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THE GENERAL TOPIC

The use of the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) in teaching non-verbal or limited-verbal ability students diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and intellectual/developmental disabilities represents a central aspect of my present teaching assignment with the Devereux Foundation. My classroom is comprised of six adolescent aged males and females learning vocational skills, academic skills, and assisted daily living skills. Each student carries with them a small binder containing a variety of laminated PECS icons, which can be arranged in a strip to form basic sentences, depending on the level of the individual student. In the past, I have previously worked with students using augmentative and alternative communications (AAC) devices, such as the electronic Springboard or Vanguard units, which represents the most advanced means to facilitate communication for non-verbal and limited verbal ability students. However, these units are quite expensive, especially for non-profit private agency like the Devereux Foundation. However, recent technological advances have made electronic AAC more accessible. Tablet PC computers for the consumer market can be adapted as AAC devices for significantly less money. There are available applications designed by educators for non-/limited verbal students. Research is limited involving this newer technology since its use in education is relatively new, so a study is appropriate and needed.

NARROWING THE RESEARCH TOPIC

The proposed purpose of my study will be to investigate the effectiveness of PECS based applications programmed into a tablet PC computer in a life skills classroom. First, this will require identifying the independent variable—student communication skill level. The dependent 

Running head: Part One








3
variable will include the implementation of the tablet PC in the survey. Will this impact skill level significantly? Will it alter behavior?  Controlled variables will be the classroom environment and the designed sequence of tasks to be completed on the tablet PC by the selected study participants. Extraneous variables would be the age and gender of the study participants.
APPROPRIATENESS OF THE TOPIC

This study is timely because technology advances so rapidly in the 21st century. The digital revolution spans the consumer market as well as the business, science, art, and education professions. This topic is researchable as I, as the researcher, have access to the proposed technology to be used and a classroom of clients who can be used as survey participants. The study significance could theoretically compel other teachers to transition from tradition delivery modes to digital modes. The study is ethical because the study will be incorporated into the class curriculum and hence, will not require any special arrangements or modifications to the study participants’ schedules or routines. PECS usage is standard, so the delivery via electronic means should not present any ethical challenges. The proposed survey group of 4-6 clients has previous computer experience, which adds to their sense of familiarity. This will assist in the study manageability as well.

TEST QUESTION AND HYPOTHESIS

I will be employing the survey research method to answer the following question: What are the potential impacts of tablet PC-based AAC applications on the communication skills of adolescent aged clients with non-verbal or limited verbal ability? My hypothesis: Tablet PC- 
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based AAC applications will more effectively increase the communicative abilities of clients as compared to traditional PECS icons printed on cardstock and assembled in binders. 

Selected survey participants will complete a predesigned series of tasks in a life skills context. Mastery of tasks will be tracked based on number of repetitions required to complete them. Visual and auditory recognition will be essential to complete the tasks. The added auditory component represents the major addition to the traditional PECS array. The theory behind PECS is that clients are expected to also initiate communication by selecting the proper sequence of icons to ask a question or make a request. With the tablet PC-based applications, the selection of the PECS icon will be immediately accompanied by an auditory prompt.

The next challenge will be to acquire the necessary application(s) and design the survey sequences to be used in the study. 
