AAC for Individuals With Autism: What Physicians Need to Know
By: Joe Novak, EdD, BCBA-D, LBA, CCC-SLP
Physicians, particularly pediatricians, are often the first point of contact for parents concerned about their child’s development, including delays in speech and language. As such, gathering input on developmental milestones is essential to identify children whose communication challenges may reflect an underlying medical or developmental condition. Autistic individuals often present with a range of communication difficulties, including challenges with verbal expression, understanding social cues, interpreting non-literal language, and engaging in reciprocal interactions. And, despite ongoing advances in intervention, many individuals with autism continue to struggle to communicate effectively using vocal speech alone. Research estimates that anywhere from 25% to 50% of individuals with autism do not develop functional vocal speech.
When individuals lack effective vocal speech, they are at increased risk for:
· Difficulty communicating wants and needs
· Limited participation in social interactions
· Use of challenging behaviors to protest, request, or gain attention
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) is an area of clinical, educational, and research practice focused on supporting individuals with impairments in language production or comprehension. AAC encompasses both temporary and permanent solutions tailored to individual communication needs, and research supports the use of AAC for autistic individuals. For example, a landmark 2002 study by Charlop-Christy, Loc Le, LeBlanc, and Kellet found that the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) - a low-tech form of AAC - can help improve communication of wants and needs and, additionally, increase vocalizations, improve social behavior, and reduce problem behavior. Another widely used AAC option is speech-generating devices (SGDs), which are high-tech systems that produce voice output when users select on-screen symbols or words. Both PECS and SGDs have demonstrated positive outcomes for autistic individuals, and AAC is recognized as evidence-based practice in the 2020 report Evidence-Based Practices for Children, Youth, and Young Adults with Autism by Steinbrenner and colleagues.
Physicians can play a key role in initiating referrals for AAC evaluations, which are ideally conducted by speech-language pathologists (SLPs) with expertise in AAC. A comprehensive assessment is critical to guide appropriate intervention. It allows clinicians to match AAC tools to the individual’s unique communication strengths and needs and helps define realistic and meaningful goals. In addition to guiding clinical decision-making, a formal AAC assessment is often required for insurance approval. Most insurers require documentation of a medical diagnosis and a physician’s prescription in order to authorize funding for the evaluation and device.
Once a child has received an AAC device and is working with providers such as speech-language pathologists and behavior analysts, the physician’s role becomes more supportive than central. Physicians should continue to monitor overall health and developmental progress, identify co-occurring conditions that could impact communication, and assist with referrals or documentation when needed. While not directly involved in AAC implementation, physicians can help ensure coordinated care across disciplines, emphasize the importance of consistent AAC device use, and support access to services while encouraging families to stay engaged with their child’s communication goals.
Key Takeaways for Physicians
· Refer for an AAC evaluation when a child with autism demonstrates limited or absent functional speech.
· Provide medical documentation and prescriptions to support insurance approval for AAC services and devices.
· Monitor for co-occurring conditions that may affect communication outcomes.
· Support coordinated care and emphasize the importance of consistent AAC use at home, school, and in the community.
---
For assistance with AAC referrals, provider connections, and navigating insurance or school-based services, Autism New Jersey offers expert support for professionals and families. Visit www.autismnj.org  or call our 800.4.AUTISM Helpline.
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