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Cerebral palsy is an umbrella term used to describe a nonprogressive 

neurological disorder that is the result of a lesion, injury, or abnormality in the 

developing brain (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013).  Often diagnosed at or 

immediately after birth, cerebral palsy may present with dysarthria, or a reduction 

of strength and/or range of motion in the articulators, reduced respiratory control, 

as well as intellectual or cognitive disabilities in a significant number of 

individuals diagnosed (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013).  As a result of these 

symptoms, speech production may be minimally intelligible, and Augmentative 

and Alternative Communication (AAC) strategies are often implemented to 

facilitate speech and communication skills.  AAC is a set of strategies, systems 

and/or aids that attempts to compensate for significant speech and language 

impairments, and may include speech generating devices (SGD), signs, alphabet 

boards, etc.  The types of symbols used in the AAC system will vary depending 

on the strengths, as well as the needs, of the individual who benefits from AAC 

(Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013). 

There is a significant body of research dedicated to examining syntax, or 

sentence formation, and morphology, or the formation of words, and their relation 

to AAC.  Typically, these studies measure grammatical complexity by analyzing 

utterances produced or selected by an AAC user(s) in a controlled setting.  Other 

studies examine typically developing individuals using graphic symbols often 



utilized by AAC users, such as PCS or Minspeak.  For example, in a study by 

Trudeau, Sutton, Dagenais, de Brock, and Morford (2007), the researchers 

determined that although typically developing subjects across a wide range of 

ages produced similar syntactic structures for simple graphic utterances, a high 

level of variability was noted for graphic symbols utterances of greater 

complexity.  The high level of variability found in this study was particularly 

pronounced in subjects in the lowest age level.  Therefore, it would seem logical 

that producing utterances of increasing syntactic complexity present the greatest 

difficulty to individuals who use AAC.   

In their 2008 review of studies examining receptive and expressive syntax 

and morphology of AAC users, Binger and Light noted several findings that were 

consistent across studies.  When studying expressive grammar, AAC users in 

several of the reviewed studies  “predominantly produced single-word messages 

when they used picture-based AAC systems” (Binger & Light, 2008).  This was 

found to be true in case studies, larger-scale studies, and studies in which 

typically developing individuals were asked to generate expressive language 

using AAC (Sutton & Morford, 1998).  When participants in these studies did 

produce multi-word utterances, the messages were typically still very brief.  

Production of syntactic structures proved to be highly variable, with many studies 

indicating that participants consistently produced a wide-range of structures 

(Soto & Toro-Zembrana, 1995; Bruno & Tremblath, 2006), and others indicating 

that participants demonstrated difficulty with correct production of more complex 

syntactic structures (Lund, 2001; Bruno & Tremblath, 2006).  The authors 



concluded that, although many participants demonstrated the ability to produce a 

variety of syntactic structures, many participants exhibited difficulty producing 

complex grammatical structures, as well as producing grammatically correct 

forms (Binger & Light, 2008). 

There has been much research conducted to examine the relationship 

between AAC and language, namely syntactic, development.  The current study 

builds upon the compensation-transposition hypothesis, which suggests that 

AAC users generate alternative syntax as a result of the labor-intensive nature of 

generating utterances in that manner (van Balkom, 1998; Smith, 1996). 

To date, there has been little research conducted to examine if and how 

an AAC user’s syntactic and/or morphological production varies depending on 

the pragmatic presuppositions made by the AAC user.  Presuppositions are the 

act of assuming a listener is already aware of a particular piece of information or 

knowledge that is relevant to what is being said and, therefore, additional 

information need not be explained explicitly (Bates, 1976).  Typically-developing 

individuals constantly make pragmatic presuppositions regarding their listener’s 

knowledge while engaging in conversation, and research suggests that these 

presuppositions have an impact on the syntactic structures generated by these 

individuals (Bock, 1977).   

The current study proposes to explore the impact of pragmatic 

presupposition on a preliterate, AAC user’s production of syntactic and 

morphology forms.  It proposes the hypothesis that AAC utterances produced in 



conversation with a partner with a low-level of topic awareness will exhibit greater 

syntactic complexity.  The research questions to be addressed include: 

1. Does the, preliterate AAC user produce less complex syntactic and 

morphological forms when the conversational partner has a high level of 

topic awareness?  Does he or she produce more complex structures when 

the partner has a low level of topic awareness? 

2. If so, how do these pragmatic presuppositions manifest themselves in the 

syntactic and morphological production? 

Methods 

The current study takes the form of a case study, which is defined as a 

“collection and presentation of detailed information about a particular participant 

or small group, frequently including the accounts of subjects themselves” (CSU, 

2014).  By thorough examination, investigation, and description of a single 

participant’s language use and structure in a given context, the current study will 

attempt to provide a detailed analysis and exploration of how the subject’s 

language use differs based on the conversational context.  The purpose of this 

study, therefore, is not to draw links or determine causation or correlation, but 

rather investigate language use amongst a single participant and determine if 

future research in this subject matter is advised. 

Data that was collected for a previous study from a single participant was 

transcribed and analyzed using S.A.L.T. software, or Simplifying Language 

Sample Analysis.  The independent variable is identified as the context in which 

the participant is generating language, which is manipulated by the level of topic 



awareness the participant’s conversational partner demonstrates.  The 

dependent variables will be obtained by comparing the participant’s syntactic and 

morphological language production in relation to the conversational partner’s 

level of topic awareness. 

Results 

 When analyzed, several factors indicated that the participant utilized more 

complex syntactical and morphological forms when the conversational partner 

demonstrated a low level of topic awareness.  For example, the Mean Length of 

Utterance (MLU) is an analysis of the mean number of morphemes used in an 

utterance.  When the conversational partner demonstrated a high level of topic 

awareness, the participant’s MLU was 2.15, but the MLU rose to 3.13 when the 

conversational partner’s topic awareness was low.  Furthermore, the participant 

used 54 one-word utterances during high topic awareness contexts, but only 27 

one-word utterances in low topic awareness contexts.  Other factors can be 

found in greater detail in the appendices. 

Conclusion 

 Although analysis of the participant’s language indicated more complex 

syntax and morphology during certain contexts, further research is needed to 

determine if the AAC user makes conscious and deliberate presuppositions 

regarding the conversational partner’s level of topic awareness. 
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Appendix 

High Level of Topic Awareness Analysis: 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Low Level of Topic Awareness Analysis: 

 

 


