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EXPLORING SEMI-SPEAKING AS A COMMUNICATION IDENTITY

Exploring Semi-Speaking as a Communication Identity is a reflective practice
companion which takes an expansive approach to supporting autistic and otherwise
neurodivergent people who do not always have access to speech.

Written for speech and language therapists, and relevant to other interested people,
the book challenges traditional ideas about communication. It offers practical
insights grounded in the neurodiversity paradigm, and amplifies neurodivergent
voices alongside contributions from people with lived and professional

experience of semi-speaking, situational mutism and AAC.

Readers are invited on a journey of reflection through their own practice,
reconsidering assumptions, deepening thinking and expanding their
understanding in this area. Topics include communication identity, communication
capacity, AAC, multi-modal communication and shared understanding to

support collaborative discussion.

Encouraging curiosity, this comprehensive resource is essential reading for anyone
interested in semi-speaking and communication identity.

Hat/Harriet Richardson is a white, semi-speaking, multiply neurodivergent Speech
Pathologist, Neurodevelopmental Practitioner and writer. She runs the social media
account @hat.talks.uk.

Kim Mears is a neurodivergent speech and language therapist who has multiple
identities. She is a wife, a mother, daughter and friend. She also identifies as

an AuDHD narrator and information sharer who loves learning, unlearning and
disrupting.


mailto:@hat.talks.uk

“This is a pioneering book on semi speaking communication and identity. It gives an
understanding of what semi-speaking identity is, guidance on how to explore this
with others and support to develop perspective and practice. It has helped me as a

clinician, but also as a leader, partner and parent.”
Dr Becky Quicke, Clinical Psychologist and Founder, Autistic Girls

“This work is an invitation to unlearn what we think communication should be. Both
authors have a genuine commitment to transforming their practice — to listening
differently, to questioning power, to embracing the unfinished — making this book
not just theory, but living practice.”

Warda Farah, Founder Entangle Collective, Independent Researcher
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their differences.
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FOREWORD

Semispeaking is not my word, and that’s very good news. It means the community
conversations | drew from, that | put together with the basic principles of the

AAC field in “Augmentative and Alternative Communication for Speaking Autistic
Adults: Overview and Recommendations” (Zisk & Dalton, 2019) kept going after

| published. Specifically, it means these community conversations continued as
community conversations after | put some of our experiences with speech, some of
the terminology we came up with about those experiences, and some of what we’re
doing about them in a place where academics and clinicians might pay attention to
them.

We should therefore expect that these community conversations will continue after
Kim Mears and Harriet Richardson’s book as well — you are holding a guide to
conversations that have been happening in Autistic and AAC communities, about
experiences we have with speech and communication. You are holding a guide to
conversations that you may want to start or continue with people you are working
with. You are not holding an image of the exact clinical terms that will be used for
these experiences forevermore — or even an attempt at such an image. Enough
explanation for you to understand the words you may encounter, not a static image
of how they will (must) be used forever and ever amen.

It is important to understand that semispeaking is an identity term. It’s not
something you can diagnose a person as being, only something they can tell you
they are. (It might be a term you can suggest someone look into or even help

them look into, if the experiences they’re describing suggest they could identify as
semispeaking if only they knew about the relevant community conversations. It’s still
not something you can diagnose them as.)

That makes semispeaking a different kind of word than the ones | brought into
academic spaces (intermittent and unreliable speech — Sparrow 2017) or the ones
| took a hand in defining (insufficient speech — Zisk & Dalton 2019; or expensive
speech — corbin, 2025).

Intermittent, unreliable, insufficient, and expensive speech are all terms where
something like differential diagnosis could apply. They’re even terms where |, to
a certain extent, talk and write about how to do so — because the ways we would
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Foreword

choose to support each with AAC are likely to be at least a little bit different. They
aren’t identity terms — it wouldn’t make sense to identify as intermittent speech or
expensive speech.

And grammatically converting these descriptions of speech into plausible identity
terms doesn’t seem to be the answer either — intermittently non-speaking gets some
use among folks who use both AAC and speech (Zisk & Konyn, 2022), and AAC
users with relatives who also use AAC will also consider “intermittently speaking”
(Zisk, 2024), but across relationships to AAC, other possibilities seem more widely
disliked than they are liked or used.

Which meant there was a niche in which to ask: so who are we, if these are
experiences we have?

Part-time AAC users? Semispeaking? Demiverbal? | have seen all of these and used
some — | describe myself as a mostly but not fully speaking part-time AAC user.

You hold a result of reflections on speech experiences and communicative identity.
It’s not an endpoint, only a point that was and is worth committing to text to support
more people in engaging both in these reflections. It’s similarly not a prescription for
specific accommodations or changes in clinical or educational practices. It does,
however, describe some changes and practices we could consider — and which the
authors have tried.

It also holds a variety of experiences. Some of them resonate with me, which is nice
as a part-time AAC user. Some of them don’t, which is important, in much the same
way it’s a good thing that semispeaking is not my word: community conversations
are moving forward. Richardson and Mears note that there’s no reason to expect
semispeaking experiences to be unique to autistic people. From my conversations,

| have reason to expect they aren’t unique. Thinking beyond autism (both to autistic
people who have these experiences for more reasons than ‘just’ autism and to
non-autistic people) is a place | hope to see these conversations moving as they
continue past any individual snapshot. But where else will community conversations
around communicative identity and speech experiences move?

| don’t know, but | look forward to finding out — and to seeing how this book
contributes to them. I’'m hoping it serves as a bridge.
Alyssa Hillary Zisk (they/them/theirs)
Ph.D. Interdisciplinary Neuroscience
AAC Research Team Lead, AssistiveWare
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INTRODUCTION

What | want people to know about
the book - Hat’s reflections

Until 2022, | didn’t know that semi-speaking existed. |, like many other speech and
language therapists (SLTs), believed that you were either speaking or non-speaking.
| didn’t even recognise my own identity as a semi-speaker. This experience is
something | commonly come across in the people | work with. So often, people
report effortful, unreliable and forced speech to me but don’t know about semi-
speaking. For many, it can be a life-changing realisation. That is why this book is
powerful; it gives us the suggestions required to support people who are
semi-speaking and uncover awareness of an identity that can be integral to
managing day-to-day life. That’s what it did for me.

Understanding myself as a semi-speaker at twenty-six provided me with the
permission to use other forms of communication and other strategies that I've been
seeking out since childhood. As a six-year-old, | tried to give notes to my parents
instead of speaking. At ten, | played being a cat at home so | didn’t have to talk in
“human” language. At fourteen, | put signs on my bedroom door to tell my parents it
wasn’t a day for speaking. At sixteen, | chose to text my boyfriend rather than speak
whilst we sat on the sofa together. At twenty-two, | had a mental health crisis and
stayed in my locked bedroom, only communicating with my housemates via text.

| self-advocated so hard to have my communication preferences respected, without
awareness of what that looked like for me. It wasn’t ever listened to. Time and time
again | was told that | was being defiant, difficult, rude or standoffish and | wanted
to avoid that at all costs. Instead, | learnt to hide away when | couldn’t speak and
missed out on life experiences and connections.

| don’t want people to experience the same communication traumas as | did.
| want other people to have communication choices. | want those choices to be
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