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1. Introduction.

In the relatively new area of AAC there 
are many pertinent and valid queM ions 
to ask and research to make. One central 
idea is the fact that all good inveM igations 
and data collections should be evidence-
based or connected since in the fi eld it is 
diffi  cult to fi nd large populations available 
for syM ematic research, inM ead lots of 
“cases” and individual need. A basic need 
for persons who use AAC-methods or tools 
for communication is the M rong need 
for support in social communication. 
This paper will make a few refl ections 
upon the nature of literacy as a © ecial 
concept for socialization in the AAC-fi eld. 
Literacy is a common phenomenon for 
any individual in modern society and is 
the means whereby the average modern-
society individual accesses information 
and connection with other individuals, 
albeit the diM ance in between  

2. Background

Human communication and 
interaction could be described in a simple 
model as consiM ing of sensory channels 
(1) and motor M ructures (29 working 
together againM  a background of basic 

cognitive abilities (3) – a three-part 
model. It could be described in terms of 
almoM  dialectic interaction:

In the Auditive channel (Hearing and 
Talking) we are using sounds and moM  
often © eech through our motor syM em.

In the Visual channel (Seeing and 
Showing) we are using body movements 
and the motor management of symbols.

In the other sensory channels (e.g. 
tactile) the symbolic content often is 
taken as sub-ordered to the visual and 
auditive channels, even though the 
brain decodes information through all 
channels.

When we then interact with each 
other we use sensorimotor abilities where 
a general cognitive ability – the third part 
of the model - makes it possible for us to 
use symbols to create and to underM and 
messages between ourselves. A fourth part 
to add to the model could be the social 
context, the simple fact that it is never 
enough to communicate with oneself. 
During the laM  decade, some researchers 
and developers, notably Sarah BlackM one 
(BlackM one & Hunt Berg, 2003), have 
reminded us that we need to remember 
the partners and the context when 
developing communication models for 
AAC-users and their partners. The social 
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part is important to make us remember 
that all of us belong to social contexts and 
that communication and literacy is the 
main elements or factors to make us part 
of the social context. This recognition has 
also reached international organizations 
as for inM ance UNESCO:

“…ability to identify, under: and, 
interpret, create, communicate and 
compute, using printed and written 
materials associated with varying 
contexts. Literacy involves a continuum 
of learning in enabling individuals to 
achieve their goals, to develop their 
knowledge and potential, and to 
participate fully in their community and 
wider society” (Unesco, 2004).

In an oversimplifi ed hierarchical 
model of communicative ability and 
development we tend however to look 
upon © eech as more basic and primary 
than writing and text. When we work 
with AAC-intervention, we therefore 
have a tendency to see communication 
as a variation of the fundamentals, that 
is, of © eech, forgetting the other parts 
even though © eech can be represented 
visually and become part of the visual 
channel. In other words, we tend to 
forget that interpersonal communication 
is more holiM ic and that © eech is juM  one 
part of a more complex pattern. In other 
words, to be able to fully underM and 
AAC we need to develop a more holiM ic 
underM anding of communication where 
the symbol function and its representation 
is central (Magnusson, 2009). There the 
concept literacy will be central in this 
underM anding.

3. Basic characteri³ ics of AAC/

Alternative and Augmentative 

Communication

Connecting to the discussion above, 
we have to M ress that AAC always has taken 
a holiM ic approach to communication, 
aiming to analyze the total communicative 
potential in individuals and out of this and 
the awareness of the community, develop 
optimal communicative M ructures. 
Already Silverman (1980) M ated that 
“From the communications orientation, 
on the other hand, the ultimate goal of 
therapy would be developing the ability to 
communicate to a level adequate to meet 
communication needs”. This can include 
aided as well as unaided communication, 
use of so called advanced technology, 
body language, sign(ed) language etc. 
We will not waM e time and © ace here to 
describe AAC more in detail since basic 
knowledge of AAC is expected to be 
known by the readers. Open attitudes in 
combination with awareness of the basics 
of communication and language as well 
as social a© ects of communication are 
central, from the users themselves as 
from family and professionals. 

Since the user M ructures of language 
often become very individualized in 
AAC communication, it is important to 
consider the social and contextual a© ect 
of communication, that is, that everyday 
communication as well as formal written 
or © oken communication follows certain 
common social rules. It is of course good 
that an individual can get an individual 
tool or method for communicating 
with the closeM  persons as happens 
initially in moM  cases of AAC-application. 
However, as we all know and which has 
been formulated so well and early by 
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Bronfenbrenner (1979) – all of us exiM  
and communicate on diff erent levels like 
Mikro, Meso and Makro etc and there are 
certain demands and rules connected 
with every level or every diff erent social 
context that we may move between and 
we all need to learn divers patterns of 
communication to be able to cover as 
large a communicative arena as we want. 
One problem, which may confront people 
who use AAC is that they become limited 
in their social networking, a problem 
of inclusion as well as democracy and 
equity.

AAC has a M rong and dynamic hiM ory 
during its three decades of exiM ence of 
being very much individually oriented. 
AAC-user, is a concept which is a bit 
diffi  cult to use, but for lack of better 
is used generally in AAC-literature as a 
common term to describe an individual 
who communicates by using diff erent 
methods of AAC and the individual and 
her or his © ecial need(s) have always 
been in focus in the AAC-fi eld. In research 
as well as methodological literature, it 
has always been diffi  cult to fi nd larger 
groups with © ecial common needs 
defi nable as AAC causes or needs. In 
certain sources, the needs are connected 
to certain clinical diagnoses, in other, 
sources are connected to certain methods 
and functions. This wide approach to 
categorize and underM and the fi eld and 
the needs of the users, is a very good 
representation about the wide area of 
needs that the fi eld actually covers and 
also the approaches of all the groups 
working actively in the fi eld of AAC. 
The fi eld is in another words a multi-
professional and conceptual fi eld where 
professionals are looking for common 

ground and users are looking for general 
solutions and communication models for 
themselves.

The fi eld is in another words M ill 
looking for its identity and one way of 
doing it is by using evidence-based 
practice to show bottoms-up what really 
works well for diff erent groups and 
individuals and then hopefully AAC is 
slowly creating its own arena. And today 
probably the M rongeM  trends in the fi eld 
is to inveM igate the a© ects of inclusion 
(social a© ects) and the a© ects of 
literacy, that is, how to connect the often 
individualized AAC-methods to a more 
general way of communicating. By this, 
evidence-based approach is connected 
to and based upon a general accepted 
knowledge about the central parts of the 
AAC-fi eld.

4. What is literacy

”… from viewing literacy as a simple
process of acquiring basic cognitive 

skills, to using these skills in ways 
that contribute to socio-economic 
development, to developing the capacity 
for social awareness and critical 
refl ection as a basis for personal and 
social change”. (Unesco-report, 2006)

…. Active transformation of text. 
(Hiebert, 1991, p 2).

In modern society the ability to read 
and write is taken for granted. Our 
educational syM ems all over the world 
train children from a very early age to 
manage reading and writing texts in a 
way that makes the three words reading, 
writing & text almoM  obsolete or rather 
insuffi  cient even though our everyday 
underM anding of the words is very clear – 
“everybody knows what it means to read 
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and write, and that you have to know how 
to do it”. However, to really underM and 
the deeper meaning of the concepts, we 
need a more general term to include the 
basic ability to manage symbols in the 
environment in general. The concept text 
is no longer equivalent to a page of a 
longer continuity in a concrete medium 
like a book or a journal. InM ead, text is 
also traffi  c signals in a city, advertisement 
signals, text lines and squares on the 
TV-screen, SMS-messages on a mobile 
phone etc etc. The queM ion to ask and 
to remember is that the ability to read 
and write also includes WHAT to read 
and write and of course the concept of 
underM anding, meaning that reading and 
writing has a cognitive element which is 
as important as a possible more technical 
element like the concept decoding for 
inM ance. This becomes extra important 
when we consider the frequence of 
cognitive or intellectual disabilities in 
combination with reading and writing 
diffi  culties that are being highlighted 
more and more in modern society.

A suitable framework to M art from to 
defi ne the basics of an enlargened text-
concept could be the three concepts 
icon, index and symbol as defi ned by 
philosopher Charles Peirce: Icons, indices, 
and symbols. Every sign refers either 
(icon) through similarity to its object, or 
(index) through factual connection to its 
object, or (symbol) through interpretive 
habit or norm of reference to its object 
(Wikipedia, 2014). According to this, text 
is built up by signs in the terminology 
of Peirce, and if text is built up by signs 
then the signs can be seen as similarity 
(icon), content (index) and interpretation 
(symbol), which means in practice that 

when we read any type of text we manage 
signs as a tool to underM and or bring 
meaning to the text. 

Since reading a text also means 
relating to someone’s intention with 
the text, it also means “liM ening” in a 
general sense. Behind the text there is 
someone meaning something with the 
text, a message which might or might 
not be directed © ecifi cally to the single 
reader of the text. However, by reading a 
text, the reader also creates an intention 
towards the text, to bring meaning to 
the text. This is a direct parallel to the 
process of talking and liM ening where 
the “signs” are auditive. LiM ening (and 
reading) is not juM  receiving but bringing 
your own interpretation, verifi cation and 
acceptance to the message.

Another conclusion that could be 
made, although slightly controversial, 
out of Peirce’s Semiotic theory on signs 
is that in principle it is no diff erence 
between learning to read (and write) 
than to © eak and to underM and © oken 
language. The diff erent parts of the body 
mature in diff erent ways so that it could 
be argued that the human body is not 
ready to manage the tools necessary to 
operate graphical signs as early as to 
manage the motor parts of the body 
necessary for © eech sounds. In principle 
decoding visually and auditively should 
be correlated to each other and there are 
researchers who have made successful 
research regarding early reading/
writing teaching of siblings, for inM ance 
professor Ragnhild Söderbergh (1997).

Today our diff erent media and the 
connected forms of communication have 
brought the visual (written) text-based 
forms of communication closer to the 
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auditive or © oken ones as well as to the 
tactile forms, a fact that has been known 
to the AAC-community for a long time. 
This means that the holiM ic approach to 
communication is more accepted today 
and also the realization that text as a 
central concept as well as the text-related 
concepts reading and writing have to be 
considered in-depth when we work with 
AAC since text and the so called written 
language often takes over the role of the 
© oken language, e© ecially for persons 
using graphical symbol language. Since 
the formal M ructures of written and 
© oken languages are considered as 
quite diff erent in any linguiM ic theory, 
e© ecially if we look at the extremes of 
the two diff erent forms of language, it is 
M ill important to be able to diff erentiate 
between the two forms. In other words, 
even if we (should) know how to talk 
today, we also (should) know how to read 
and write. The word “should” denotes a 
social content, that is, a demand from 
the world around us to adapt. 

There are rules for all sorts of 
communication and the basic rule is to 
create forms of communication which 
will be underM andable to other people, 
to make us a part of the general society, a 
process of inclusion where our demands 
also have to be considered. This of 
course includes literacy since it is a form 
of communication. Here once again we 
have to remind ourselves of the added 
needs and considerations that come from 
the fact that so many persons of diff erent 
ages today are discovered to have reading 
and writing problems, even escalating to 
the clinical term Dyslexia.

5. Literacy and AAC

There exiM s a lot of mainly 
methodological literature on AAC and 
literacy at the moment as can be seen 
from the examples in the reference liM . 
Research inveM igations are fewer and 
we could say that we exiM  in a period 
of common data-collecting and free 
comparison of data againM  a background 
awareness that there is a need for action, 
theory and underM anding. When I make 
a quick literature survey in the database 
ERIC I fi nd 30 references connected to 
the search AAC & Literacy with moM ly 
individual M udies reported (Lacey, 2000). 
One M udy is of © ecial intereM , trying 
to defi ne the central need in queM ion 
(Light & McNaughton, 2012). The authors 
identify two main problems to be faced 
by future researchers: “1. How to improve 
the design of AAC apps/technologies 
so as to better meet the breadth of 
communication needs for the diverse 
population. 2. Ensuring the eff ective 
translation of these evidence-based AAC 
interventions to the everyday lives of 
children with Complex Communication 
Needs so that the “possible” becomes 
the “probable.”” Even though this 
article focusses on children it is clear 
that they recognize the need to meet 
the complexities and broad variations 
of the AAC-fi eld and its users and also 
to make concrete the visions and ideas 
emanating from future researchers. In 
this complexity it also has to be added 
that AAC also focusses on the needs of 
adults and that lifelong learning is part 
of the general holiM ic complexity. In their 
article they recognize literacy to be the 
concept which describes the possibilities 
for the single AAC-user to become an 
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active member of society.
Let us now bring together the fragments 

of this paper so far. We recognize the 
general complexity of the AAC-fi eld and 
the need for a holiM ic approach where 
the needs of the individual are in focus, 
or, to quote Bronfenbrenner again, a 
micro per© ective (ibid, 1979). On the 
other hand, we need approaches on the 
meso and macro per© ective as well where 
the social component is in center, that 
is, the possibility to communicate with 
more people and in more contexts and 
situations. We also need to remember the 
needs from diff erent disabilities. If you 
have cognitive needs and for inM ance 
reading and writing problems to add to 
the general AAC-needs this of course will 
have to be remembered when focusing 
on literacy. Let us then apply all of these 
considerations to the queM ion of literacy, 
which we also know as a holiM ic fi eld. 

If we consider the target person to 
be someone who is in need of a basic 
communication method when we M art 
working together, in the beginning fi rM ly 
we have to consider the social network 
and its M ructure (BlackM one &Hunt 
Berg, 2003), secondly the context and 
thirdly the type of method to use. This 
beginning has to consider the needs 
fi rM  of all on the micro level. How do 
we as professionals eM ablish a training 
program in cooperation with the user 
and the family and possible practitioners 
and in which context? The fi rM  answer 
to this queM ion is to eM ablish a M rong 
network where the participants work out 
a sort of contract between each other and 
see to it that they are well aware of each 
other’s roles, in mutual cooperation. To 
this network we muM  foresee the need 

to eM ablish contacts with more experts 
outside the inner network, maybe in 
more of diagnoM ic and supervision 
roles. This would probably be the case 
when there would be a need for © ecial 
consulting, e.g. around modeling literacy 
competence.

Text and symbols have always been 
very central in AAC-communication 
and for large groups of AAC-users 
text has become the central part of 
communication. This means that some 
of the fi rM  trials with text-based diM ance 
communication syM ems were used for 
and with persons with communication 
disabilities, for inM ance hearing problems 
(Cerf, 1976) or AAC-users (Magnusson, 
2001). The central importance of text in 
AAC poses some intereM ing queM ions 
for further research into what happens 
with communication (=utterances) 
which have the same M atus as © oken 
utterances but are produced in text and 
therefore remains available after being 
produced? How will the participants in 
the communication process experience 
having the words literally hanging in 
the air? This experience has become 
more actual in the present day SMS-
communicaiton or e-mail production. 
What is really the eff ect of the diff erence 
between © oken and written language 
(Ong, 1990)?

Secondly we have to consider the 
context where we in general talk about 
four possible contexts:

Home
School
Clinic
Work
There is the fi fth environment not 

often remembered which often is mixed 
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up with home and that is the place of 
a friend or a neighbor, that is, a home 
environment but not one’s own. There 
are of course diff erent possibilities and 
demands in all the environments but 
in general one could see home and 
neighbor as the places where you freely 
practice what you learn and train in the 
others. In the diff erent environments it 
has to be eM ablished a working relation 
between duty and freedom of expression. 
Even though we formally can diff erentiate 
between those fi ve environments 
theoretically, in practice they ineract and 
mingle with each other so that a general 
communication arena for a (young) AAC-
user can be quite multi-faceted and 
simply confusing (Narajan, 2010).

Finally we talk about the methodology 
to be used. The basic word when talking 
about methods and methodology is 
M ructure (Light & Binger, 1998). Planning 
is of outmoM  importance and according 
to a good combination of scientifi c 
knowledge, professional practical 
knowledge and empathy. The empathy 
can generally be taken for granted but 
regarding the other two components 
it can be more problematic, moM ly 
because the multiple background area of 
AAC occasionally can cause competitive 
intereM s and results, e© ecially regarding 
the professional experience. Mutual 
re© ect between professionals and others 
within the network already mentioned is 
of course necessary. Another important 
a© ect is the necessity to think about the 
pragmatics of © eech and interaction, 
another way to describe a social a© ect of 
communication (Todman, Alm & File, 19

Regarding literacy, it is important 

to remember the theory of reading 
acquirement that M ates that phonological 
awareness is essential for learning to 
read. During the early child development, 
phonology and phonological awareness is 
developed through talking and connecting 
sounds to signs, which is diffi  cult if 
you are non-© eaking or have severe 
communication problems. Likewise, 
perception and the ability to follow the 
fi gure of a letter might cause problems 
in reading or sign acquirement. However, 
many adults with severe communication 
problems and non-© eaking have learnt to 
read and write using letters. The relative 
importance of phonological awareness 
to literacy needs to be inveM igated more 
carefully in connection with AAC. Maybe 
this awareness can be experienced on a 
meta-level.

Problems related to the cognitive 
ability can be many, from intellectual 
dysfunction or disability to decoding 
problems or the problems contained 
in the word Dyslexia. Also, it might 
be intereM ing to inveM igate whether 
neuropsychological phenomena are 
causing the need of © ecial reading 
and writing methodology as for 
example in connection with Autism-
related phenomena where a general 
communication variation can be seen.  
However, several wellknown researchers 
and intellectuals with autism have 
maM ered reading and writing without an 
problem at all so this raises a fi nal very 
intereM ing problem worth inveM igating 
closer whether reading and writing 
ability automatically can be seen as 
parts of communication abilities without 
reservations. The same also goes for 
© eech.
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Conclusion

This short and fragmentary paper 
has tried to pinpoint on a clear but 
wide problem to consider in the fi eld 
of AAC – literacy and what it implies in 
a social context. There are no defi nite 
answers to fi nd, juM  some refl ections and 
considerations, aiming to bring together 
our diff erent approaches, competencies 
and experiences de© ite what fi eld of 

intereM  we might come from, be it 
professional or private. We have a lot to 
give each other and we muM  not forget 
to add the ultimate experts on AAC to our 
target group, the “users” themselves. To 
make the possible become the probable 
is a well-worth target for our intentions 
regarding AAC and literacy.
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Статья фокусируется на некото-
рых ключевых вопросов, касающихся 
социализации и грамотности в AAC-
контексте, отметив, что целостный 

подход AAC в сочетании с общей линг-
вистической теории. 
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АЛЬТЕРНАТИВНОЙ КОММУНИКАЦИИ

Магнусон М., Калинникова- Магнуссон Л.
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Հոդ վա ծո ւմ քն նա րկ վո ւմ են այ լը-
նտ րան քային հա ղոր դա կց ման մի -
ջոց նե րը սո ցի ա լի զա ցի այի ժա մա-
նակ: Կարևորվում այլընտրանքային 

հաղորդակցման դերը ընդհանուր 
լեզվաբանական տեսության հետ:

ԱՄ ՓՈ ՓՈ ՒՄ

Գ ՐԱ ԳԻ ՏՈ ՒԹՅՈՒ ՆԸ ՈՐ ՊԵՍ ԱՅ ԼԸ ՆՏ ՐԱՆ ՔԱՅԻՆ ՀԱ ՂՈՐ ԴԱ ԿՑ ՄԱՆ 

ԳՈՐ ԾԻՔ ՍՈ ՑԻ Ա ԼԻ ԶԱ ՑԻ ԱՅԻ ԺԱ ՄԱ ՆԱ Կ

 Մագ նու սոն Մ. Կա լի նի կո վա-Մագ նու սոն Լ.

Ս տոկ հոլ մի  հա մալ սա րան Շվե դի ա 


