
gestalt language processing and aac
gestalt language processing and aac are critical concepts in the realm of speech-
language pathology, especially in understanding and supporting individuals with
communication challenges. This article delves into the intricate relationship between
gestalt language processing (GLP) and augmentative and alternative communication (AAC),
exploring how they intersect and support effective communication. We will discuss the
characteristics of gestalt language processing, the types of AAC systems available, and how
they can be effectively integrated for individuals who process language in this unique way.
Additionally, we will provide strategies for caregivers and professionals to support GLP
through AAC.

This comprehensive exploration will offer valuable insights for parents, educators, and
speech-language therapists working with children and adults who utilize gestalt language
processing and AAC.
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Understanding Gestalt Language Processing

Gestalt language processing refers to a unique way of understanding and using language,
distinct from analytic language processing. In gestalt language processing, individuals learn
language in chunks or "gestalts" rather than through the individual words and grammar
rules. This method of language acquisition is often seen in children on the autism spectrum,
although it can occur in individuals with various communication challenges.

Unlike analytic language processors, who break down language into smaller components
and reconstruct sentences, gestalt processors often imitate phrases they hear in context,
using them as a whole. For example, a child might learn the phrase "Do you want a
cookie?" from their parent and use it to indicate a desire for a cookie even if the context is
different. This phenomenon is known as "echolalia," and it can manifest in immediate or
delayed forms.



Characteristics of Gestalt Language Processors

Understanding the characteristics of gestalt language processors is essential for providing
appropriate communication support. Some common traits include:

Echolalia: This is a hallmark of gestalt language processing, where individuals repeat
phrases or sentences they have heard, often without understanding their full
meaning.

Contextual Language Use: Gestalt language processors often use learned phrases
in specific contexts, which may not always apply to new situations.

Delayed Echolalia: Some individuals may recall phrases from media, conversations,
or other experiences long after they have been heard, using them in relevant contexts
later.

Chunked Language Production: These individuals might combine phrases or
sentences they have learned into new utterances, showcasing their understanding of
language patterns.

Difficulty with Novel Language: Gestalt processors may struggle to create new
sentences or use language flexibly, as they rely heavily on memorized phrases.

Recognizing these characteristics is crucial for educators and therapists, as it informs
tailored strategies that promote effective communication and language development.

AAC: Overview and Types

Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) encompasses a range of tools and
strategies designed to support individuals with communication difficulties. AAC can be
categorized into two main types: unaided and aided systems.

Unaided AAC

Unaided AAC relies on the individual's body to convey messages. This includes:

Sign Language: A visual-manual language that uses gestures, signs, and facial
expressions.

Gesture Communication: Using body movements to express thoughts or needs.



Facial Expressions: Non-verbal cues that convey emotions or messages.

Aided AAC

Aided AAC involves the use of external tools to assist communication. Some types include:

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS): A method where individuals
exchange pictures to communicate their needs or desires.

Speech-Generating Devices (SGDs): Electronic devices that produce spoken
language based on user input.

Communication Boards: Visual displays that present symbols or pictures for users
to point to, facilitating communication.

Understanding the different types of AAC is vital for selecting the most appropriate tools for
individuals with gestalt language processing.

Integrating AAC with Gestalt Language
Processing

Integrating AAC into the communication framework of a gestalt language processor can
enhance their ability to express themselves and develop language skills. This integration
requires a thoughtful approach that considers the unique needs of the individual.

For gestalt language processors, AAC can serve as a bridge between their current
communication abilities and the development of more flexible language skills. By using
AAC, individuals can learn to break down the phrases they have memorized, gradually
building their capacity for novel language use.

Strategies for Supporting Gestalt Language
Processors with AAC

To effectively support gestalt language processors using AAC, caregivers, educators, and
speech-language therapists can employ several strategies:



Modeling Language: Consistently model the use of AAC systems, pairing gestures
and speech with the corresponding AAC symbols to reinforce understanding.

Expand on Echolalic Phrases: When a child uses a memorized phrase, respond by
expanding on it. For example, if they say "Do you want a cookie?", you might respond
with "I want a cookie too! Let's have cookies together."

Encourage Choice Making: Use AAC to facilitate choices, allowing individuals to
express preferences using their communication systems.

Utilize Visual Supports: Incorporate visual aids that complement AAC, helping
individuals associate words with their meanings.

Provide Opportunities for Interaction: Create social situations where gestalt
language processors can practice using AAC to communicate with peers or adults.

These strategies can significantly enhance communication effectiveness and promote
language development in individuals who process language gesturally.

Conclusion

Understanding gestalt language processing and its relationship with augmentative and
alternative communication is essential for effectively supporting individuals with
communication challenges. By recognizing the unique characteristics of gestalt language
processors and implementing appropriate AAC strategies, caregivers and professionals can
foster meaningful communication. The integration of AAC not only aids in expressing needs
but also serves as a valuable tool for developing language skills over time. Through careful
observation, modeling, and support, individuals who utilize gestalt language processing can
thrive in their communicative endeavors.

Q: What is gestalt language processing?
A: Gestalt language processing is a way of learning and using language in which individuals
acquire chunks or phrases of language rather than individual words. This method is often
observed in children on the autism spectrum and involves using learned phrases in various
contexts.

Q: How does AAC support gestalt language processors?
A: AAC supports gestalt language processors by providing tools and methods that help
them express themselves and develop language skills. It offers a visual and structured way
to communicate, which can assist in breaking down learned phrases into more flexible
language use.



Q: What are some examples of AAC systems?
A: Examples of AAC systems include Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS),
speech-generating devices (SGDs), and communication boards. Each of these systems
helps individuals convey their needs and thoughts effectively.

Q: Can gestalt language processors use sign language
as AAC?
A: Yes, gestalt language processors can use sign language as a form of unaided AAC. Sign
language provides visual-manual communication that can complement or enhance their
language processing and expression.

Q: What are the signs of a gestalt language processor?
A: Signs of a gestalt language processor include echolalia, using learned phrases in specific
contexts, difficulty creating novel sentences, and reliance on chunked language production.
Recognizing these traits is essential for effective support.

Q: How can caregivers support gestalt language
processors?
A: Caregivers can support gestalt language processors by modeling language, expanding
on echolalic phrases, encouraging choice-making, utilizing visual supports, and providing
opportunities for social interaction.

Q: Is it possible for gestalt language processors to
develop analytic language skills?
A: Yes, with appropriate support and intervention, gestalt language processors can develop
analytic language skills over time. This process often involves breaking down learned
phrases and encouraging flexible language use.

Q: What role does echolalia play in gestalt language
processing?
A: Echolalia plays a crucial role in gestalt language processing as it reflects the way
individuals learn language in chunks. It is a natural part of their communication
development and can be used as a stepping stone for further language acquisition.



Q: How important is context for gestalt language
processors?
A: Context is extremely important for gestalt language processors, as they often use
learned phrases that are context-specific. Understanding the context helps them
communicate effectively and express their needs.

Q: Can AAC systems be customized for gestalt language
processors?
A: Yes, AAC systems can be customized for gestalt language processors to include relevant
phrases, symbols, and tools that align with their communication style and needs, enhancing
their ability to communicate effectively.
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