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The article detailed a qualitative study of a small group of students classified with multiple disabilities (ages 7 to 14). The purpose of the study was to assess the use of PECS in teaching the group how to use them as part of their ability to communicate verbal operants, also known as mands, in a classroom setting. The study included observation of each student’s reinforcer preferences in repeated trials over a period of several weeks. A baseline was established for each student’s initial performance, from which progression through the first three phase levels of PECS instruction were tracked and compared. The results of the study were positive and student communication abilities increased over time. The article was written for a peer reviewed education journal and published this year, which allows it to represent the most current research in the use of PECS with students with disabilities.    
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The authors conduct a two-part quantitative comparative-correlational study to gauge the advancement of students with autism up to phase three of the PECS system devised by Frost and Bondy (1994). Twenty-four students (aged 3-7) participated in a study totaling 15 hours over a period of four to five weeks. All participants had no prior PECS training, so each started at phase one of the Frost and Bondy (1994) program and continued at their own pace. To enhance the breadth of the gathered data, each student took the Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales (VABS) and a standardized language assessment originating in the United Kingdom (this study was conducted in Australia). A control group was utilized along with the PECS immersed group. The results indicated a consistent positive correlation between adaptive level of functioning and PECS competency as the surveyed students advance from phase one to phase three. This two-part study was published in a peer-reviewed on-line journal in 2007.
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The article describes a qualitative study of how a group of four boys with autism (3 to 12 years of age) progress through the six phases of PECS competency as outlined by Frost and Bondy (1994). The study was conducted by providing each student with a ring binder that included sentence strips and a predefined selection of PECS. Food reinforcers, including “I want” mands were among those items included.  Each student worked with a therapist during individual sessions in a room equipped with a one-way mirror. The sessions were videotaped for further observation and discussion by the authors of the study. The conclusions of the study revealed that PECS increased the efficacy of interpersonal communication. The article was published in a peer reviewed academic journal in 2002. Even though it is the oldest journal article included in this bibliography, it is worthy to include because it is often cited in the bibliographies of subsequent studies by other authors.  
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This article is a meta-analysis reviewing ten studies investigating the efficacy of computerized synthesized speech combined with PECS and the impacts on speech and language learning across all age groups. Among the variables common to the studies include: age of the device user, language proficiency of the listener, and overall device experience (also based on age). The authors learned that adults generally have greater success with such devices when compared to children, despite the fact that the data confirming that conclusion is limited. Factors that contribute to that conclusion, no matter how under-researched it may be, could be found in a child’s typical inability to decode the nature of synthesized speech. Synthesized speech does not provide the nuanced variations of tone and expression inherent to human speech, which actually aids in decoding language for emerging learners. This meta-analysis was published in a peer-reviewed journal in 2010 and will likely be updated in the future as more studies are conducted, especially with children. The authors state that data on children, as compared to adults, is insufficient.  
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This article is a meta-analysis reviewing studies investigating the effectiveness of PECS integration in teaching communication skills to children with autism. Surveying studies conducted between 1994 and 2009, the authors were interested in verifying the scientific methods in which the studies were conducted. Were these studies conducted with high standards to ensure the quality of the gathered data? Were the questions posed by the surveyed authors valid, researchable, and leading to quality data gathering and conclusions? The authors of this meta-analysis concluded from the evidence that PECS can be of great assistance to students with non-/limited verbal capabilities, but more studies of PECS are needed, despite the finding of “small to moderate gains” in the communication skills of students with autism. (Flippin, et. al., 2010). 
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This article is a meta-analysis of past research (since 1985) into the methods used to implement PECS in educational environments with students of non-/limited verbal capabilities. The authors utilize a communication competence paradigm (Light, 1988, 1989. 2003), which breaks down their findings into four domains of behavior that motivate the need to communicate (basic needs and wants, interpersonal socialization, information exchange, and social etiquette). The authors also charted settings, dependent variables, and outcomes common to all studies. The authors of this article devise suggestions for further improvements in speech and language instruction involving PECS: more generalization of PECS knowledge and adapting to the interests of students with ASD, accept spontaneous communication that doesn’t involve PECS, take note of adjunct physical gestures within PECS use, and maintain proficiency via continued drilling and follow-up instruction when necessary.
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