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Chair Wilson, Vice Chair Lang, Ranking Member Craig, and members of the Senate
Financial Institutions, Insurance, and Technology Committee, thank you for the

opportunity to provide sponsor testimony on Senate Bill 389.

Communication is one of the most basic parts of being human. It allows us to express our
needs, build relationships, participate in school and work, advocate for ourselves, and
engage with our communities. Yet for thousands of children and young adults across

Ohio, the ability to communicate isn’t guaranteed.

Senate Bill 389 seeks to address that issue by ensuring that children and young adults in
Ohio who rely on Augmentative and Alternative Communication, or AAC, tools can
access the technology they need to communicate effectively and participate fully in
society. AAC tools include speech-generating devices, communication boards, eye-gaze
systems, text-to-speech software, and other assistive technologies designed for
individuals with significant expressive communication disabilities. These devices are
used by individuals with autism, cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, childhood apraxia of
speech, traumatic brain injuries, and a number of other developmental or medical

conditions.

While there remains an urgent need for more comprehensive data regarding AAC users

and individuals with communication disabilities, current estimates show the scale of the
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need here in Ohio. Based on diagnoses and prevalence estimates, more than 76,000

children in Ohio may require AAC tools in order to communicate effectively.

Despite the life-changing nature of these tools, access to AAC remains inconsistent and
often depends on a family’s insurance coverage. Some families are able to secure
coverage for medically necessary devices, while others face denials, lengthy appeals, or

are forced to pay thousands of dollars out of pocket.

Without access to effective communication tools, these children face lifelong
disadvantages academically, socially, professionally, and personally. But the technology

exists today to change that.

Senate Bill 389 establishes clear requirements for health benefit plans to cover medically
necessary AAC tools for covered individuals who are 22 years old or younger. Under the
bill, insurers would be required to cover one medically necessary AAC tool up to $6,000,
and up to $20,000 for enhanced AAC tools when a speech-language pathologist

determines that a standard device is insufficient for effective communication.

The reason for this distinction is that while many commonly used AAC tools, like a tablet
with text-to-speech software, typically cost under $5,000, some advanced technologies
like eye-gaze systems can cost well over $10,000. If a certified provider determines that
more basic tools aren’t sufficiently meeting a child’s communication needs, the child

would then be eligible to receive coverage for those more advanced devices.

In addition to covering AAC devices, the legislation would provide coverage for training
that helps children and their parents or caregivers learn how to effectively use those
communication tools. It also includes coverage for the repair and maintenance of AAC
devices. To ensure children continue to have access to technology that meets their needs
as they grow and develop, replacement devices would be covered at least once every five

years, or sooner if a certified provider determines that a child’s current AAC tool is no
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longer effective due to growth, changes in motor abilities, evolving communication

needs, or device failure.

This legislation is focused on children and young adults because early access to
communication changes lives. When children are able to communicate effectively,
they’re more successful in school, better able to build relationships, more likely to

participate in their communities, and more capable of achieving independence as adults.

This bill 1s about giving Ohio’s children the opportunity to fully participate in the world
around them. It’s about ensuring that a child’s ability to communicate isn’t determined by
whether their family can afford a device out of pocket or whether their insurance

company decides it’s worth covering.

As these children grow older, access to communication tools will help more Ohioans
pursue employment, advocate for themselves, and raise families here in our state.
Providing access to AAC technology isn’t simply a medical investment; it’s an
investment in the long-term success and inclusion of Ohioans in every part of civic and

community life.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide sponsor testimony on Senate Bill 389. I’d

be happy to answer any questions the committee may have.
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