Kristen McFee

February 2009

Reference:
Charlop-Christy, M., Carpenter, M., Le, L., LeBlanc, L., & Kellet, K. (2002). Using the picture exchange communication system (PECS) with children with autism: Assessment of PECS acquisition, speech, social-communicative behaviour, and problem behaviour. Journal of Applied Behavior Anaylsis, 35, 213-231. 

Introduction:  The picture exchange communication system (PECS) is an aided augmentative alternative communication system developed for children with social-communication impairments. In general, it operates on the principles of behavioural analysis, including prompt hierarchies, reinforcement, shaping, and transfer of stimulus control. This communication system is widely used with children with autism, although there are few well-controlled empirical studies to support its use. Most evidence comes from anecdotal reports and case study designs. Charlop-Christy and colleagues conducted one of the first empirical investigations of PECS, examining a number or potential outcomes, including the time and number of trials to mastery of each phase of PECS, changes in spontaneous and imitative speech, mean length of utterance, social communicative behaviour (e.g., joint attention, initiation, requesting), and problem behaviour (e.g., tantrum, hitting, grabbing).
Participants:  Three children with autism and considerable delays in communication participated. Descriptive information on each child was presented, although little and inconsistent information was collected in terms of cognitive and diagnostic profiles. In general, children were between the ages of 3 and 12 years, with some indication of communication below the age equivalent of 2 years. All children demonstrated some verbal imitation skills.
Method:  A single subject, multiple baseline design was used. A thorough preference assessment was conducted for each child to determine objects and food items that were highly preferred. PECS training sessions occurred two times per week, in addition to play and academic sessions one time per week prior to, during and after training sessions. Follow-up sessions were conducted at 10 months after the last session. During training sessions, data was collected on the number of trials and time (minutes) to reach mastery criteria for each phase of PECS. During play and academic session, frequency data was collected on spontaneous and imitative speech, mean length of utterance, as well as social-communicative behaviour and problem behaviour.
Results/Conclusions:  All children mastered PECS phases 1 through 4 and demonstrated increases in spontaneous and imitative speech, as well as mean length of utterance. Further, all children demonstrated increases in social communicative behaviour, with initiation and requesting showing most improvement. All children demonstrated minor decreases in problem behaviour. This study provides empirical support for the positive effect of PECS on vocal communication and collateral improvements in social-communicative behaviour and problem behaviour. 
