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Objective: 
Literature supports that many professionals working with students that use augmentative and 
alternative communication (AAC) in educational settings experience barriers to successful AAC 
implementation in the classroom. One such barrier reported across multiple published studies is 
a lack of education, training, and overall knowledge of AAC. Additionally, this concern has been 
raised by family members and caregivers of AAC users. To address this gap, it could be beneficial 
for educators to be exposed to AAC at the pre-professional level before entering the workforce, 
allowing them to be more comfortable, confident, and competent in supporting individuals who 
use AAC in the classroom. The goal of this project was to identify what the literature currently 
supports as barriers to successful AAC implementation, as well as training ideas to bridge this 
gap in knowledge. 
  
Method: 
A review of the literature was conducted using InfoHawk+ through the University of Iowa 
Libraries and Google Scholar. Search terms included “AAC in general education,” “education on 
AAC,” “preservice education AAC,” “AAC preservice training,” and related terms. Articles 
published prior to 2010 were excluded from review (apart from one article on parent 
perspectives, published in 2008) due to the rapidly changing nature of AAC technology, 
especially high-tech, speech-generating devices (SGDs). Abstracts of relevant articles were read. 
11 studies were selected using these criteria, read through in detail, and utilized for our 
literature review, discussion, and proposed training ideas. 
  
Results: 
Lack of Training 
Many studies discovered that there was a lack of training for professionals who work directly 
with students who use AAC devices. In 2010, Costigan & Light found that many preservice 
programs (i.e., Speech-Language Pathology, Special Education, Occupational Therapy) offer little 
to no AAC content within courses and oftentimes these courses are not required for the 
professionals before graduation. Johnson & Prebor (2019) had similar findings in that many AAC 
courses were not required for speech-language pathology programs but found that there was 
an increase in courses offered with primary content in AAC. With the contrast between these 
two studies, programs may be growing in their offerings of AAC content within courses 
(specifically within SLP programs), but there is still an immense need for an increase of 
specialized coursework focused on AAC usage and implementation for all preservice 



professionals who will be working with students who use AAC devices (e.g., special education 
teachers, OTs). 
 
Barriers to Implementation 
Multiple published studies examine what barriers exist to effective implementation of AAC in 
the classroom (Subihi, 2013; Andzik et al., 2019; Leatherman & Wegner, 2022). Across studies, 
similar barriers were reported, including a lack of collaboration between speech-language 
pathologists (SLPs) and teachers and a lack of time for trainings, preparation, and collaboration. 
Most notably, both studies cited a lack of knowledge or competence in AAC across all 
individuals who work with children using AAC in schools. This lack of knowledge was attributed 
to a lack of training and education at the preservice level (e.g., when in school to receive the 
necessary degree to work in their current setting), a lack of hands-on experience with AAC prior 
to working with a child who used AAC, and a lack of formal AAC training through the school 
district or funded by the school district. 
 
Family Perspectives 
A student’s family plays an integral role in their educational outcomes, and this is especially true 
for students who use AAC. AAC buy-in, or belief in the use of the device and holding 
expectations across settings, is incredibly important to maintain growth, skill, and use of AAC 
devices for communication across settings. A student’s teachers, paraprofessionals, SLPs, and 
family members or caregivers must all see the importance of the device and use it with 
consistent expectations. If this buy-in is not consistent across the board, the student’s outcomes 
can be put in jeopardy. Due to the importance of the family in AAC implementation and 
outcomes, the literature also included the perspectives of family members of individuals who 
use AAC and their thoughts on barriers to successful AAC implementation (McNaughton et al., 
2008). Families described many barriers to learning about AAC and how to use their child’s 
device, including a lack of trained professionals, inconsistent use of the device, and challenges in 
promoting communication in the community. Amira Khalafalla, a researcher on this project, has 
a daughter who uses an AAC device. Amira shared that one of the challenges that she and her 
daughter’s teacher faced was inadequate training. In Amira’s words, “If the adults do not know 
how to navigate and edit the communication app, then they cannot train their student so they 
will never use the device to its full potential” (Khalafalla, 2024). Family perspectives such as 
these provide invaluable insight into barriers to successful AAC implementation. 
 
Conclusion: 
Outcomes after Trainings 
Due to the many findings that a lack of training and knowledge about AAC devices were the 
reason that many professionals do not feel comfortable implementing AAC strategies, some 
studies that implemented AAC training were reviewed. Overall, the studies showed positive 
outcomes for both professionals and students in their usage and implementation of AAC devices 
after receiving direct training either at the preservice level or at the professional level (Kim & 
Choe, 2023; Hanline et al., 2018; McCoy & McNaughton, 2018). Some common findings were 
increased self-efficacy after completing both an instructional course and fieldwork (Kim & Choe, 
2023), increased confidence in their abilities to implement AAC strategies and create an 



inclusive classroom (Hanline et al., 2018), and increased quality and quantity of educational 
professionals' immediate implementation of low-tech AAC protocols (McCoy & McNaughton, 
2018). One concerning finding was that some of these AAC strategies were lost or reduced after 
the trainings were implemented, showing mixed results in the trainings’ effectiveness in 
maintenance and generalization of AAC implementation skills (Costigan & Light, 2010; McCoy & 
McNaughton, 2018).  
 
Ideas for AAC Training Implementation 
Due to the above review of the literature, there are certain competencies and guidelines that 
should be addressed for professionals who will work with students who use AAC devices for 
communication, specifically in the classroom. First, training and knowledge of AAC devices 
should begin at the preservice level to allow for best practices going forward and to lay a 
foundation for professionals. This should also include fieldwork and/or hands on training with 
students who use AAC in the classroom and the community provided by strong clinical models 
who have experience with AAC device implementation (Brittlebank & Sowers, 2023). 
Furthermore, Da Fonte & Boesch (2016) provide specific competencies that could be addressed 
within the training. These include competencies in communication skill development and 
interaction, collaborative practices, role and functions of AAC systems, and instructional 
strategies on AAC and assistive technology use. Therefore, training on AAC devices in the 
classroom should include foundational knowledge about AAC devices and different programs, 
and strategies for collaboration and communication skill development. Furthermore, training 
should provide avenues and ideas to allow for regular collaboration with all members of 
students’ educational team, including family members and/or caregivers, teachers, and any 
additional professionals working with the student. Lastly, trainings on AAC strategies and 
implementation should be ongoing for all individuals that work with students who use AAC 
(e.g., SLPs, OTs, SEs, general education teachers, paraprofessionals, family members) to prevent 
loss of skills after training.  
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