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We say “autistic people” and “people 

with autism” with respect for the 

heterogeneous preferences in the  

autistic community.  

 
(Buijsman et al., 2022;  

Keating et al., 2023)   



Orientation to this talk… 

This is a mixed 
audience: 

parents, users, 
SLPs, others… 

Our cautions and 
recommendations in 
this talk are designed 

primarily with 
minimally-verbal, 

language-learners in 
mind 

This is because they 
are both acquiring 

language and 
learning how to use 

a new system… 

…and because the 
nature of input that 

is most useful for 
new learners is very 

different 

We begin also with the 
assumption that this 
audience is relatively 
familiar with GLP and 

NLA claims 



Agenda 

GLP/NLA: Definition problems 

GLP/NLA: Theoretical and empirical problems 

AAC and GLP/NLA: issues, uses, and abuses 

AAC: recommendations for language-learners 

A word about ethics & what say you? 



DEFINITION 
PROBLEMS 

“Gestalt” = “delayed 
echolalia” ? 

What is a “gestalt” ? 

What is a “gestalt 
language processor” ? 



“Gestalt” =  
“delayed echolalia” ? 

 



      
Variety of  

functions;   

purposeful; 

meaningful  

 

Filler syllables and 

connectives 

Wide variety of 

topographical 

descriptions 

 

Adoption of voice is 

common 

Sometimes surprising, 

 puzzling to person 

Wide range in opacity and 

analycity 

Delayed echoes 

in autism 

Associated with rapid, 

chunky caregiver speech 

(1977, 

1983) 

For exposition see: Hutchins et 

al., 2024 

Common in low-load 

conditions Common in high-load 

conditions 

Specific ‘ownership’ 

criteria 

Sometimes for stimming 

and self enjoyment 

Prizant 

(1983) 

argued  

these are 

comparable 

Peters’ Gestalts 

in a NT child  

common in conversation 

but not in referential 

contexts 

??? 
??? 



Wait… 
What is a ‘Gestalt’ ? 

 



What’s a 

‘Gestalt’? 

See also: Haydock et al., 

2024; Hutchins et al., 2024; 

Venker & Lorang, 2024; Wray & 

Perkins, 2002 



What is a 

‘Gestalt Language 

Processor’ ? 

 



What is a GLP? 
How do we know 

they are GLPs? 

Just look 
at their 

language 

delayed echoes, 
rich intonation, 

etc. 

(most) 
autistic 

people are 
GLPS 

Circular:  ‘gestalt’ merely reformulated as 

having stereotypically autistic features… 

DID YOU KNOW THAT >85% OF 

AUTISITIC KIDS ARE GESTALT 

LANGUAGE PROCESSORS? 



Theory Problems 

RAW MATERIAL VIEW 
OF DELAYED ECHOLALIA 

WHAT IS IT? WHAT ARE SOME 
PROBLEMS WITH IT? 



Raw Material:  
the basic material from 
which a product is made 
 



Raw Material view of delayed echolalia:  
delayed echolalia is raw source material for autistic language acquisition 

 

1. Unanalyzed 
language chunk 

2. Break down chunks into 
(phrases and eventually) 
words which are basic 

building blocks of language 

3. Freed-up words can now be 
combined in new ways; language 

becomes truly generative 



Problems with the  
Raw Material view? 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• Extraction isn’t a problem 
• Delayed echoes come in all sizes 
• Why are we assuming echoes are totally unanalyzed? 

 

At the doctor's office: 
Doctor: “okay, time to hop up on the table!" 

The next day at home: 
Mom: “let’s get your shoes on." 

Child: “hop up on the table!“ 

“GLP” leads people to underestimate what autistic people understand 
and “assuming that autistic children do not understand what they say, 
without clear evidence that this is the case, runs counter to 
neurodiversity affirmative practices” (Venker & Lorang , 2024, p. 
3) 

hop up on the table 

hop up on the table 

For explication see Hutchins et al. (2024) 



ALSO, If anything, autistic groups demonstrate superior 
sensitivity to the parts and pieces of complex stimuli so 
what has happened to autistic strengths here? 

 
 Many autistic people “can name the pitch of the ‘pop’ as a 
cork comes out of a bottle or identify dozens of brands of 
vacuum cleaner from their sound alone. Others can spot a 
misaligned book in a bookcase in seconds, or mimic foreign 
speech distinctions not usually noticeable to non-native 
speakers … Kanner’s original description of autism 
highlighted this attention to detail and inability to experience 
wholes without full attention to the constituent parts”  
    

    (emphasis added, Happe &  Frith, 2006, p. 5)  

 



Another problem: many autistic children’s generative 
language outstrips the frequency, content, and morphological 
complexity of their delayed echoes from the start. 

 

“over time and many usage events, a new 
construction can become more and more 
autonomous [leading it to] lose its analyzability” (Bybee, 

2014, p. 63) 

“by and large” 
• “by” = sailing into the wind 
• “large” = sailing with the wind 
• “by and large” meant a ship could sail well under 

various wind conditions. 

For explication see Hutchins et al. (2024) 



More theoretical problems? 
GLP/NLA rooted in an outdated and extreme version of 

a nativism (Chomsky) that posited two mechanisms: 

 

1. Words: a memorized arbitrary pairing of sound 

and meaning 

 

1. Grammar: operations for arranging words into 

lawful combinations (e.g., Sentence  NP + VP) 

on the basis of their part-of-speech (e.g., N, V) 

 

According to NLA, GLPs need practice “freeing up 
each word as an independent agent” (Blanc, 2012, 2024) 

 
 

NP 

Sentence 

VP 

    John      ate  



More theoretical problems? 
 

This idea doesn’t jibe with contemporary language science: 

HE _________ ACROSS THE 

IT _________ ACROSS THE 

HE _________ OF THE 

QUICK v. FAST??? 
 

_________ shower 
_________ car 

Ellis et al.  (2014) Goldberg (2019) 



Most common response: 
Be (65) (e.g., "He is of the 
opinion...“) 
Think (32) 
Smell (18) 
Know (14) 
Speak (11) 
Talk (6) 
Hear (6) 
Partake (4) 
Tell, Reek, Die (3) 
Tire, Say, Ask (2) 
Write, Take, Stink, Smack, 
Require, Read, etc… (1) 

Ellis, N. (2017).  



Words are NOT ‘free agents’ 

“Tell me that grammar 
and lexis don’t co-select”  

N. Ellis (2017) 

“You shall know a word by 
the company it keeps”  

J. F. Frith (1957) 

How do 
patterns show 

up in AAC? 



 

What’s the water like for AAC users? 

      

 

Children “inherit their environments as much as 
they inherit their genes: a fish inherits not only 
fins but also water.”                                 

     ~Tomasello (2019, p. 7). Becoming Human. 



Construction 
Grammar/ 

Constructivist/ 
usage-based 

approach 
(e.g., Ellis, Goldberg, 

Tomasello) 

Children are immersed in rich 
language formulae/patterns 

Children pick up on the patterns 
 statistical learning of word and 
phrase frequency, co-occurrence 

Recognizing patterns in anything 
means recognizing regularities 
or recurring relationships 

Repetition with 
VARIATION! 



 
 
Even if GLP/NLA is correct (dubious), it was 
developed with SPOKEN LANGUAGE 
ACQUISITION in mind and cannot be neatly 
transferred to AAC.  
 

And here’s an irony: 
If we presume there are GLPs who need to 
break up unanalyzed chunks of spoken 
language and we try to apply that to AAC by 
programming an unanalyzed phrase on a 
single button, you’ve very likely 
complicated, not facilitated, word 
segmentation and the discovery of 
language patterns more generally.  
 



… 
Perception 

and 
articulation

… 

“Articulatory gestures, rather 
than sounds are critical for 

production as well as 
perception of speech" 

 
D’Auslio et al. (2009) 



AAC 



The goal for all children  
(Binger et al. (2023) 

• Connect with others 
• Maximize education 
• Make friends and participate in activities 
• Tell stories 
 

“Grounding AAC approaches in a model of typical language development—
with a focus on learning to use the vocabulary, linguistic rules, and narrative 
conventions of their community—supports these fundamental goals” (Binger 
et al., 2023, p.33) 
 

Nevertheless, “the processes of aided language development should 
logically show both similarities and differences with typical language 
development in [spoken] speech or sign” (von Tetzchner, 2018) 



Phrases and AAC 
•History 

•most efficient for cognitively intact adults 
 

•BUT………. 



Phrases –current research 
• Speed 

• Relevance 

• Clients 

• Types of phrases added formulaic vs echolalia 



“Utterance-based communication in AAC requires 
the rapid retrieval from storage of whole phrases 
(utterances) for use in conversation. The 
structuring of the phrase store and its contents is 
an important factor in enabling rapid access to 
phrases when they are needed; this has proved to 
be a significant challenge in the development of 
utterance-based communication”   
        Todman et al. (2008)   



“Remember, it’s great to add 
some words and phrases, but 
make sure you have access to 
the individual words that make 
up the phrase or sentence. Add 
'potty'; don’t take away 
'bathroom.' My name is 'John' 
is a useful phrase, but I still 
need to be able to say 'John.'" 
     
  John Halloran (2025) 



Consider also.. 

“Some individuals’ manner of initiating contact and 
interaction can be so idiosyncratic that only people 
who know them well are able to understand their 
expressions. One result may be that the individuals 
become extremely selective with regard to those with 
whom they will attempt to initiate contact and 
interaction” (emphasis added; von Tetzchner et al., 2025, p. 111) 

Rather than ‘gestalts’ on a device, develop an 
‘expressions bank’ to make it easier for others to 
discover and better understand the individual’s 
idiosyncratic communications (and likes, interests…)  

Pictello 

Book 
Creator 



Phrases: 
concerns 

“The use of phrase-
based systems may  

force the user to 
use phrases that 

are not what they 
really want to say” 
           ~K Hill (in Savolainen et 

al., 2020) 

“…lock the 
children into set 

scripts or patterns 
of interaction” 

   ~ Light 1997 
 

“A major concern with 

ready-made sentences is 

that communication 

partners tend to interpret 

them in the same way 

across contexts. Aided 

communicators have 

limited possibilities for 
adapting their meaning to 

the situation”  
 

       ~von Tetzchner et al., 2025) 



Why have a motor plan? 

• Consistent placement of icons 

• Reduce response effort 

• Facilitate recall 

• Decrease cognitive load 

• Speed of access/automaticity 

• Whether speech or motor plan = 
language is in the patterns 

 



Where do we begin? 

• Start with isolated words? 

• Not necessarily! 

• Words and phrases can be modelled (accompany 
by speech model) 

• It’s about patterns…how do I get a pattern? 
• I walk 
• I walk outside 
• You walk 
• I like to walk 
• The dog walk 



Placement of 
phrases 

•Where to place 
them 

•What about 
mitigations 

•The issues 



 

“Once component skills are learned 
as one motion, it is effortful to then 
break the group process back into 

its component parts” 
 ~Fitts & Posner (1967)  

 



Home Page 

• Should it be replaced with 
the “gestalt”/formulaic 
phrases? 

• Dangers of changing the 
system 



What is child led intervention?  
 

Prioritize pleasurable interactions, spontaneous 

exploration, and acceptance and expansion of 
the child’s ideas (Wolfberg & Woods 2023). 

Building on the child’s lead, the parent encourages 

the child to delve deeper into their idea or intent. 
By playfully introducing surprises, problems to 
solve, questions, or other actions, the child is 
presented with opportunities to extend their play 
idea and thus build their cognitive, sensori-motor, 
communicative, and affective competencies in a 
fun interaction. (Cullinane et al 2024). 



Key Challenges in AAC and Grammar Development  

 
“One challenge …is determining the child’s true intent. For example, if 

the child selects a single symbol such as TREE, what is the intended 

pragmatic and linguistic meaning? Is the child commenting or labeling, 

or does the child have some other intent? Does the child mean to say, 

Tree, That tree is beautiful, I wish I could climb that tree, or something 

else? These issues also exist in early spoken language when children 

first begin to use and combine words; however, children who use 

graphic symbols may lack access to relevant vocabulary or instruction in 

how to move beyond the single-word stage of expressive language 

development. We cannot tell, then, if given the chance, the child using 

graphic symbols would produce a more grammatically complete 

utterance or not, thus clarifying communicative intent.”  

Binger et al., 2020 (p. 319). 



Applying a Developmental Model to Aided Language Learning  
(Binger et al. 2023) 

 

Allows us to: critically examine our current approaches to AAC 
interventions, identify gaps  

 
• Example: Over-Emphasis on Nouns 

• Children use a range of parts of speech — not just nouns. 
• It’s crucial to provide access to and support verbs, adjectives, pronouns, etc. 

from the start. 
 

• Example : Limited Vocabulary Sets 
• Speaking children rapidly expand their vocabulary 

• Supports the development of more complex sentences and grammar 

 



“The capacity to combine many 
different subjects and verbs 

flexibly is what enables young 
children to express complex 

ideas precisely moving beyond 
general messages about their 
wants, needs and desires to 
comments and descriptions 
about interesting events”. 

 
Hadley (2020) 



Ethics 

• Who is generating the 
gestalts/formulaic phrases? 

• Is this putting words into someone 
else’s mouth? 

• Can we talk about AI here? 
• Sentence prediction? 
• Any reluctance with new users? 





Some things NLA does well: (keep doing this!) 

Promotes:  

• Following the child’s lead and interests  

• Maintaining a high degree of responsivity in motivating contexts 

• Use of non-directive language  

Emphasizes:  

• Connection over compliance  

• Respect for autistic people  

• High degree of parental/adult support 

• Scrutinizing interaction to understand communication  

• Echolalia has function and should be leveraged as a part of language therapy   
     

    

   

 



Law of unintended consequences 

• Unexpected 
benefit: luck, 
serendipity, 
windfall 

 

• Perverse result:  
intended solution 
makes a situation 
worse 

 

A simple 
modification… 

to regulate… 

a complex system! 

it’s simple,  
see? 



Final Thought 

“What’s true is 
not new,  

and what’s new 
is not necessarily 

true…” 



AAC 
Users… 

Do you add phrases? 
(songs, quotes, etc.) 

Why do you add 
them? 

Who should be 
choosing the 
phrases? 
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Save the Dates! 

Upcoming Webinars and Events 
 
July 9  Strategies for Success: Applying and Obtaining a USSAAC Minigrant, USSAAC 

                   

September 17 Using the Communication Matrix to Build Consensus on Communication Skills 

  with all Members of a School Team 

  Deirdre Galvin-McLaughlin and colleagues 

 

October 28-29 ISAAC Virtual Event: Voices in Action –  

  Innovation, Inclusion, and Advocacy in AAC 

 

December 3  Including AAC Users in District Trainings 

  Panel of AAC Users 

 
 

 

 

 

    

  



ASHA CEU FORM 
  

Submit by June 18, 2025 
 

https://forms.gle/D3yrNfLMyup25TnbA   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ASHA CEUs are FREE for USSAAC members (just complete the form linked above). 

For non-USSAAC members, CEUs can be reported to ASHA for $25. Please pay at https://ussaac.org/donate and 
write your receipt number as the “USSAAC/ISAAC number” on the form linked above.  

 
If you have any questions, contact education@ussaac.org  

      

https://forms.gle/D3yrNfLMyup25TnbA
https://ussaac.org/donate



