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Learning Objectives:
o DESCRIBE key protective and risk factors that
influence sustained use, abandonment, or refusal
of high-tech AAC systems from the perspectives of
natural supports and direct support professionals.
o EXPLAIN how interprofessional collaboration,
particularly between SLPs and BCBAs, contributes
to long-term high-tech AAC success.
o APPLY strategies to improve communication
outcomes by incorporating input from natural
and/or direct support professionals in high-tech
AAC implementation..
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Individuals with autism and intellectual disabilities who have
limited vocal speech experience persistent barriers to
communication. Augmentative and Alternative
Communication (AAC) systems, particularly high-tech AAC
tools such as tablets and speech-generating devices, provide
opportunities for effective communication. Consistent access
to AAC has been shown to enhance quality of life, foster social
engagement, increase community participation, and reduce
frustration with communication breakdowns. Despite these
benefits, device abandonment and rejection remain common,
especially among individuals with complex communication
and behavioral needs. Much of the existing research has
focused on professional perspectives, primarily those of
Speech-Language Pathologists (SLPs), clinicians, and
educators. The voice of natural supports (e.g., parents,
guardians, family, friends) and direct support staff (e.g,,
paraprofessionals, direct support professionals, registered
behavior technicians) has been largely underrepresented
despite the significant role they play. To address this gap, we
conducted a national survey to explore protective and risk
factors related to continued AAC use versus AAC
abandonment from the perspective of natural and direct
support staff. More than 1,500 respondents across all 50 U.S.
states and territories participated, reflecting on their
experiences supporting individuals with limited vocal
communication. The outcomes from this study offer insight
into factors that drive AAC maintenance and termination.
These findings contribute to the growing body of literature
emphasizing the importance of interprofessional
collaboration, particularly between SLPs and Board-Certified
Behavioral Analysts (BCBAs), in serving AAC users and their
support networks. By listening to the people who know the
AAC users best, we can better understand how to prevent

device abandonment, promote sustained use, and build
communication systems that can endure.
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