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A Communication System for the Autistic

The argument is often raised as to whether or not persons with Autism should be taught sign language or another form of communication. More often than not individuals have difficulty signing because some of the signs require more advanced motor skill operations than the individual is able to easily perform. As a result, the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) was developed over a decade ago as a unique alternative to sign language that allows children and adults with Autism and other communication deficits to communicate This system of communication was first developed and administered locally by the Delaware Autistic Program. Since it’s initial introduction and application, PECS has received worldwide recognition for focusing on the initiation component of communication (Pyramid Educational Consultants Online). A great advantage of PECS is that the system does not require complex learning or expensive materials. It was created with educators, resident care providers and families in mind, therefore it can be used easily in a variety of situations and settings.

	


“PECS begins with teaching a student to exchange a picture of a desired item with a teacher, who immediately honors the request. Verbal prompts are not used, thus building immediate initiation and avoiding prompt dependency. The system goes on to teach discrimination of symbols and then puts them all together in simple "sentences." Children are also taught to comment and answer direct questions (Pyramid Educational Consultants Online).” If PECS is implemented at a young age through programs like Early Intervention, many children using PECS can also begin developing speech. The system has been successful with both adolescents and adults who have a wide array of communicative, cognitive and physical difficulties. It has been especially effective with persons with Autism. PECS is extremely successful if appropriately combined with elements of behavior analysis. 

PECS has a number of advantages over other methods of nonverbal communication. First and foremost, it is easier than learning sign language for most people. PECS is a concrete and consistent system, unlike its abstract counterpart sign language. Each exchange is clearly intentional and readily understood. When a child hands their partner a picture or sentence strip, the request or comment is quickly determined. This system gives the child an effective opportunity for painlessly

meeting his or her needs. From the beginning, the child initiates communication. Precious leaning time is not wasted by drilling children with the responses to specific phrases or instructions; rather, they are encouraged to independently seek out communication partners in naturally occurring settings (polyxo.com). 

As a result of the encouragement for independence communication is meaningful and highly motivating. Reinforcement for communication is natural and rewarding. As stated previously, PEC materials are cheap, easy to prepare, and portable. A PECS symbol can be as simple as a hand-drawn picture, or a photograph. “With PECS, the child has an essentially unlimited pool of potential communicative partners. Anyone willing to accept a picture is available, not just those who understand sign language or who are familiar enough with the child to understand him despite his articulation or motor planning difficulties (Pyramid Educational Consultants Online).” Children and adults with Autism are able to communicate to a wide circle of people very quickly. 

Another wonderful advantage of PECS is that the symbols used are often very easy to learn and remember, and as a result can be quickly used across many aspects of the person’s life, without having to teach staff, family, and peers a number of signs along with the individual. However, while there is little to support the idea that PECS (when done correctly) will impede development of speech, and in fact there is some evidence that the use of such systems enhances the development of speech (Silverman, 1996), the theory among some is that sign may be more effective in developing speech. The thought is that sign, like speech, is a topographic form of communication (a form wherein each word requires a different behavior, specifically a difference in muscle use, be it the muscles of the hands and arms, or of the lips, mouth, and tongue), whereas picture exchange is a selection-based communication system (where a single set of behaviors, selecting and exchanging, is necessary). The more complex, topographical nature of sign may lead more naturally to speech than the use of PECS. However, I do not have the proper background or education to speak on this point much further.

If the team that works with a child has decided that a picture exchange system would be an appropriate means of communication, it is important that the child have access to and is successful with that means of communication throughout his or her day. It is also important that the child is frequently encouraged and successful using the PECS. The pictures should be readily available to the child at home, on the bus, at school, at friends' houses, out in the community, anywhere and everywhere he or she might be. The child should always have access to pictures which are applicable to each situation, so communication is not just an "at home" or "at school" thing.

The following is a six-phase format for teaching children Picture Exchange Communication:

The Phases of Picture Exchange From Pyramid Educational Consultant Online

There are typically six phases through which one moves when teaching a child to use a picture exchange system. While these phases should be approached and taught sequentially, there may be times when a student is working on two or more phases simultaneously. For example, if the child is discriminating between a fairly large number of pictures pretty well (Phase III), you may well want begin work on Phase IV and begin teaching sentence structure with the symbols. You can do this while still working on Phase III, trying to increase the child's discrimination skill.

Phase I

The first lesson we want to teach in the PECS program is to spontaneously request items or activities. To do this we first need to identify what exactly the individual wants, those things for which he would be willing to make a request. As soon as I can get it converted into a PDF file, I will include here a vocabulary selection worksheet to help guide a team through this initial stage of a PECS program.

This first phase usually requires two teachers or family members to work with the child. The first adult (the person with whom we want the child to address most of her first requests) entices the child with an object that she really likes. The role of the second adult is to stay behind the student and wait for her to reach for the item, and then to physically assist the child to pick up the picture of that item and hand it to the first adult. When the first adult receives the picture, he immediately gives the child the reward, along with an appropriate comment (e.g. "Oh, you want a raisin!"). As soon as possible, the physical assistance from the second adult should be faded out until the child is exchanging a picture for the item independently with the first adult.

Because the goal is for the child to initiate communication, for him to ask spontaneously and not simply respond to our requests, we as teachers and parents need to resist the urge to ask, "What do you want?" or to use other verbal prompts. We want the child, from the start, to seek us out.

Phase II

Once the child can reliably exchange a single picture, independently making a request of a single adult for a very rewarding object, the move is made into the second phase of the process. The child now is encouraged to use greater spontaneity and persistence, and to generalize the skill he has acquired. The child continues to request very motivating items or activities, only now he is required to move a longer distance to get to a communication partner or to get to the picture. He also begins to make requests in settings different from that in which he was taught the initial phase (different rooms, at the park, at the store, etc.), and with a variety of different people (parents, grandparents, teachers, siblings, schoolmates).

The child also begins expanding his vocabulary of symbols, requesting different reinforcing objects or activities. He is still encountering only one symbol on a board at any one time, however. 

Phase III

In the third phase of the PECS system, we begin to ask the child to discriminate between a number of items on a board, making choices as to what items she may want, or activities she may want to try. The child begins by answering forms of the question, "What do you want?" but these are faded quickly so the child will make choices spontaneously as well as in response to a question. If discrimination is a new skill for the child, one should begin with a very small array, usually just two items. As the child becomes more comfortable with discriminations, a third item can be added, and so on, until the child is quickly and comfortably finding objects from a large array of pictures (maybe several pages with a dozen pictures on each page).

Phase IV

Once the child is easily discriminating between and making requests for a variety of items, to a variety of people, and in a variety of environments, the program begins to focus on sentence structure. The child is taught to use sentence strips to make longer requests. The child will start combining a picture for "I want" with a picture of the requested item or activity. The two pictures will be attached to a sentence strip and the entire strip would be exchanged with the communicative partner for the pictured item or activity.

Phase V

The fifth and sixth phases occur at the same time, focusing on different extensions of the child's skill with picture exchange. The fifth phase extends the sentence structure begun in Phase IV. Adjectives and other words can be added to the child's repertoire to help her further refine her requests. For example, she could move from " I want candy," to "I want three green candies."

Phase VI

The sixth phase of a PECS system is a fundamental shift in the child's communication and the expected outcome from the teachers or peers. Through the use of pictures for "I see," "I hear," "I feel," "I smell," etc. the child will be taught to comment on elements of his environment.

Bibliography

“Autism” Elementary & Middle Schools Technical Assistance Center. Home page.


11 March 2003 <http://www.emstac.org>

“Picture Exchange Communication System.” Pyramid Educational Consultants, Inc. .
Home page. 20 March 2003 <http://www.pecs.com >

Silverman, F. (1996). Communication for the speechless. (3rd ed.). Boston: Allyn & 


Bacon,

“Teaching Children With Autism”  Polyxo.com. Home Page

20 March 2003 <http://www.polyxo.com> 
