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Hearing, seeing, and able people of all kinds find that 
verbal communication for the most part comes 
naturally to them. The world around us is set up for 
verbal communicators to succeed. However, many 
nonverbal communicators, including deaf and blind 
people, as well as people with autism do not thrive in a 
world designed around verbal forms of 
communication. This project aims to assess the 
different forms of nonverbal communication systems 
that exist, and how they can be better integrated into 
society, rather than othered. This project will also 
propose a revolutionary software technology that will 
assist with this integration. The technology will focus 
on assisting those with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD).

ABSTRACT
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On April 27th, we visited the Fowler in Focus: 
Communication Systems in a Global Context Exhibit 
in the Fowler museum. We heard a talk about the 
khipu, which had previously been introduced by 
Patricia Cavidad in the Botanical Gardens. I was able 
to explore the rest of the exhibit and gain more insight 
into the historical ways in which communication has 
been anything but verbal. This project proposal will 
lean on the fact that nonverbal ways of documenting 
and communicating things have a historical basis. 
Thus, if it could be done once, it can be done again 
with the new technologies we have mastered today.

CONCEPT / TOPIC 
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Nonverbal forms of communication are not new, and have been around for 
ages. In fact, they seemed to be the dominant form of communication and 
documenting at one point in history. Below are three forms of ancient 
nonverbal communications that laid the foundation for what is being 
proposed in this project.

Khipu

The Khipu is a nonverbal form of documenting and communicating from 
the Incas. Khipu’s are knotted pieces of cotton or camelid fibers. Messages 
are left in the knots of the khipu’s, and depending on whether they were 
accounting, poetry, or other types of khipus, they would be interpreted by 
the khipu kamayuq. These fascinating artifacts suggest how sophisticated 
ancient nonverabl communication systems were, so much so that we often 
don’t know with certainty what they mean today.

Hieroglyphs

Hieroglyphs were used by the ancient Egyptians as a writing system. It used 
pictorial figures rather than letters. Originally, there were thousands of 
different symbols, but it was narrowed down to about 750 to simplify 
things. Nevertheless, heiroglyphs can be read top to bottom, left to right 
and vice versa, leaving a lot up to interpretation to the reader.

Adinkra
The Adinkra, or morning robe was typically found in Ghana. Designs adorn 
the adinkra, indicating different meanings, including wealth, royalty, and 
power. The symbols on the adinkra ften represent proverbs, and as such 
they each represent  more than one word. One couldn’t necessarily write a 
sentence as we see with the English language using adinkra symbols. 
However, with just one or two symbols, it would seem that more meaning 
can be drawn than two words of the English language.

CONTEXT & PRECEDENCE
Sources (top-bottom): [10], 
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The most dominant forms of non verbal communication that we see today 
are Braille and Sign Language. These communication forms are widely 
accepted to make it easier for members of the blind and deaf communities 
to communicate. These systems set the precedent for nonverbal 
communication that can help people with ASD thrive.

Braille
Although less commonly known, raise types of writing existed before 
Braille. One example is an embossed style of writing in Scotland, which used 
triangular letters formed by small holes poked into paper. The letters closely 
resembled english written letters, in an attempt to make it easier for all 
people to understand, but ultimately took away from a shared blind culture. 
Braille arose after Louis Braille was inspired by a form of night writing 
intended to not give away military positions during the 1800’s. 

Sign-Language
Signa language didn’t always hold a place as the main for of communication 
for people in the deaf community. It wasn’t until 1960 that American Sign 
Language was recognize as a national language. Since then, many members 
of the deaf and hearing community learn sign language as a way to integrate 
and communicate with one another. This language is completely nonverbal, 
and like most ancient symbolic languages, doesn’t directly translate into 
English, but has its own syntax and grammar.

CONTEXT & PRECEDENCE
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Proposal

A software that can be downloaded onto any 
tablet, smartphone or computer with multiple 
functionalities related to improving 
communication abilities for people with ASD.



•People with ASD often struggle with sensory overstimulation, especially with loud and 
distracting noises

•When device used with headphones, sounds/music can be chosen to avoid background 
noises

•The sounds can be used to stimulate graded exposure, a tactic that slowly increases 
exposure to outside sounds to make it easier to cope in public spaces where it is difficult 
to control noise levels.

PROJECT PROPOSAL - 
sensory stimulation
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• Emotional communication via images → can point to images, can send images to caretakers 
via contact function

•Images can be used to help develop a system of understanding between emotions of person 
with ASD and caretaker

•Can be done with requests as well → ie. food images when hungry, sun/trees to go outside

PROJECT PROPOSAL - 
emotions and commands

Photos / videos / animations / drawings…
Documentation

Sources (left-right): [8], [17]



•Different tasks to do with colors and/or drawings to associate with different moods, emotions, or feelings
•Associate different colors/images with these feelings to better communicate to caretaker what a person 
with ASD is feeling if cannot verbally communicate it

•Draw/paint function where can create own images that best fit the persons’ needs and feelings, contacts 
can be uploaded to send images/messages 

•Can create an online community for people with ASD and caretakers to share creative projects

PROJECT PROPOSAL - 
art ‘therapy’ component
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• Martina Stiftinger is an independent artist who focuses on visual storytelling 
incorporating motion and sound.

•Stiftinger’s work alongside clinicians, scientists, family members and caregivers can help 
bring the vision to life

•Some of her prior work has been creating a visual for the Australian Chamber Orhcestra. 
This helps to increase the accessibility of things such as orchestral music for people in the 
deaf community as well as those with ASD and sensory difficulties.

PROJECT PROPOSAL - 
Martina Stiftinger

http://www.martinastiftinger.com/portfolio/?p=204

Photos / videos / animations / drawings…
Documentation

Liink to Australian Chamber Orchestra: http://www.martinastiftinger.com/portfolio/?p=204
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This project will bridge the communication gap for people with ASD. No 
longer will verbal communication dominate and be the only acceptable 
form of connecting. This initiative is imperative to increase inclusivity and 
accessibility for people with ASD, or any sensory or communication 
differences. The software will not be limited for people with ASD and/or 
their caretakers and family members. It will be available to all members of 
the public to educate themselves on appropriate and sensitive ways to 
non-verbally communicate with people with ASD. The aim is to primarily 
assist those with lived experiences, but also educate the public decrease 
othering of communication styles best suited for people with ASD.

As this project has shown, non-verbal forms of communication were 
foundational to the beginning of language. There is no reason why today we 
must only focus on spoken and written language when it is not suitable for 
so many people. We will learn so much more if communication is readily 
available and understood for everyone. This software aims to do just that. 
Through the integration of visual storytelling, and the help of Martina 
Stiftinger, this software will draw on existing ways of translating spoken and 
written word into more nonverbal forms, as well as creating new and 
innovative technologies based off of novel research. 

CONCLUSION
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