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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. Children learn to initiate communication by exchanging a picture for a desired item. This communication system is widely used with children with autism. Howlin and colleagues (2007) conducted the first randomized control trial of PECS, specifically examining the impact of PECS training and consultation with classroom teachers on child communicative behaviours, PECS use, speech, and symptom severity of autism

Participants:  84 children diagnosed with an ASD using the ADOS-G were recruited from autism-specific classrooms in London, England. Children were between the ages of 4 and 11 years. All children had evidence of communication impairments and were appropriate candidates for an augmentative alternative communication system. All children were assessed using the Mullen Scales of Early Learning and for severity of symptoms using the ADOS, communication and reciprocal social interaction domains.
Method:  A group randomized controlled trial design was used, whereby children were assigned to either an immediate treatment, delayed treatment or no treatment group. Teachers within the treatment groups participated in a 2-day PECS workshop and individual classrooms received 6 PECS consultations over a 5 month period. Children were assessed at snack time, for initiation of communication, PECS use, and speech production. They were also assessed at follow-up for changes in symptom severity (ADOS), and communication using expressive and receptive measures (eg. BPVs, EOWPVT).  
Results/Conclusions:  Children in the treatment groups demonstrated increased initiation of communication (from 15 to 26 times per hour) and PECS use (from 12 to 40 times per hour); however, these gains were not maintained at follow-up. It is unclear whether teachers continued to use PECS or whether treatment fidelity was negatively impacted once consultations ceased. Children did not show any changes in speech production or on standardized measures of receptive and expressive language. Children in the treatment groups demonstrated decreased severity ratings of autism on the ADOS, reciprocal social interaction domain, at 10 month follow-up. 
