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Introduction
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) 
refers to many different devices, no-tech to high-tech, 
that help individuals with complex communication 
needs to communicate (ASHA, n.d.). Understanding the 
learning process could improve teaching strategies and 
utility of the device (Willis, 2022).

Previous research has established using both semantic 
and motor instruction as more effective than using one 
or the other for early-stage learning, but has not 
established what’s most effective for late-stage 
learning of icon-sequencing systems (Loncke, Chung, 
2016). 

It is estimated that 20-50% of individuals with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) have complex communication 
needs (Finke, et al. 2017). AAC is a common 
recommendation to allow these individuals to meet 
their communication needs (Lord, et al. 2004).    
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Objectives
• Investigate the cognitive processes employed across 

the learning process (semantic, motor, combined)
• Determine if there are shifts in the cognitive 

processes employed
• Discuss potential clinical impacts of findings related 

to current research 

Method (Willis, 2022)

Results (Willis, 2022)

Conclusions
• New learners initially relied on icon symbolism, shifting 

to combined strategies at later-stages (Willis, 2022)
• It is extremely important to minimize load on memory 

systems in intervention for individuals with ASD 
because: 

• AAC systems already place demands on memory 
systems (Icht, et al., 2020)

• Individuals with ASD have significant impairment in 
phonological and visuospatial domains of working 
memory across age groups (Habib, et al., 2019)

• Research assessing working memory capacity of typical 
children and adults showed significant difficulty with 
symbol sequence binding when “memory systems are 
overloaded” (Wagner et al, 2021). 

• May be beneficial to focus on using icon symbolism as 
visual mnemonic, particularly in late-stage learning; 
mnemonics can be used as compensation for limited 
working memory capacity & long-term memory 
deficits (Light & Lindsay, 1991)

• May be beneficial to incorporate production effect as 
memory strategy as well (Icht, et al., 2020)
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N=8
Randomly Selected 
University-Aged Individuals 
with no knowledge of AAC

Training
8 hours of training provided 
on Zoom over 4 weeks. Each 
session was recorded for 
analysis. 

Participant Transcriptions
Transcripts were created for 
the quizzes of each session 
for analysis. 

Timing
The average time to produce 
each word was calculated to 
help identify emerging motor 
strategies. 

Coding 
A color-coded highlighting 
system was used to identify 
semantic, motor, and 
combined (both semantic 
and motor) strategies. Reflection Questions

Participants were asked a few 
reflection questions at the 
end of each session. 
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