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Applying the Picture Exchange Communication System in Autistic
Children’s Communication Training

Yu-fei Tung

Abstract

The Picture Exchange Communication System was developed by Bondy and

Frost in 1994, and it is considered to be a natural and efficient communication

teaching system. It has been broadly used around the world; thus, the writer aims to

introduce this system to special education teachers and parents in Taiwan, thereby

providing another choice in training their students or children in their communication

ability.
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I. Introduction

Because autistic children exhibit brain damage which leads to cognitive disorders,

they have communication and social development disabilities; thus, odd behavior and

language delay are two of the most apparent characteristics of autism（Charlop &

Haymes, 1994）. About 50% of autism cases cannot use oral language to communicate

with others and their language is often strange, without following the rules of

language and communication (such as imitating like a parrot). Those with autism,

who do have oral language ability, still experience delays in their language

development; in other words, they are still unable to attain enough oral language

ability to satisfy the needs of communication with others in their daily life（Weiss,

2001；Wing & Atwood, 1987）. Therefore, the acquisition of language ability and

communication ability are the most challenging aspects in helping those with autism.

Nevertheless, communication is one of the most important skills of a person; it is

highly related with children’s social, behavioral, cognitive, and academic

performances. If a child is unable to communicate with others, his/her future life will

be negatively influenced. Researches have indicated that providing early language

intervention to autistic children can improve their functional language ability and

decrease behavior problems; thus, it also helps autistic children to achieve a positive

performance in their daily life such as participating in home, school, and community

activities (Weiss, 2001）. The picture exchange communication, as developed by

Bondy and Frost, is the most attractive system among many verbal and nonverbal
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communication training systems; it teach the children via natural ways to engage in

spontaneous communication with others, and it is different from those teaching

methods that were led by adults and which used verbal prompting（Kravits, Kamps,

Kemmerer & Potucek, 2002）.

II. The effect of the “Picture Exchange Communication

System”
The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is a communication

training system which was developed by Bondy and Frost in the Delaware Autistic

Program in 1994. PECS is broadly used in different countries（Bondy＆Frost, 2002；

Charlop－Christy & Haymes, 2002；Weiss, 2001）. There are advantages about this

system. First, the student doesn’t need to have “attention-i.e. eye contact”, “imitation”,
“pointing” and “matching”, etc. prerequisite skills. Second, PECS enhances the

motivations for the spontaneous communication by the children, and it shows the

value that language has in relation to their communication. Third, the whole training

system focuses on the improvement of spontaneous communication ability and to

engage in spontaneous communicative behavior with others. Fourth, the cost of PECS

is low, as we only need simple reinforcement and pictures. Fifth, and lastly, children

don’t need to possess complex behavior skills to master this communication system.

Moreover, researches have verified that autistic children can learn the PECS and

use this system to communicate with others; it can enhance the autistic children’s
oral communication ability and social interactions; it can decrease autistic negative

behaviors; autistic children can transfer the learned skills to other situations (Bondy

& Frost, 1994; Schwartz & Garfinkle, 1998; Purkey et al., 1999; Kravits et al.,

2002; Bondy & Battaglini 1992; Charlop-Christy et al., 2002; Anderson, 2001).

III. The content of the “Picture Exchange Communication

System”
According to the picture exchange communication system’s training manual

(Frost & Bondy, 1994), there are six phases in this program: “How to Communicate”,
“Distance and Persistence”, “Picture Discrimination”, “Sentence Structure”,
“Responding to ‘What do you want?’”, and “Commenting”. The student and two

trainers are in a structured training environment, often seated, but not necessarily so.
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One trainer, called the communicative partner is in front of the student. The other

trainer, called the physical prompter is in back of the student. A “highly preferred”
item is held by the communicative partner and the picture of the item is on the table or

floor between the student and the communicative partner. PECS training should not

be conducted only during structured training; however, it can be conducted at any

time of the day and in any environment (the relaxed training environment).

Phrase I：How to “Communicate”

The target behavior of this phase is that the student can pick up the picture of the

preferred item and present it to the communicative partner in order to get the preferred

item. Figure 1 shows the working analysis process.

1. Structured Training Setting

The communicative partner is in front of the student, and the physical prompter

is in back of the student. A “highly preferred” item is held by the communicative

partner (reinforcement), drawing the attention and waiting for the student’s response.
When the student reaches toward the “highly preferred” item, the physical prompter

helps the student to get the picture and reach toward the communicative partner. At

this stage, the teacher must wait until the student engages in spontaneous

communicative activity. If the student appears to touch or look at the item, the

physical prompter should hold the student’s hand while getting the picture and help

the student to reach toward the communicative partner and release the picture. After

that, the communicative partner should give the child reinforcement and praise the

child.

2. Unstructured Training Setting

Phase I training can be conducted in any setting. Whenever we get the

opportunity, we do the training to help the child to transfer the skills to other settings.

Phrase II：“Distance and Persistence”

The target behavior of this phase is that the student can pick up the picture from

Tempting the child by showing the preferred item→ helping him/her to

pick up the picture→ reach out to the communicative partner→ release
the picture in the communicative partner’s hand→ get reinforcement

Figure 1: the working analysis process of Phase I
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the communication board, and put it down into the trainer’s hand.
1. Structured Training Setting

The process here can be divided into four approaches:

A. Picking up the picture from the communication board.

B. Increasing the distance between the trainer and the student.

C. Increasing the distance between the student and the communication board.

D. Doing evaluation without any additional hints.

2. Unstructured Training Setting

Since it includes the movement in phase II, it is suitable to do unstructured

training in unstructured training settings.

A. Letting the student move from one room to another room.

B. Letting the student use PECS with peers.

Phrase III：“Picture Discrimination”
The target behavior of this phase is that the student chooses one preferred picture

from 4 or 5 pictures on the communication board, and gives it to the communicative

partner.

In this phase, we put two pictures on the surface of the communication board. One is

the student’s preferred item’s picture and the other one is the non-preferred item’s
picture. The student will learn that s/he will get the item that s/he wants with one

picture and s/he will get the item s/he doesn’t want with the other picture. The process

in this stage is as following:

1. The trainer’s presentation: the trainer puts two pictures on the surface of the

communication book to attract the student’s attention.

2. The student’s response: the student chooses a picture and gives it to the trainer.

3. The consequence: the student gets the item that s/he asked for.

4. A short pause before the next presentation: the student eats, or plays with, the

requested item.。

Phase IV： “Sentence Structure”
It trains the student to combine the multi-word phrase and picture into a sentence

in order to communicate with others. The goal in this stage is that the student employs

a multi-word phrase on the communication book to ask for actual or non-existing

items. The target behavior of this phase is the student picking up the: “I want”
multi-word phrase, putting it on the sentence strip, as well as picking out the picture

of what is wanted and putting it on the sentence strip. The steps involve: removing the

strip from the communication board, approaching the trainer, and giving the sentence

strip to the trainer. The learning sequence is as follows: 1.get the communication
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board; 2. picking up “I want” multi-word phrase from the communication board, 3.

putting “I want” multi-word phrase on the sentence strip; 4. picking out the picture of

what is wanted; 5. putting the preferred picture on the sentence strip; 6. Removing the

strip from the communication board; and 7. giving the sentence strip to the trainer

(such as in Figure 3). The training setting, including the structure and unstructured

settings:

1. Structured Training Setting

A. Step 1: putting the “I want” icon on the sentence strip

We put the “I want” multi-word icon on the sentence strip at the beginning of

the class. The approach is shown in Figure 4.

B. Step 2: Manipulating the “I want” picture

Move the “I want” picture to the left side of the communication board. The

procedure is shown in Figure 5.

Getting the

communication board

Figure 3:  The working analysis procedure in phase IV

Picking up“I want”

multi-word phrase

Putting“I want” on

the sentence strip

Picking out the picture

of what is wanted

Removing the strip from the

communication board

Putting the preferred

picture on the

sentence strip

Giving the sentence

strip to the trainer

putting “I want”

multi-word

phrase on the

sentence strip

圖 4 第四階段步驟 1之工作分析流程
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Figure 4:  The working analysis procedure in phase

IV(1)
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C. Step 3－“Reading” the sentence strip（using a backward chaining strategy）

We think that it is important for the student to hear the words spoken, so we

teach him/her to point to each picture while we read the strip. The procedure is

shown in Figure 6.

Phase V: Responding to “What do you want”

(Responsive Requesting)

The target behavior of this phase is that the student spontaneously requests a

variety of items and answers the question, “What do you want?”
1. Structured Training Setting

A. Zero second delay.

When the trainer asks, “What do you want?” and points to the “I want” card
as well, the student should be able to pick up “I want” picture, make the correct

sentence and then the exchange. If he does not, physically guide the student to the

“I want” card.

B. Increasing delay interval.

Increase the time between asking, “What do you want?” and tapping the “I

Thetrainer returnsthe

sentence strip to thestudent.

Figure 6: Working analysis procedure in Phase IV

IVIV(3)

Thetrainerreads“I want” to thestudent

and pauses.

If student doesn’t respond within a 3-5 second delay, the

trainer says the word and provides the student the preferred

item preferred item.

The trainer helps thestudentto get“I

want” icon and put it on the strip.

Figure 5:  The working analysis procedure in phase IV (2)
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next to the“I want” icon.
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communication board and gives it to the trainer.

Thetrainer points to the pictures andreads the

sentence on the strip to thestudent.

Thetrainerreturnsthe

sentence stripto thestudent.
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want” picture.

C. Switching from responsive requesting to spontaneous requesting.

Remember to create opportunities for the student to make the spontaneous

request.

2. Unstructured Training Setting

The student should be a proficient communicator in all settings and environments.

In all environments and all activities, s/he should be able to take his/her

communication book and communicate with the communicative partner.

Phrase VI：Commenting

The target behavior of this phase is that the student answers “What do you
want?” “What do you see?” “What do you have?” “What do you hear?” and “What is
it?” and exhibits spontaneous commenting.

1. Structured Training Setting

A. Answering the first comment question.

Our goal is that the student can comment spontaneously, so we should create

activities that are similar to typically developing communicators’ comments. We

can use the mystery box or bag to create a surprising environment.

B. Discrimination between Sentence Starters.

We put two sentence starters on the left side of the communication book, and

put some pictures with which the student is familiar, create an environmental

event and ask, “What do you see?” On the next trial use item that attracts the

student, we ask,” What do you want?” The student must select the correct

sentence starter to answer the question. Once the student gets the correct sentence

starter, praise him/her and provide him/her with social reinforcement. When s/he

constructs the sentence strip and does the exchange, give him/her appropriate

social reward (about commenting) or tangible reinforcement (about requesting).

C. Maintaining spontaneous requesting.

Create opportunities for the student to do spontaneous requesting.

D. Spontaneous commenting.

The ultimate goal in Phase VI is that the student can engage in spontaneous

comment. Thus, the trainer should continue to create interesting environmental

events and eliminate the question asking in order to achieve the ultimate goal.

2. Unstructured Training Setting

Once the student achieves progress, teach him/her additional vocabulary. The

trainer can introduce new sentence starters, such as teaching the student to use “My
name is”, “My address is”, “My birthday is” etc. sentence pictures.
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Conclusion

Even though we place our emphasis on inclusion and many autistic children are

included in the regular class; however, most of them are still like outsiders in their

group and without good friends. This probably is highly related to their

communication disorders of not knowing how to start a conversation with others or

maintain the topics even if they do have verbal ability. Therefore, building the

spontaneous communicative ability must be a priority for autistic children; the result

is enhancing their life quality by improving their verbal ability. According to the

researches, the picture exchange communication system is a natural and efficient

approach for developmental help for the autistic. For these reasons, the writer wishes

to share this communication system with the parents and teachers in Taiwan.


