
Targeting Outcomes for Different Communicator Profiles 

Adapted from definitions of Emergent, Entry, Intermediate and Advanced Level Augmented Candidates or Users, from M.J. Buzolich, 
Augmentative Communication and Technology Services (ACTS) 

Emergent Communicator 
Who? Chronologically or developmentally young students who may have had limited or 
no prior exposure to AAC. May not yet understand the relationship between visual 
symbols and concepts, or have the physical skills to access displays with a number of 
symbols. May be starting to follow directions with routines and familiar activities. 
Primarily using vocalizations, facial expression, gestures & body language to 
communicate with others.  
What outcomes are we typically working towards or targeting?  
● Increasing participation opportunities in activities or routines so that the student 

learns to perceive him/herself as an active communicator;  
● Providing opportunities for the student to use messages to support the use of a variety 

of language forms (e.g. labels, action words, descriptors) and functions (e.g. to greet, 
to request objects or actions, to direct action, to relay information, to comment) as 
critical language learning experiences;  

● Developing the ability to associate symbols with language concepts for an increasing 
symbol set, and to discriminate from 2 or more symbols at a time.  

Intermediate Communicator 
Who? Students who can use pre-stored messages on aided systems of communication 
to interact and take turns in familiar routines and activities. They are resourceful in 
using their unaided communication (e.g. verbal and nonverbal) to supplement aided 
systems. They have the ability to categorize words, and can navigate from category 
pages to find messages independently.  
What outcomes are we typically working towards or targeting? 
● Accessing larger vocabulary sets, through navigation to new page sets, using either 

direct selection or scanning; 
● Associating symbols to basic topic or grammatical organizational categories;   
● Providing access to core word vocabulary to support constructing [ ] – [ ] word 

sentences;  
● Learning to respond to and generate a variety of question forms;    
● Learning to effectively transition to other topics of conversation. 

 

Entry Communicator 
Who? Students who are discriminating between visual symbols. Using                       
symbols to make requests for things they want. Using more robust or                            
novel nonverbal forms of communicating (e.g. vocalizing, gesturing, head nods/ 
shakes, taking a partner to something, looking at something). Have been exposed to 
pictures as a way to increase comprehension, and this seems to support 
comprehension and expression.  
What outcomes are we typically working towards or targeting?  
● Accessing larger vocabulary sets, using either direct selection or scanning access (e.g. 

4 to 40 on a display);  
● Overlays are usually designed as “context specific” where the user has all of the 

necessary vocabulary to participate in a particular activity or interaction. Student is 
not usually “navigating” between overlays (although the SLP may be working on 
navigating skills using a low-tech support, e.g. flip book or PODD book);  

● Student is usually selecting one button to say a whole message, rather than 
constructing a phrase or sentence word by word;  

● Expanding the range of forms and functions they are using, and initiating on their 
own; In addition, we are starting to work on activities where there is a beginning, 
middle, and an end, and the student is learning which vocabulary to “open”, 
“maintain” and “close” the interaction. Each vocabulary display should have the 
language to support this interaction. 

Advanced Communicator 
Who? Students who are experienced system users OR who require more robust 
systems to enable them to communicate at a level commensurate with their language 
understanding. Advanced level system users are able to use a large pre-stored 
vocabulary and generate novel language (e.g. put words together in their own unique 
combinations). Have the literacy skills to support spelling. 
                                               
What outcomes are we typically working towards or targeting? 
● Navigating through displays to access a robust (e.g. [ ]+ word) vocabulary;  
● Learning or mastering the ability to generate novel language using spelling or word-

based systems;  
● Learning how to change their own system features, or to do their own programming;  
● Using spelling and/or rate enhancement features (e.g. abbreviations, word 

prediction) to say things that are not programmed in their system;  
● Learning to recognize communication breakdowns and have strategies for 

supporting their partners in regards to misunderstandings;   
● Knowing how to instruct unfamiliar partners regarding their AAC system and 

strategies. 

 


