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ABSTRACT

At least one third of autistic people have limited or no speech. Most nonspeaking autistic people are never provided alternatives
that would enable the full range of expression that speech allows, significantly limiting their access to educational, social, and
employment opportunities. In this commentary, we argue that assisted methods to teach nonspeaking autistic people to type—
long dismissed because the assistant could influence the text they produce during training—warrant fresh study. Although
these teaching methods developed in practice rather than research, the practice (including the range of support the assistant
provides in the motor, sensory, and attentional domains) is aligned with contemporary research about nonspeaking autistic
people’s strengths and challenges. We suggest that past research showing that influence can occur during training has been
over-interpreted to mean that influence always occurs and that nonspeaking autistic people instructed using assisted methods
never learn to type independently. In fact, other research shows that influence does not always occur, and there are independent
typers who attribute their skill to the range of assistance they received during training. We believe it is time to revisit assisted
methods to teach typing in order to understand their potential, as well as their limits, including how successful learners became
independent and for whom these methods would be a good match. These efforts have the potential to result in greater access to
effective communication and better quality of life for more nonspeaking autistic people.

1 | Introduction phenomenon you observed concerns something as essential to a
person's agency and well-being as the ability to express thoughts
What should we as scientists and clinicians do when we have and ideas.
an experience with an autistic person that is at odds with long-
standing, supposedly definitive research? One option is to dis- In this commentary, we articulate a position that may surprise
miss the experience as a fluke. But what if you have more of =~ some readers of Autism Research: We believe that some methods
these experiences, and not just with one autistic person, but to teach nonspeaking autistic people to type—long dismissed
with several, and then several more? You might begin to wonder because they involve the assistance of another person—war-
whether that research, most of it dating back decades, is as de- rant fresh, unbiased, systematic, and respectful investigation.
finitive as you thought. Maybe new experiments, methods, tech- ~ We are compelled to make this case because in our research
nologies, and approaches could offer new insights. You might labs, clinical practices, and community partnerships, we have
be especially motivated to consider this possibility when the gotten to know nonspeaking autistic people who have learned
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Summary

« Many autistic people cannot rely on speech, and the
alternatives they are typically offered are limited.

« We argue that assisted methods to teach typing, long
dismissed, deserve new, careful study.

« Revisiting these teaching methods could expand ac-
cess to effective communication and improve quality
of life for more nonspeaking autistic people.

to type independently using these teaching methods—in some
cases, over many years. We have also gotten to know nonspeak-
ing autistic people who are currently being taught to type using
assisted methods but who are not yet typing independently.
As scientists and clinicians committed to rigorous science and
evidence-based practice, these experiences and new research
about nonspeaking autistic people have raised a host of import-
ant questions about the potential and limits of assisted methods
to teach typing, questions that existing research does not answer.

Some colleagues have insisted that there is nothing to be learned
from studying assisted methods to teach typing or the people
who use them. We disagree, and our goal in writing this com-
mentary is to explain why. In what follows, we briefly describe
nonspeaking autistic people and the limited alternatives to
speech they are conventionally offered. We then explain what
assisted methods to teach typing are, how they came to be widely
dismissed as not credible, and why they warrant rigorous em-
pirical re-examination. Finally, we address common questions
surrounding these methods and offer suggestions for the kinds
of research we believe will help to shed light on this complex and
contentious topic.

2 | “Nonspeaking”

At least one third of autistic children and adults cannot com-
municate effectively using speech, sometimes even after years
of speech therapy (Anderson et al. 2007; Norrelgen et al. 2015;
Pickles et al. 2014; Rose et al. 2016). They cannot use speech
to reliably convey what they want, explain what they know and
feel, ask questions, express opinions, or share memories. Most
of these individuals never gain access to robust alternatives to
speech, significantly limiting their ability to participate in edu-
cational, employment, and social opportunities.

The prototypical nonspeaking autistic person is someone who
says few or no intelligible words. We use “nonspeaking” to refer
to members of this prototypical category, as well as those autis-
tic people who use echolalia, scripting, or perseverative speech
(Prizant and Rydell 1993). Nonspeaking autistic people are a
heterogeneous group (e.g., Bal et al. 2016; Butler et al. 2023), but
they share a need for access to and instruction in alternatives
to speech that would enable them to express themselves more
effectively.!

Several factors have been proposed to explain why some autistic
people have limited or no speech. One is a reduced motivation
to communicate (e.g., Ganz 2015). However, this proposal is at

odds with our observations and with reports from many caregiv-
ers of nonspeaking autistic people, who describe them as highly
motivated to communicate (e.g., Jaswal, Dinishak, et al. 2020).
Another explanation is cognitive limitations: Nonspeaking au-
tistic people generally perform poorly on standardized cognitive
measures (e.g., Kasari et al. 2013). However, even nonverbal in-
telligence tests can have performance requirements (e.g., point-
ing, responding quickly) that mask nonspeaking autistic people's
actual abilities (e.g., Courchesne et al. 2015; Edelson 2006).
Further, although some studies have found a relation between
nonverbal IQ and speech (e.g., Thurm et al. 2015), others have
not (e.g., Slusné et al. 2021), and some nonspeaking autistic peo-
ple achieve nonverbal IQ scores within the normal range (e.g.,
Bal et al. 2016). In short, it is not clear whether, why, or how
cognitive ability is causally related to the ability to speak.

In our view, a compelling explanation for why some autistic peo-
ple have no or limited speech has to do with the neuromotor
challenges they often face (e.g., Belmonte et al. 2013; Donnellan
and Leary 1995; Kapp 2025; Prizant 1984, 1996; Shoener
et al. 2008; Torres et al. 2013). There is now overwhelming ev-
idence that most autistic people have neuromotor difficulties,
including in coordination, movement planning, and fine motor
skills (e.g., Bhat 2020; Fournier et al. 2010), and many have a
motor speech production disability, like apraxia of speech (e.g.,
Tierney et al. 2015). Nonspeaking autistic people are especially
affected. In a seminal study, Gernsbacher et al. (2008) found
that nonspeaking autistic children had significantly worse
motor skills compared to speaking autistic children. As infants
and toddlers, the nonspeaking children were less likely to per-
form simple actions such as pointing proximally on request or
blowing raspberries. By middle childhood, they scored lower on
a standardized oral-motor assessment that measured abilities
such as lateralizing the tongue or spreading the lips (see also
Chenausky et al. 2019). Because speech requires precise coordi-
nation of the vocal apparatus, the significant motor challenges
many nonspeaking autistic people experience are likely to play a
central role in their speech disability.

3 | Symbol-Based AAC

Regardless of why some autistic people have difficulty with
speech, it has long been recognized that they, like people
with other speech-related disabilities, could benefit from aug-
mentative and alternative communication (AAC) (Light and
McNaughton 2012). The most widely studied AAC systems
for nonspeaking autistic people are symbol-based (e.g., pic-
tures, icons) (e.g., Iacono et al. 2016). In the Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS), for example, users are ini-
tially taught-using hand-over-hand guidance if necessary-to
exchange a picture of an object for that object (Bondy and
Frost 2001). Subsequent training phases are intended to teach
users to sequence pictures to answer questions and make
comments.

Symbol-based AAC can improve quality of life for some non-
speaking autistic people. Learning to exchange a picture for a
desired object, for example, can reduce frustration and provide
an entry point for social interaction (Ganz 2015). But symbol-
based systems are primarily used for instrumental purposes,
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like requesting; most users of symbol-based systems (regardless
of disability) do not use them for the full range of expression an
AAC system would ideally enable, including sharing observa-
tions and memories, or engaging in dialogue (Waller 2006, 2019).
Part of the challenge is that symbol-based AAC learners have
to acquire a communication system that is completely different
from the system used by almost all of the people around them.
As aresult, they have far fewer opportunities to learn to become
fluent communicators than people who use speech (Smith 2006,
2015). Additionally, the vocabulary available in symbol-based
systems is limited and selected by others, meaning that users
cannot always communicate what they truly want.

Text-based AAC is more robust, allowing users to communicate
whatever they want (Light and McNaughton 2012). A promising
area of research investigates how to teach symbol-based AAC
users the literacy skills that would enable them to transition to
text-based AAC (e.g., Caron et al. 2021). Unfortunately, it is es-
timated that 90% of AAC users enter adulthood without having
been taught those skills (Foley and Wolter 2010; see also Erickson
and Geist 2016). Clearly, and as several articles in a recent spe-
cial issue of Augmentative and Alternative Communication
pointed out, conventional approaches to AAC fall far short of
meeting the communication needs of most nonspeaking people
(e.g., Light et al. 2025; Williams 2025; Zimmerman 2025).

4 | Assisted Methods to Teach Typing

Itisin this context that some families, caregivers, and clinicians,
frustrated with the limitations of symbol-based AAC, have at-
tempted to teach nonspeaking autistic people to communicate
by typing.? Typing is a complex skill. Even typing with a single
finger requires the integration of attentional, cognitive, linguis-
tic, and motor systems. To participate in a conversation by typ-
ing requires attending to and understanding the conversation,
generating a relevant contribution, knowing how to spell it, and
keeping it in mind while planning and executing the movements
to type it.

The focus of this commentary is a group of controversial meth-
ods to teach typing that involve the assistance of another person,
including Facilitated Communication, the Rapid Prompting
Method, and Spelling to Communicate. These methods differ in
a number of ways (e.g., whether initial training involves a key-
board or a letterboard), but they share two important features:
(1) During training, the assistant provides a range of support to
the learner (described below), and (2) the goal is for the learner
to develop the skills to type on a stationary keyboard (or speech-
generating device) independently.

Before describing the range of support the assistant provides
during the training process, we note that like many AAC in-
novations (Mirenda 2017), assisted methods to teach typing
developed out of practice rather than research. Importantly,
however, these methods reflect several beliefs that are consis-
tent with contemporary research about nonspeaking autistic
people: As described above, many nonspeaking autistic people
want to communicate (e.g., Jaswal, Dinishak, et al. 2020), their
cognitive abilities tend to be underestimated (e.g., Courchesne
et al. 2015), and they face considerable neuromotor challenges

that can affect their ability to speak and move in purposeful
ways (e.g., Donnellan and Leary 1995). The training methods
are also consistent with contemporary research showing that
many nonspeaking autistic people understand more than they
can say (e.g., Vyshedskiy et al. 2024), have a special interest
in letters (Ostrolenk et al. 2024, 2025), experience anxiety and
ADHD (Plesa Skwerer et al. 2019), and can have difficulty regu-
lating sensory input (Harrop et al. 2018).

Given this complex profile, the assistant's role in assisted
methods to teach typing is multifaceted: They provide re-
peated opportunities to learn and practice spelling while at
the same time helping the learner to regulate motor, sensory,
emotional, and attentional challenges that would otherwise
interfere with learning. Consider, for example, someone just
beginning to learn to type. The assistant might read aloud
from an interesting article on space travel, stopping occasion-
ally to ask them to spell words from the article. The assistant
may coach them in how to isolate their index finger to point to
a letter, encourage them to look at the letter, assure them that
they can do it, redirect them to the task, remind them of the let-
ters they have just pointed to, sound out the word, and change
the pacing or tone of the lesson to match their state of regu-
lation, both physiological and emotional. Importantly, typing
instruction also provides opportunities to learn foundational
literacy skills (e.g., knowledge of orthographic regularities;
Treiman and Kessler 2014), a point we return to below. Over
time, the assistant invites learners to offer comments and ask
questions, and as they learn to deploy attentional, sensory, and
motor strategies on their own, the assistant fades the support
they provide.

5 | Controversy

Assisted methods to teach typing have generated controversy
for some critics because of the manner in which the assistant
supports the spelling process during training: In some teach-
ing methods (e.g., Rapid Prompting Method and Spelling to
Communicate), students point to letters on a letterboard that
the assistant holds vertically in front of them; in others (e.g.,
Facilitated Communication), they type on a keyboard as the
assistant provides backward resistance at the wrist or fore-
arm. These techniques employed during training are similar to
the prompting and physical contact common in symbol-based
AAC instruction (e.g., Bondy and Frost 2001; Gevarter and
Zamora 2018; Romski et al. 2010), physical rehabilitation after a
stroke (Johnson et al. 2023), and the acquisition of athletic skills,
like biking and golfing. In all cases, the trainer fades support as
the learner becomes more proficient.

The primary concern about assisted methods to teach typing is
that during training, the assistant could influence a learner to
select particular letters by, for example, moving the letterboard
under their finger or physically guiding their finger to particu-
lar letters. This possibility raises questions about whether text
produced by the learner during training reflects their intentions
and thoughts, or simply what the assistant has led them to spell.
Another concern is that the learner could become dependent on
the support the assistant provides, preventing them from devel-
oping the skills to type independently.
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The standard position, represented most prominently by
the  American  Speech-Language-Hearing  Association
(ASHA) (2018a, 2018b), dismisses entirely any text produced
by someone learning to type with assistance. The dismissal is
rooted in experimental “message passing” studies of Facilitated
Communication beginning in the 1990s, which showed that
the assistant could influence the person they were assisting
(Jacobson et al. 1995). In a prototypical study, the participant
was shown one picture, the assistant was shown a different pic-
ture, and the participant was asked to name the picture they saw.
In general, the name of the picture the assistant saw or gibberish
was typed. According to ASHA's position statements, these mes-
sage passing studies render invalid any text produced during the
training process, when a nonspeaking autistic person is in phys-
ical contact with an assistant, and by extension, when someone
points to letters on a letterboard held by an assistant (because
the assistant could influence them to point to particular letters).
Indeed, ASHA and other professional organizations have ac-
tively discouraged the use of assisted methods to teach typing,
arguing that there are methods to teach other AAC systems that
do not involve the same risk of influence during training.

6 | AndYet...

But there are a number of reasons to question the blanket dis-
missal of assisted methods to teach typing. First, many of the
AAC systems recommended by ASHA are symbol-based and
therefore have the same limitations of symbol-based systems
described earlier (e.g., limited vocabulary, primarily used for re-
questing). These limitations are what led families and clinicians
to develop assisted methods to teach typing in the first place. We
have also heard from families and nonspeaking autistic people
who have learned to type independently using assisted meth-
ods that other AAC teaching methods neglect the wide range of
neuromotor, sensory, emotional, and attentional challenges that
need to be addressed to learn to use a communication system
effectively.

Second, the blanket dismissal of assisted methods to teach typ-
ing relies on interpretations of message passing studies that go
well beyond the data.® Although message passing studies con-
firm that influence is possible, they do not show that all text
produced by all nonspeaking autistic people who are learning to
type with assistance is the result of influence. In fact, evidence
using other methods directly challenges this conclusion.

In a recent eye-tracking study, for example, Jaswal, Wayne, and
Golino (2020) found that nonspeaking autistic participants who
had experience learning to point to letters on a letterboard held
by an assistant spelled too quickly and accurately for their per-
formance to be explained by influence from the assistant. To be
guided to particular letters, the assistant would have to deliver a
reliable cue, which the participant would need to detect, decode,
and act upon. Each of these steps would take time and be subject
to error (e.g., Hick 1952), and the entire deliver-detect-decode-
act upon sequence would have to be repeated for each letter
pointed to. But participants pointed to about one letter each
second, looked at most letters about half a second before point-
ing to them, and rarely made spelling errors, even in sentences
that were over 20 letters long. Additionally, their response times

showed patterns similar to those documented in non-autistic
typists, where they have been attributed to the planning and
production processes underlying fluent spelling. Jaswal et al.
concluded that the nonspeaking autistic participants in their
study were spelling their own thoughts, not merely responding
to cues from the assistant (see also Bigozzi et al. 2012; Faure
et al. 2021; Grayson et al. 2012).

Finally, message passing studies do not show that assisted meth-
ods to teach typing never help learners achieve the goal of typ-
ing independently. As noted earlier, in our research labs, clinical
practices, and community partnerships, we have gotten to know
nonspeaking autistic people who now type independently and
who attribute their success, in part, to the assisted teaching
methods by which they were taught.* In our experience, devel-
oping that level of independence can take years, but this is not
surprising given the complexity of typing; the variable skill level
of the assistants; the neuromotor, attentional, and sensory chal-
lenges that many nonspeaking autistic people face; co-occurring
medical and psychiatric conditions that may interfere with their
learning (e.g., epilepsy, GI issues, anxiety); and systemic barri-
ers that limit the opportunities available to them (e.g., Kripke-
Ludwig 2020; Pooley 2025).

We do not yet know how many nonspeaking autistic people have
learned to type independently using assisted methods, their
histories, or their learning trajectories. But knowing that some
individuals have learned to type independently using assisted
methods suggests that there are others who could benefit from
a deeper understanding of the factors that helped these typers
achieve independence. Addressing this essential area of inquiry
will require systematic research to identify the conditions, sup-
ports, and learning experiences that enable some nonspeaking
autistic individuals to achieve independent typing.

7 | Questions

Before turning to the kinds of research we would like to see,
we first address four questions that have contributed to the
controversy surrounding assisted methods to teach typing and
which have, in turn, impeded systematic research in this area.
First, how could a nonspeaking autistic person learn to spell?
The answer is through exposure and practice. Many nonspeak-
ing autistic children have a special interest in letters (Ostrolenk
et al. 2024, 2025), and the ubiquity and recursive nature of writ-
ten material provides them repeated opportunities to learn its
rules and regularities (Mottron et al. 2021). In a recent study,
Jaswal et al. (2024) showed that most nonspeaking autistic ad-
olescents and adults in their study—all of whom had experi-
ence with assisted methods to teach typing—could convert the
sounds of language into their written form. Participants were
faster to tap sequences of flashing letters on a stationary iPad
that matched a sentence an experimenter had said aloud ear-
lier than to tap sequences of nonsense symbols or meaningless
strings of letters. As noted above, experience learning to type
with assistance can provide learners with opportunities to ac-
quire or reinforce literacy.

Second, the level of sophistication of some nonspeaking autis-
tic people's typed output can seem radically incongruent with

4
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their significant support needs (e.g., Fein and Kamio 2014): How
could a 21-year-old who does not speak and requires help tying
their shoes and crossing the street write poetry or have opinions
about politics? But there is no necessary relationship between
the level of support an individual requires and the sophistica-
tion of their thinking. The classic example is the late theoretical
physicist Stephen Hawking, who continued to generate remark-
able scientific insights even when he could no longer speak and
required around-the-clock care. Hawking had the advantage of
having been able to demonstrate his competence using speech
for over 30years before ALS made his speech unintelligible
to most people. Nonspeaking autistic people do not have that
opportunity.

Third, how can we know for sure whether text produced by some-
one who is not yet typing independently reflects their thoughts?
Message passing studies show that, during training, influence
from the assistant is possible. But as noted above, research using
other methods shows that it does not always occur (e.g., Jaswal,
Wayne, and Golino 2020). We recognize that this uncertainty
during training can be uncomfortable and will offer two obser-
vations. First, if needed, it is possible to gain confidence about
who has authored a piece of text by using the same kinds of
strategies commonly applied to spoken communication—for ex-
ample, by asking follow-up questions and assessing consistency
across contexts, interlocutors, and assistants. Second, with ad-
vances in technology, including virtual and augmented reality,
it may be possible to automate aspects of the training process,
which could accelerate the path to independence and eliminate
concerns about influence (e.g., Jaswal et al. 2025).

Finally, are assisted methods to teach typing a good match for
every nonspeaking autistic person? No, not necessarily. While
everyone deserves access to effective communication, no single
teaching method or modality will be effective for everyone, un-
derscoring the need for research to identify who is most likely to
benefit from these approaches.

8 | A Call for Research

Our experiences with nonspeaking autistic people who have
learned to type independently and those who are in the process
of doing so, together with advances in our understanding of non-
speaking autistic people's strengths and challenges, have led us
to believe that new research on assisted methods to teach typing
is warranted. As we hope is clear by now, more message passing
studies are not what we have in mind. Nor do we believe it would
be appropriate at this stage to conduct a randomized controlled
trial in which some individuals receive typing instruction via an
assisted method while others do not. As noted earlier, existing
assisted methods vary widely, and because they developed in
practice rather than research, they are likely to benefit from fur-
ther development and refinement. One outcome of the kind of
research we are calling for below would be the development of a
manualized method that draws on strengths of existing assisted
methods, and which can then be subjected to rigorous empirical
testing.

What is needed first, however, is foundational research fo-
cused on the experiences of nonspeaking autistic people

who learned to type independently using assisted methods
(Individuals who learned to type independently using other
methods, or who communicate effectively using other AAC,
should also be studied). This represents a tremendous oppor-
tunity for researchers to collaborate with nonspeaking autistic
people, their families, and clinicians to co-create a research
agenda that recognizes and is informed by experiential exper-
tise.> Among the questions we would like to see addressed are:
What aspects of assisted methods to teach typing did they find
helpful? What innovations would they suggest? What were
their learning trajectories? What challenges did they expe-
rience in the path to independent typing, and how did they
overcome them? How did they measure progress along the
way? How did their attentional, motor, sensory, and cognitive
profiles change over time?

A second line of research should focus on understanding the
nature and the range of support the assistant provides during
training. For example, what hierarchies of prompts are used
across different domains, how are they faded over time, and how
can their effects be documented? How does the assistant make
real-time decisions about what kind of support is needed? Can
technology be used to complement or partially replace some of
the human assistance?

A third line of research should longitudinally follow nonspeak-
ing autistic people who are currently learning to type using as-
sisted methods but who are not yet typing independently. How
do their sensory, motor, attentional, and social-cognitive profiles
change over the course of training? What kinds of skills are de-
veloped during training before they can type independently?
Why do some individuals progress more quickly than others?

We also join other researchers in calling for significantly more
research with nonspeaking autistic people more generally (e.g.,
Jack and Pelphrey 2017; Tager-Flusberg and Kasari 2013). New
research on language comprehension, attention, motor chal-
lenges, literacy, and sensory issues, for example, will inform not
just assisted methods to teach typing, but also the development
and refinement of other AAC approaches. Indeed, although this
commentary has focused on assisted methods to teach typing,
we want to be clear that we strongly support efforts both to study
nonspeaking autistic people and to provide them with as many
effective avenues for communication as possible.

It has been suggested to us that conducting research into assisted
methods to teach typing may give families “false hope.” This is
not our intent; rather, we believe that rigorous research is the
best way to replace uncertainty with evidence. Some nonspeak-
ing autistic people have learned to type independently using
these methods, enabling them to communicate more effectively
and to pursue activities and opportunities that would otherwise
have been inaccessible. This alone seems to us a compelling rea-
son to examine what lessons can be learned from their experi-
ences. At the same time, the families of many other nonspeaking
autistic people continue to seek out assisted methods, often fully
aware of the controversy around them. Systematic research into
assisted methods to teach typing-aimed at understanding how
and why some individuals benefit while others do not-seems
to us a productive way to demystify (and improve) these meth-
ods and to provide nonspeaking autistic people, families, and
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clinicians with a better understanding of their potential benefits
and limitations.
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Endnotes

1t is worth noting that speech fluency is not fixed: Some autistic peo-
ple with very little speech as children acquire spoken words and even
phrase speech in adolescence and beyond (e.g., Pickett et al. 2009). We
have also observed developments in speech occurring alongside devel-
opments in writing, a point also noted in Kanner's (1943) description of
Barbara K.

2In our experience, instruction on other forms of communication, in-
cluding speech and symbol-based AAC, often continues while families
also seek out assisted methods to teach typing.

3 Additionally, the message passing paradigm itself is problematic. For
example, although message passing is considered by many to be the de-
finitive way to validate authorship, to our knowledge, it has never been
used to validate messages produced during instruction in other AAC
methods. Additionally, conveying unknown (or discrepant) informa-
tion to someone is a skill for which typically developing children get a
great deal of practice (e.g., Nelson and Fivush 2020), and which non-
speaking people-even those using symbol-based AAC-typically get
no or very little practice in (e.g., Clarke and Kirton 2003; Smith 2015;
Soto et al. 2009). This raises the possibility that it is a skill that can be
learned, which is supported by some evidence (Cardinal et al. 1996).

“Nonspeaking autistic people who have developed the skills to type in-
dependently continue to benefit from the attentional, emotional, and
sensory support the assistant provides. As disability scholars have long
argued, the insistence on “independence” does not reflect the reality of
what is required for non-disabled and disabled people to survive and
thrive (e.g., Wendell 1989). We are all interdependent, relying on each
other (and on external tools) for a range of support.

5 A welcome, essential development over recent years has been recog-
nition of the importance of including autistic perspectives in research.
For example, the recent call for proposals for the National Institutes of
Health (2025) Autism Data Science Initiative notes that “community-
engaged research approaches have the potential to make research
more relevant to the partners who will use the research.” Indeed, in
that call for proposals, applicants were required to explain how they
would include the perspectives of the community, including autistic
people, their families, service providers, and advocacy organizations.
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