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Individuals with Parkinson’s Disease may need to rely on 
environmental adaptations, compensatory strategies and 

tools, and communication partner support in order to 
understand what is said and/or convey their ideas.
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Poll Question
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• Speech characteristics: quiet or breathy voice (89% of cases), rapid rate, difficulty 
enunciating (45% of cases), mumbling/stuttering

• People with PD may have limited awareness of their speech difficulty and shouldn’t 
be expected to “fix it” themselves

• May have trouble expressing emotion nonverbally due to “masked” expression

• May have trouble getting started on tasks, remembering tasks, or finding the 
motivation to communicate

• Tremor and gait problems may affect their ability to write, use their personal 
devices, gesture, and/or get things done without help

Communication challenges in Parkinson’s



6 ©T H E  O H I O  S TAT E  U N I V E R S I T Y  W E X N E R  M E D I C A L  C E N T E R

We don’t communicate all by ourselves — instead, we make meaning 
together

Sometimes the task of carrying on the conversation will fall more on one 
person than another

You and your loved ones are a communication team!

Key things to remember:
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Any form of communication other than verbal speech that is used to 
express thoughts, needs, wants, and ideas

What is Augmentative & Alternative Communication 
(AAC)?

Everyone uses AAC on a daily basis!
• Nonverbals - eye contact, posture, facial 

expressions, gestures
• Handwriting - notes, letters, drawings
• Technology - texting, email, social media
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Augmentative communication strategies
No-tech strategies

Setting up the environment

Using gestures and body language

Adjusting your talking

Checking for comprehension
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Augmentative communication strategies
Low-tech strategies

Writing and drawing

Communication boards

Partner-assisted scanning
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Augmentative communication strategies
Communication boards
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Augmentative communication strategies
Partner-assisted scanning: Two ways!

NO-TECH
• When presenting two options, hold up both hands on either side of the 

person and have them look toward the one they want
• You can add a third option by pointing to your nose, so you’re presenting 

hand -> nose -> hand
• Example: 

“Do you want to watch TV (R hand)? Listen to your audiobook (L hand)? 
Or neither (point to nose)?”

LOW-TECH
• When scanning through a variety of options (>3), read the options aloud 

while pointing to each one
• Your loved one will make a gesture or sound when they hear the option 

they want
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Augmentative communication tools
Your electronics

Use everyday technology to enhance your communication 
and/or repair communication breakdowns

Examples of useful built-in tools:

• Contacts - family names, emergency contact

• Calendar - birthday, date of incident

• Photos - family members, common environments

• Calculator - # of children, # of stairs in house

• Maps - address, preferred pharmacy

• Social media - personal experiences, opinions 

• Google Images - visual aids galore!
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Augmentative communication tools
Speech-generating devices

High-tech AAC = tablet- or computer-based 
communication aids containing folders of person-
specific words and sentences

Can type to speak or use symbols or pictures

Requires a visit with an AAC specialist (that’s 
me!)
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Register your communication disability

Adding yourself to the state 
database can help you 
prevent misunderstandings 
and stay safe during traffic 
stops.
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Plan for emergencies

Call your local fire or EMT department TODAY and 
let them know that someone with a communication 
disability lives at your address.

Keep your medical 
information posted on the 
fridge – that is where they 

will look first!
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Use ID cards, bracelets, seatbelts, apps
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Plan ahead for hospital stays
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Ask for a referral
Come say (or sign, or type, or wave) hello!

Ask your doctor, PT, OT, or SLP for a referral to the 
OSUWMC AAC Clinic!

P.S. I’m right next door to the Smart Clinic. 

audrey.hall@osumc.edu 
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