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     Abstract  

Background: Participation in society is the cornerstone to living a meaningful, connected, and 

healthy life. Persons with complex communication needs, however, often have restricted 

opportunities to participate in everyday contexts and situations. Reasons for this include societal 

attitudinal barriers, as well as limited knowledge and skills about augmentative and alternative 

communication (AAC) to enhance participation. Enhancing participation of persons with 

complex communication needs requires a holistic and multi-faceted approach. The 17 
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with their disability-inclusive agenda provide an 

impetus for shaping the approach of the Centre for Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication (CAAC) in enhancing participation of persons with complex communication 

needs in South Africa.  

Purpose: This paper aims to provide a reflective description and application of the work 

conducted by the CAAC in addressing the SDGs in South Africa.  

Key findings: Research and training conducted by the CAAC is shown to be clearly aligned to 

five SDGs, namely zero hunger (SDG 2), good health and well-being (SDG 3), quality education 

(SDG 4), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8) and peace, justice, and strong institutions 

(SDG 16), with a focus on reaching these goals in order to benefit persons with complex 

communication needs. The paper demonstrates that, despite some gains in addressing the SDGs, 

research still needs to be done on these and the remaining SDGs. Furthermore, there is a need to 

also find ways to integrate the SDGs to ensure participation of persons with complex 

communication needs in major life activities and society.   

 

     Keywords: augmentative and alternative communication (AAC), communication disability,  

disability, complex communication needs), swallowing, participation, Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), Zero Hunger (SDG 2), Good Health and Well-Being (SDG 3), Quality Education 

(SDG 4), Decent Work and Economic Growth (SDG 8), Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 

(SDG 16). 
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Introduction 

The overriding principles of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United 

Nations, 2015) are the global elimination of disparities through the improvement of situations for 

all people as well as a focus on sustainable development. The SDGs offer a universal agenda that 

is inclusive, embracing the principle that “no one is left behind” (United Nations 2015, p.1). This 

expressly includes persons with disabilities, and applies to everyone everywhere, namely both 

low- and high-income countries. The SDGs also recognize the importance of redressing 

inequities experienced by vulnerable and marginalized groups including persons with 

disabilities. As such, the SDGs provide an impetus for shaping the approach of the Centre for 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (CAAC) in enhancing participation of persons 

with communication disabilities and specifically persons with complex communication needs in 

South Africa. Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) describes a field of research, 

clinical and/or educational practice that aims to provide individuals who have complex 

communication needs with additional and/or other methods of communication that replace or 

supplement spoken and/or written forms of communication. AAC strategies include unaided 

forms of communication that do not require aid or assistive technology (e.g., natural gestures and 

signs), as well as aided forms, where an aid or piece of assistive technology is required (e.g., 

communication boards with various symbols and speech generating devices) (Beukelman & 

Light, 2020). This paper aims to provide a reflective description and application of the work 

conducted by the CAAC in addressing the SDG.  

Participation in society is the cornerstone to living a meaningful, connected, and healthy 

life (WHO, 2001). Enhancing participation of persons with complex communication needs 

requires a holistic, systemic and multi-faceted approach (Dada et al., 2017). The CAAC has 
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applied the SDGs in their approach, and a reflection on some of this work and the opportunities 

and challenges in using an SDG framework is provided.  

 

Zero Hunger (SDG 2) 

 Persons who experience communication /swallowing disabilities are at increased risk for 

food and nutrition insecurity. According to Gross (2002), food and nutrition security is achieved 

when there is sufficient quantity and quality of food as well as food that is safe, socioculturally 

acceptable, accessible and available to enhance health and well-being. Food and nutrition 

security risks for persons with disabilities stems from the nature of their communicative 

impairments where requesting food may be difficult as well as feeding or swallowing 

impairments which often present as comorbid conditions for persons with complex 

communication needs and require AAC such as children with cerebral palsy (Moore et al., 2021). 

Food insecurity is more prevalent in households where there is someone with a disability (Heflin 

et al., 2019). Caregivers of persons who experience communication /swallowing disabilities are 

often not able to work due to caregiving responsibilities, thus creating a tenuous economic 

situation for families and increasing their risk for food insecurity. This is especially pertinent in 

low- and middle-income countries where persons with disabilities are most at risk as they tend to 

come from the poorest households. In South Africa, which is a middle-income country, 

malnutrition is one of the leading health issues facing children (Graham et al., 2018).  To address 

this, some schools offer their learners at least one meal per day as part of South Africa’s National 

School Nutrition program. The COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant lockdown unfortunately 

greatly exacerbated food insecurity for all school children when they were not able to access this 

vital support. In terms of the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health 
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framework (WHO, 2001), when persons with disabilities are food and nutritionally insecure, it 

will affect their ability to participate since their vulnerable health status (body structures and 

function) and their difficulties in eating and feeding (activity) will have a knock-on effect on 

their functional skills.   

One of the current PhD projects in the CAAC, aims to develop and validate a 

contextually relevant tool to accurately measure food and nutrition security in persons with 

disabilities specifically children. It is hoped that such a tool will help to better understand the 

conditions under which food and nutrition security develops in this context and with this 

population. 

 

Good health and well-being (SDG 3) 

Due to their disability and other coexisting conditions persons with complex 

communication needs, often need to access healthcare. In South Africa, English is mainly used in 

healthcare settings when patients are treated by healthcare practitioners with different languages 

or cultures to them (Johnson et al., 2022). Apart from communication disabilities, language 

challenges could result in patients having insufficient English vocabulary to communicate with 

healthcare practitioners. The CAAC research team focussed on two of the 13 targets of good health 

and well-being (SDG 3), namely, reducing mortality from non-communicable diseases through 

prevention and treatment and promoting mental health and well-being (SDG 3.4), and achieving 

universal health coverage, including access to quality essential health-care services (SDG 3.8). 

First, pain-related vocabulary was selected to enable children with complex 

communication needs to communicate their pain (Johnson et al., 2016). Second, the use of AAC 

strategies within South African intensive care settings was researched from the perspectives of 
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patients (Kuyler & Johnson, 2021) and nurses (Johnson et al., 2022). Third, an e-health tool, 

called PicPecc, was developed using universal design principles to enable persons with long-

term illnesses to participate in their health management and care (Thunberg et al., 2021) and 

preliminary findings confirmed PicPecc’s feasibility for use in South Africa. PicPecc is available 

in various languages including English and six South African languages. Last, a study was 

conducted that focussed on the co-development of health materials with persons with complex 

communication needs (Dada et al., 2022). These materials were translated into six South African 

languages (isiZulu, isiXhosa, Sepedi, seTswana, Afrikaans and seSotho sa-lebowa) are available 

on the CAAC webpage https://www.up.ac.za/centre-for-augmentative-alternative-

communication. All these studies emphasised the enhancement of the health and well-being of 

persons with complex communication needs. 

 

Quality Education (SDG 4)    

 

Quality Education (SDG 4) was addressed by focussing on two targets, namely 

eliminating all discrimination in education (SDG 4.5) ”) and increasing the supply of qualified 

teachers in developing countries (SDG 4.C). Early descriptive work found that children with 

complex communication needs were primarily cared for rather than educated, and that access to 

AAC was extremely limited - less than 1% of 1344 students in schools for learners with special 

educational needs in the Gauteng province used any symbolic form of AAC (Alant, 1999). 

However, teachers were found to have positive attitudes towards learners using AAC (Dada, 

2019). A multitude of formal and informal AAC training opportunities have been offered to 

teachers by the CAAC. Various AAC intervention studies affirm the positive effects of these 
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interventions for potential use in classrooms in South Africa (Laher & Dada, in press; Naude et. 

al., 2020; Tönsing, 2016). Research has also been conducted to lay the groundwork for the 

development of culturally and linguistically appropriate forms of AAC in various historically 

under resourced languages (Tönsing et al., 2019). For example, core vocabularies in South 

African languages have been established (Mngomezulu et al., 2019; Mothapo et al., 2021). Such 

systems can enhance equitable access to education for children with complex communication 

needs form various language backgrounds. 

Although the long-term effects of teacher training on educational inclusion of children 

with complex communication needs have not been formally assessed, it is noteworthy that the 

implementation of AAC in schools in Gauteng has increased since 1999. Tönsing and Dada 

(2016) found that of 20 of 22 schools for learners with special educational needs had a form of 

aided AAC available, while McDowell & Bornman (in press) found that 13 of 18 schools for 

learners with special educational needs used  signs from sign language. Tönsing and Dada (2016) 

further found that implementation of aided AAC in the classroom context is influenced by a 

variety of complex factors, and these factors should be considered in future training and 

implementation studies. Training should be provided not only to teachers but to all members of 

the student’s support team, and long-term outcomes should be monitored. 

 

Decent work and economic growth (SDG 8)  

 

 Persons with complex communication needs continue to face barriers in accessing 

employment opportunities (Morwane et al., 2021). Despite the introduction and implementation 

of laws and policies that facilitate participation of persons with disabilities on an equal basis as 
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others, many still experience challenges participating in the open labour market. Persons with 

complex communication needs due to presence of a communication impairment, and co-

morbidity of physical or intellectual disability, experience the marginalisation in accessing 

education and training opportunities (Richardson et al., 2019). This further impacts on future 

employment prospects. The CAAC research focused on work and employment of persons with 

complex communication needs is represented by decent work and economic growth (SDG 8). 

The following targets guided the projects:  

 

SDG 8.3 Promote policies to support job creation and growing enterprises 

SDG 8.6 Promote youth employment, education and training 

 

The CAAC has participated in training youth with complex communication needs on the 

development of skills required for entrepreneurial and employment. A research project 

interviewed eight of the participants, who after the project, reported on a desire to be formally 

employed and living independent lives (Sefotho et al., 2019). A second project involved 

interviewing employed and unemployed youth with complex communication needs and 

specialised recruitment agents on what they considered facilitated and hindered their 

participation in employment (Morwane, 2021). The participants reported factors such as the 

availability of services and policies as facilitators, and the presence of negative attitudes, the lack 

of education and skills as barriers to being employed. In the third project, specialised recruitment 

agents based on factors reported as facilitating when placing a person with complex 

communication needs in employment, developed a guiding placement checklist (Morwane, 

2021). The checklist is envisioned to support successful employment of persons with complex 
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communication needs. The studies highlighted the importance of services such as transportation, 

health employment, and education in ensuring participation of persons with complex 

communication needs in employment.  

 

Peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG 16) 

 

Women and children with disability, especially those with complex communication needs, 

are at high risk for abuse (Marshall  & Barrett, 2018). Their inability to effectively rely on speech 

renders them to be regarded as being voiceless and invisible in society, making them low-risk easy 

targets. Despite this heightened risk for victimization, which results in increased need for seeking 

justice, access to justice remains elusive for them. Limited communication skills hinder their 

ability to engage or seek the assistance of stakeholders in the criminal justice system.  

 

Our research harnessed Peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG16), in a systematic 

way to provide access to justice for persons with complex communication needs. It is driven by 

three of the 12 targets, namely;  

 

SDG 16.1  Significantly reduce all forms of violence  

SDG 16.2  End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and violence against children 

SDG 16.10  Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in 

accordance with national legislation and international agreements 

Our research commenced with the development of four You can Tell and be Heard 

communication boards to disclose abuse (Bornman et al., 2011). The vocabulary included on these 
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boards were subsequently socially validated (Bornman & Bryen, 2013). Thereafter a project 

followed to empower police officers to take statements from victims with complex communication 

needs by employing AAC (Viljoen et al., 2021). This resulted in some cases now going to court. 

However, most courts were unaware and ill-equipped to efficiently provide accommodations that 

would allow individuals with complex communication needs to testify. Hence a legal scoping 

review of possible court accommodations for persons with complex communication needs was 

undertaken (White, Bornman et al., 2021) followed by empirical study (White et al., 2021). These 

studies all highlighted the importance of AAC in court.  

 

Conclusion 

In this commentary paper it is evident that the SDG framework clarifies the need for a 

comprehensive approach towards sustainable development to enhance participation of persons 

with complex communication needs in South Africa. The work of the CAAC spans various 

SDGs (SDG 2, SDG 3, SDG 4, SDG 8, and SGD 16) in an effort to move beyond impairment-

focussed interventions. However, more needs to be done to build on and expand this work. 

Materials, guidelines, and training programs need to be implemented, evaluated and adapted 

through meaningful partnerships with persons with complex communication needs, families, and 

service institutions. Research findings need to feed into policy and legislature to ensure visibility 

and equity of persons with complex communication needs on this level reducing inequalities 

(SDG 10). Most importantly, persons with complex communication needs should not only be 

positioned as beneficiaries of reaching specific SDG targets, but also as active drivers in shaping 

and attaining these goals. Whilst it highlights some of the gains made in addressing the SDG 

there is still much research that still needs to be done on these and the remaining SDG. 
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Furthermore, there is a need to also find ways to integrate the SDG to ensure participation of 

persons with complex communication needs in society and various aspects of development.   
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