affirmations, refutations, refusals, or requests for more
time. This can be particularly effective with familiar com-
munication partners, who may be better able to understand
idiosyncratic gestures or vocalizations. Some people may
bring familiar communication partners with them under
certain circumstances for this reason.46 In general, combining
communication strategies can increase flexibility and allow
for successful communication in varied environments.47

Barriers to AAC use faced by speaking autistic adults

Autistic adults who may benefit from AAC supports
commonly face knowledge barriers to doing so. They, like
their parents, may be unaware of AAC options48 or mistak-
enly believe AAC is only for people who cannot speak at
all.49,50 Even those adults who were identified and received
communication support in childhood may have missed out on
the current wave of technologies supporting AAC, as is the
case for many adults with developmental disabilities.51 Even
those who are aware of AAC may not be aware of relevant
AAC support options,15 especially given the lack of research
on AAC for autistic adults.4 Specific skills may also be
required to effectively use relevant AAC options, or to
communicate under restrictions inherent to certain AAC
systems.52

In addition, many autistic adults are either misdiagnosed or
lack a diagnosis entirely.53,54 This is particularly relevant as
AAC service provision has often been tied to diagnosis.5 For
this reason, many autistic adults do not have access to pro-
fessional expertise in matching their communication abilities
and goals with the features of AAC systems and strategies, as
ideally occurs in AAC evaluation.9,55

Another major barrier to the acquisition and use of AAC
strategies is cost. As autistic adults considered to have
functional speech are not receiving insurance funding for the
acquisition of speech generating devices, the technology to
support any AAC strategies must be purchased out of pocket.
However, autistic adults are frequently under- or unem-
ployed,23 which makes self-funding applications or devices
difficult. This may partially explain the adoption of free and
low-cost strategies such as texting in face-to-face commu-
nication, free or inexpensive mobile applications, and pen-
and-paper or gesture-based solutions. It may also partially
explain decisions to program one’s own AAC applications.

Even for autistic adults with the knowledge and financial
means to implement appropriate AAC supports, attitudinal
barriers remain an issue. People who could benefit from
communication supports may be afraid to use them because
they do not match popular ideas of AAC users, and may have
been told explicitly that using communication aids would
therefore be disrespectful.50 People may also fail to recognize
communication breakdowns or the utility of AAC supports in
addressing these breakdowns due to a focus on existing
speech.21,56

Parents or professionals may also mistakenly attribute in-
termittent, unreliable, or insufficient speech to anxiety,29 and
therefore presume a reduction in anxiety will thus reduce the
need for AAC supports.30 When anxiety is a communication
barrier, it is often anxiety about other communication bar-
riers, including these attitudinal barriers. Both accusations
of feigning one’s need for AAC49 and anxiety about being
perceived as faking56 can impede communication. Similarly,
worries about being denied access to communication sup-
ports by professionals who do not support AAC use may be a
barrier to AAC use.30

Another barrier comes from the presumption that reduc-
ing AAC use is, or should be, a priority.30 This may tie in
with indistinguishability from one’s peers and the appear-
ance of neurotypical communication as a goal,57 or with the
assumption that if an autistic person is ‘‘permitted to type,’’
they will then not speak.21 While the opposite is more likely
to be true,3 the concern is common, and tends to come with
the assumption that AAC is a ‘‘last resort’’ only to be used
when speech has already failed.58 Whether or not a person
would choose to speak less given access to AAC, this is a
poor reason to deny AAC access. The assumption that AAC
will impede speech, in combination with the prioritization
of speech over other forms of communication, makes it
harder for speaking autistic adults to make full use of AAC
strategies.

Recommendations

The use of AAC strategies to support communication in
autistic adults has received limited attention to date4 and is
not often considered in the presence of functional speech.48

However, autistic adults who can speak describe significant
benefits from the use of AAC strategies,15–17,21,22 sometimes
designing their own applications.27,43 Based on a combina-
tion of AAC practices and the descriptions of autistic AAC
users, we provide suggestions for autistic adults who use
AAC or wish to use AAC, a variety of people supporting such
adults, and researchers looking to do further work on speech
and AAC for autistic adults.
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Practice recommendations for (potential) AAC users
and those supporting them

In all cases, we consider (potential) AAC users as primary
experts in their needs.59 Many different people support (po-
tential) AAC users, ideally including family members,
friends, a wide variety of professionals who work with au-
tistic adults, and others involved in a person’s day to day life.
While recommendations related to the AAC evaluation may
be limited to a smaller group involved in formal decision-
making, attitudinal choices such as prioritizing communica-
tion over speech and supporting a variety of communication
strategies may apply to all communication partners, includ-
ing professionals from many fields.

Consider broader communication needs, including the
fully revised Communication Bill of Rights,8 not just the
presence or apparent fluency of functional speech, when
deciding whether to use AAC supports. The ability to say at
least six words or short phrases counts as functional speech.5

However, this is not sufficient for full participation in many
contexts. The Communication Bill of Rights, which holds
that all people have the right to affect their conditions through
communication, sets a higher bar. It states people have the
right to make requests, to reject offered options, and to
express opinions, preferences, and feelings.8 As shown by
the descriptions of several autistic adults, neither functional
speech nor fluent-seeming speech implies these abilities.22

Even adults whose parents describe them as able to com-
municate their needs experience frequent communication
breakdowns and may therefore benefit from AAC supports.48

Given a need for AAC, the Communication Bill of Rights
declares the right to functioning AAC at all times.8 All persons
involved in decisions regarding communication supports
should thus consider broader communication needs.

Communication, not oral speech, should be the priority.
People supporting potential AAC users may express concerns
about AAC interfering with speech or language development.
This is an especially common concern for people with some
speech abilities.42 While AAC use does not impede speech,3,57

overall communication should be prioritized regardless of
personal decisions made about the use of speech. Some autistic
adults use AAC even when they can technically speak, as
speech cannot meet all their communication needs,22,49 or
speech is simply less effective or more effortful than alterna-
tives.50 In these cases, we must recognize that communication
ease and effectiveness differ from, and may conflict with, the
appearance of neurotypicality.57 That is, a focus on typical
speech may impede communication by neglecting the impact
of communication breakdowns and the utility of communi-
cation supports. In any case, people with typical speech are
frequently able to choose communication methods by personal
preference, such as preferring texting to calling. AAC users
and potential AAC users should have the same communication
rights. As such, the use of AAC should be normalized and
encouraged whenever it can support communication, includ-
ing in the presence of speech.

Evaluate communication abilities and goals as well as
system features when selecting AAC strategies. In general, it
is important to consider communication abilities and goals
when determining what an AAC user will need from the
system. These needs should then be matched with the sup-
ports a given system or strategy provides.55 This remains

important when considering mobile applications.9 Otherwise,
there may be mismatches between individual needs and
system design, reducing the effectiveness and use of com-
munication supports.15,16,41

For example, a person who uses AAC supports in envi-
ronments where space is limited is likely to prefer systems on
mobile platforms or small low-technology supports that can
be carried easily. A rapid typist may prefer a text-based
system and put less priority on saved words or phrases.
Someone who has difficulty reading or writing at times, or
who is simply a visual thinker, may prefer a system with more
picture symbols. The longer a person goes without access to
electrical outlets, the more likely they are to require a long
battery life or a low- or no-technology solution.

Make use of information and communication technologies.
The advantages of asynchronous communication via text-
ing36 and over the Internet37 for AAC users have been dis-
cussed for as long as the technologies have been available.
Autistic adults, whether or not they are typically considered
AAC users, have similarly made frequent use of the Internet26

and texting.28 Just as the use of information and communi-
cation technologies is supported for other AAC users,38 it
should be supported for autistic adults.

Remember the ‘‘augmentative’’ part of AAC. Some autistic
people report using strategies to support existing speech,
including visual supports. This is in line with the use of
augmentative strategies for people who speak18 and the use of
visual communication supports for autistic people.42 Others
may type out statements before reading them aloud. The use
of these strategies may be compared with similar strategies
used by nondisabled adults before and during presentations,
and should be normalized and encouraged in any contexts
where they support communication.

Use, and support the use of, a variety of communication
methods and supports. Autistic AAC users describe many
communication methods and supports, varying with their
situation and specific needs.15,16,22 Using several AAC
strategies increases communicative flexibility and can allow
for successful communication in varied environments.47 It
also parallels the variety of communication strategies used
by typical speakers in daily communication, and should be
supported.

In addition, exposing AAC users to many different com-
munication support options, including low- and no-technology
options, helps ensure they encounter the options that will work
best for them. Exposure, however, does not mean pushing
AAC users toward or away from specific options. Certain
technologies, including text to speech, may not be accessible
for all users.29 Individual choices to reject even popular AAC
options, such as speech generation or picture-based systems,
must be respected.

Recommendations for future research

The above suggestions for potential AAC users and those
supporting them are based on a combination of strategies that
speaking autistic adults have found effective in supporting
communication and AAC research on other disabled popu-
lations. This includes research addressing autistic children
and nonautistic people who can speak. However, the authors
only found one study that specifically noted AAC technology
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provision for autistic children who could speak,6 and there
was no indication of oral speech abilities for the four adult
participants found in a systematic review of AAC interven-
tion research for autistic adolescents and adults.4 Mainstream
AAC supports designed for autistic adults, speaking or not,
are also lacking—the applications designed by autistic adults
have reached a limited audience thus far, and are typically
based on the specific needs of the single users designing
them. While individualized designs are ideal for their specific
users, and may in some cases prove useful for AAC devel-
opment as a whole, implementing them for others as-is does
not provide all users with appropriate supports. Further work
in these areas is needed. The below areas may be ideal topics
for collaboration between autistic AAC users and research-
ers, both academic and clinical, in their respective fields.

It would be useful to know how well various communica-
tion strategies are meeting the needs of autistic adults with
functional speech. Typing is often used to support commu-
nication22 and communication can be a concern in many
contexts.21–24,26 A more specific understanding of communi-
cation support needs could be achieved with an understanding
of required communicative functions,8 specific skill sets nee-
ded when using AAC,52 and the patterns of communication
differences described by autistic adults to show areas of po-
tential need.

It would also be beneficial to better understand if, when, and
how autistic adults are supporting their communication with
AAC strategies. A small sample of autistic adults who are
sufficiently interested in AAC to write publicly about it provide
current information on AAC use.15–17,21,22,27,30,39–41,43,49,50

However, this sample may or may not prove representative.
An understanding of how communication needs are already
being addressed with AAC will improve recommendations
for people pursuing AAC supports and provide a baseline for
research on improving AAC supports for autistic adults.

A better understanding of barriers to AAC use for autistic
adults could be used to address these barriers. As discussed
above, barriers to AAC use for autistic adults may include
lack of awareness of relevant options,48 lack of access to
services,5 focus on existing speech,21,58 cost,23 and social
stigma or misconceptions about who AAC supports are
for.21,49,50 It is not yet clear, however, what other barriers
may be present, which barriers have the greatest effects, or
how to address barriers to AAC use by autistic adults.

It is not known how intermittent speech that is not
explained by selective mutism works in autistic adults. As
noted, when discussing intermittent speech, this phenomenon
does not strictly fit within the definition of selective mutism.
This, however, is merely a partial understanding of what
intermittent speech in autistic adults may not be. This could
be a topic of further neurological, psychological, and/or
speech and language/pathological research.

Finally, it would be of use to understand the potential role
of AAC specialists in providing these supports. At present,
speaking autistic adults who use AAC rely on peer knowl-
edge, work on AAC with limited application to their own
situations, and trial and error to select and effectively use
their systems. It would, therefore, be useful for AAC users
and professionals to collaboratively develop evaluation and
teaching strategies that respect both the individual and
community knowledge and skills of potential AAC users,
while making use of professional expertise.
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