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Individuals who have difficulties in communicating effectively due to a congenital or acquired physical impairment or a cognitive limitation may use augmentative or alternative means of communication (AAC). This may range from an occasional need to set a frame of reference during conversation, to an absolute reliance on the communication method as a substitute for speech. Recent research and development has resulted in computer-based augmentative communication devices becoming more effective tools. However, to be able to use these improving aids effectively, children with communication impairments and emerging language need to encounter natural sources of linguistic and communication experiences – language “play” provides just such an encounter.

Puns, punning riddles and jokes (word-play) form a natural part of children’s discourse, familiar to every school playground. They provide a structure within which words and sounds can be freely experienced and can often facilitate the generation of novel language. The successful use of the linguistic humour found in puns and riddles relies on clever word-play. An interesting question is just how much clever word-play relies on experiencing humour? Non-speaking children have limited access to humour and cannot effortlessly play with language. This has led to an investigation exploring the differences between AAC and non-AAC users’ comprehension of verbal humour.

The Keyword Manipulation Task, a new experimental procedure, was used to explore this possibility. The task is designed so that it can be used with very young children of all abilities and, importantly, also control for possible linguistic and social influences. The results from a sample of normally developing schoolchildren will be presented, including some correlations which show that it cannot just simply be a maturation of linguistic skills that predicts verbal-humour comprehension.

The performance of AAC users in contrast with non-AAC users will reveal the salient characteristics of the two groups. These characteristics will form the basis of a computer facilitated word-play system which will allow an AAC user with emerging language to selectively input ideas for jokes and riddles, choose and then deliver a punch line and experience the response - hopefully laughter!   

