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Dynamic Display overview
     Preschoolers often have a lot to say. However, preschoolers with communication disabilities can be frustrated when they have difficulty expressing their thoughts and feelings. For children who fall into this category, augmentative and alternative communication devices can be a great option for maximizing communication with family members, peers and teachers.   

       Yet, as beneficial as this option is, an AAC device is not a magic wand. Instead, it requires buy-in from the child and commitment from the speech language pathologist for success.  This is especially true if the child will be using a device which utilizes a dynamic display menu. A dynamic display allows users to utilize an initial menu page to connect to a network of hidden pages that are determined based on the user’s selections. Each choice takes the user into a more specific page set. Dynamic displays can be powerful communication menus because they give young communicators the chance to say more than the limited words a static menu provides (Beukleman and Mirenda, 2005). Dynamic displays can empower young children, allowing them to initiate conversations with others, rather than simply responding from a limited menu. This ability can give a child the confidence required to be a successful communicator throughout his life.  
Getting ready to use a dynamic display

According to Beukleman and Mirenda (2005), using a dynamic display requires that a child have a few prerequisite receptive language skills, such as the ability to identify an object and the ability to categorize. Therefore, it is critical that the SLP has done the initial language assessment required to ensure that the potential user’s semantic skills are sufficient to support the use of a dynamic display. 

The SLP should also talk to the child’s teachers and family members regarding the type of messages that the child may want to convey. Knowledge of the child’s daily routines and communication partners is critical to determining whether the dynamic display is the best menu option for the child’s communication needs. Additionally, if the child will need to use a selection method other than direct selection, the SLP will likely need to involve a physical therapist to determine which switch access method will be most effective. 

Organizing the dynamic display to maximize success
Once the SLP has determined that the dynamic display is the menu option best suited to the child’s language needs, she needs to set up the menu in a way that will be easiest for the child to navigate. There is a body of research which asserts that many dynamic displays found on computer-based AAC devices meant for children are not organized in ways that are consistent with research on child development, and, therefore, are difficult for children to use. This was documented in a study by Drager, Light, Curran, Fallon and Jefferies (2003), as well as in by a study by Light (97) and Light and Lindsay (1991). These studies suggest that many computer-based AAC devices contain layouts which are based on the logical way that an adult without disabilities would organize information. However, research on children has definitively shown that children view the world in much different ways than do their adult counterparts. Since children’s developmental perspectives have not been taken into account in the presentation of the material, it is often difficult for them to use traditional dynamic displays. 
A 2004 study by Drager et al. sought to address this discrepancy by identifying the most intuitive menu and layout for typical three-year-olds. In that study, ten children were randomly assigned to three dynamic display layouts of vocabulary words and asked to navigate the secondary and tertiary page sets to create spontaneous and prompted utterances. The three layouts included: 1) vocabulary text and a symbol organized on a grid, 2) Vocabulary text and screen shots of additional related vocabulary organized in a grid, and 3) a contextual scene in which the vocabulary on the secondary and tertiary pages was pictured in the scene. Researchers found that initially children in all groups had trouble accessing the display.  However, after the initial introduction period, children who utilized the contextual scene to access the dynamic display were most effective in producing novel vocabulary and prompted utterances.  This seems to suggest that the contextual scene most closely matched the children’s innate schema for learning, and thus, was the easiest menu model for the children to learn. Since AAC should require minimum technology learning while providing maximum communication benefit, it is critical for speech language pathologists to know the menu layout that is most intuitive for children to use. Both the study by Drager et al. (2004) and the study by Drager, Light, Curran, Fallon and Jefferies (2003) indicated that the young children (between 2-5 and 3-11 across both studies) assessed preferred to visualize the follow-up pages in a contextual scene. 

The findings in these studies are consistent with semantic-syntactic connections reported by Owens (2008). According to Owens, young children learn using fast-mapping, which often requires that the child learn each single unit individually before he can categorize it effectively. Therefore, it seems logical that children who have not yet gotten the hang of effectively categorizing all utterances would find it easiest to pick out a picture of the utterance rather than making a prediction about its categorization based on a symbol or an unfamiliar word.  Therefore, it is likely that this organizational scheme will be the most effective for preschool students using dynamic displays and may well be the best place to start an AAC evaluation. 

However, while a careful SLP should keep this research in mind, she must assess each child as an individual and use the previously referenced research as a starting place, rather than the final word on the subject. Each child is an individual, and children should all get the chance to experiment with several menu options before the AAC evaluation is completed.  
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