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Module:    Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS)  
 


Implementation Checklist for PECS 
 


Collet-Klingenberg, L. (2008). Implementation Checklist for PECS.  Madison, WI: The National 
Professional Development Center on Autism Spectrum Disorders, The Waisman Center,  
The University of Wisconsin.  


 
Adapted from and with thanks to: 
Frost, L. A., & Bondy, A. S. (2002). The Picture exchange communication system training 


manual (2nd ed.). Newark, DE: Pyramid Educational Products, Inc. 
Please see Pyramid Educational Products, Inc. at http://www.pyramidproducts.com/ for the 


PECS manual and other resources to make implementation more efficient. 
 
Instructions: The Implementation Checklist includes each phase in the PECS process. Please complete 
all of the requested information including the site and state, teacher being observed, and the learner’s 
initials. Within the table, record a 2 (implemented), 1 (partially implemented), 0 (did not implement), or NA 
(not applicable) next to each step observed to indicate to what extent the step was 
implemented/addressed during your observation. Use the last page of the checklist to record the target 
skill, your comments, whether others were present, and plans for next steps for each observation.    
 
Site: ________________________________________ State: _________________________________ 
 
Teacher/practitioner:  ________________________ Learner’s Initials: ________________________  
   
 


Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Phase 1. Teaching the Physically-Assisted 
Exchange Score** 


1. The teacher/practitioner arranges the training 
environment by providing one picture at a time, 
positioning the communicative partner 
appropriately, and displaying the reinforcer in view 
of the learner.  


 


        


2. The communicative partner (e.g., peer, other 
practitioner) entices the learner by interacting with 
the reinforcer (e.g., eating food, playing with toy).  
 


        


3. The communicative partner opens her/his hand 
after the learner initiates the request.  
 


        


4. As the learner reaches toward the desired item, the 
teacher/practitioner interrupts the reach, re-
directing the learner to pick up the picture/symbol 
by providing a physical prompt. 
 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Phase 1. Teaching the Physically-Assisted 
Exchange  (cont.) 


 Score** 
5. When the learner has the picture/symbol in hand, 


the teacher/practitioner assists the learner in 
placing it in the open hand of a communication 
partner (e.g., peer, other adult). 
 


        


6. The communication partner (e.g., peer, other adult) 
hands the item to the learner and names the item 
as the communicative exchange is made. 
 


        


7. The teacher/practitioner and communication partner 
do not provide the learner with any verbal prompts. 
 


        


8. The communication partner immediately rewards 
the learner with the requested item after the 
exchange. 
 


        


9. The teacher/practitioner fades physical assistance 
once the exchange steps are established with the 
learner. 
 


        


10. The communication partner (e.g., peer, other adult) 
fades the open-hand prompt during the exchange 
once physical assistance is faded.  
 


        


Phase 2. Expanding Spontaneity 
 


 


1. The teacher/practitioner arranges the environment 
by providing one picture at a time, positioning the 
communicative partner appropriately, and 
displaying the reinforcer in view of the learner. 
 


        


2. The communicative partner (e.g., peer, other 
practitioner) entices the learner by interacting with 
the reinforcer (e.g., eating food, playing with toy).  


 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Phase 2. Expanding Spontaneity (cont.) Score** 
3. As training progresses, the teacher/practitioner 


moves away from the learner so that the learner 
must move some distance to access the 
picture/symbol. 


 


        


4. The learner picks up the picture/symbol without 
prompting.  


 


        


5. As training progresses, the teacher/practitioner 
moves the communication book away so that the 
learner has to move some distance to access the 
pictures/symbols.   


 


        


6. The communication partner hands the item to the 
learner and names item as the exchange is made. 


 


        


7. The teacher/practitioner provides no verbal prompts 
to the learner during the exchange. 


 


        


8. The teacher/practitioner immediately rewards the 
learner with the requested item. 


 


        


Phase 3. Simultaneous Discrimination of Pictures 
Phase 3A. Discrimination Between a Highly 


Preferred Icon and a Distracter Icon 
 
 


1. The teacher/practitioner provides two pictures of 
two items (one preferred and one non-preferred) so 
that the learner must move to and pick up the 
correct (preferred) picture/symbol from the two 
pictures. 
 


        


2. The communicative partner entices the learner with 
both items by interacting with them.  
 


        


3. The learner has the picture/symbol in hand and 
moves some distance to give it to the 
communication partner. 


 


        


4. The communicative partner provides social 
reinforcement as soon as the learner touches the 
correct picture. 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Phase 3A.  Discrimination Between Highly 
Preferred and Distracter Icon (cont.) Score** 


5. The communication partner immediately hands the 
item to the learner and names it as the exchange is 
made.  


 


        


6.    A variety of distracter items and target pictures 
are provided in the communication book as the 
learner is able to   discriminate between two or 
more pictures to increase the number of 
discriminations he/she must make. 
 


        


7.   The teacher/practitioner provides no verbal prompts 
to the learner during the exchange. 


 


        


8.   Pictures are moved around on the book (e.g., 
diagonal, vertical, horizontal).  


 


        


Phase 3B. Teaching Simultaneous 
Discrimination of Pictures--
Discrimination Correction 
Procedure 


 


1.   As the learner is able to discriminate between two 
or more pictures, the communication partner adds 
pictures to increase the number of discriminations 
he/she must make.  


 


        


2.   Adults offer ample opportunities for the learner to 
make requests. 


 


        


3. The communication partner presents two preferred 
items to the learner with two pictures as the learner 
becomes more successful at discriminating.  
 


        


4. When the learner makes exchange, the 
communication partner responds, “Okay, take it.” If 
the learner reaches for the other item, the 
communication partner blocks access and applies a 
correction sequence so that the learner must pick 
up the correct picture. 


 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Step 3.  Error Correction Procedures  
 


Score** 


1. When the learner gives the wrong picture, the 
communication partner picks up the correct picture, 
shows it to the learner, and verbally labels the 
picture. 
 


        


2. When the learner looks at the picture, the 
communication partner prompts the learner to give 
the correct picture by holding out his/her hand near 
the picture, and physically prompting if necessary. 
 


        


3. When the learner gives the correct picture, the 
communication partner verbally acknowledges the 
correct response (e.g., “Yes, the ___.”), but does 
NOT give the learner the object. The 
communication partner follows with a non-related 
directive (e.g., “Touch your head.”). 
 


        


4. When the learner follows directive, the 
communication partner entices him/her by 
interacting with the desired object (e.g., tasting food 
item, playing with toy). 


 


        


5. When the learner touches the correct picture, the 
communication partner provides verbal praise. 
 


        


6. When the learner gives the correct picture, the 
communication partner hands the desired object to 
the learner. 
 


        


Phase 4.  Building Sentence Structure  
 


 


1. The teacher/practitioner or communication partner 
places the “I want” symbol on the left side of the 
sentence strip.  
 


        


2. When the learner takes the picture from the board, 
the teacher/practitioner guides the learner to place 
the picture next to the “I want” symbol on the 
sentence strip. 
 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Phase 4.  Building Sentence Structure (cont.) Score** 
3. The teacher/practitioner guides the learner to take 


the sentence strip and hand it to the communication 
partner. 
 


        


4. The communication partner reads the sentence 
strip, points to the symbols on the strip, and gives 
the requested item to learner. 
 


        


5. The teacher/practitioner or communication partner 
replaces the sentence strip in the communication 
book. 
 


        


6. On repeated trials, the teacher/practitioner fades 
physical guidance until the learner is able to place 
the symbol next to the “I want” symbol.  
 


        


7. After the exchange is established, the 
teacher/practitioner guides the learner to place the 
“I want” symbol on the sentence strip prior to 
placing the picture of the item requested. 
 


        


8. On repeated trials, the teacher/practitioner fades 
physical guidance for placement of the “I want” 
symbol. 
 


        


9. As the learner is able to point to the symbols as the 
communication partner reads the words, the 
communication partner pauses (e.g., 3-5 seconds) 
after saying, “I want” and before identifying the 
pictured item, thus leaving time for the learner to 
name/verbalize the item for him or herself. 
 


        


10. If learner verbalizes at all during the pause after the 
communication partner says, “I want,” the 
communication partner provides the requested item 
immediately AND provides a lot of verbal praise for 
vocalization. 
 


        


Phase 5.  Responding to, “What do you want?”  
1. The communication partner simultaneously points 


to the “I want” card and asks, “What do you want?” 
        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Phase 5.  Responding to, “What do you want?” 
                (cont.) 


 
Score** 


2. As the learner is able to complete the sentence “I 
want” with a picture, the communication partner 
adds an increasing delay between the point and the 
verbal cue, “What do you want?” 
 


        


3. Once the learner demonstrates that s/he is able to 
beat the point prompt by responding to the verbal 
cue with the “I want” symbol and the desired 
picture, the communication partner provides social 
praise. 
 


        


4. The communication partner offers ample 
opportunities for the learner to answer the question, 
“What do you want?” along with opportunities for 
the learner to initiate requests without prompting. 
 


        


Phase 6. Commenting in Response to a 
Question 


 


1. The communication partner gathers materials 
including the items already in the learner’s 
requesting vocabulary (but not favorite items), 
along with pictures of the items, and a new 
picture/symbol for a new sentence starter such as “I 
see.”  
 


        


2. The communication partner holds an item, then 
places the “I see” symbol and the picture of the item 
near (but not on) the sentence strip. 
 


        


3. The communication partner holds up the item and 
asks, “What do you see?” then points to the “I see” 
symbol. 
 


        


4. If the learner does not pick up the “I see” symbol 
after 3-5 seconds, the communication partner 
guides him/her to pick it up and place it on the 
sentence strip. 
 


        


5. The communication partner waits 5 seconds to see 
if the learner picks up and places the picture of the 
item on the sentence strip. 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


Phase 6.  Commenting in Response to a  
                 Question (cont.) 


 
Score** 


6. If the learner completes Step 5, the communication 
partner says, “Yes, I see a ___________.” 
 


        


7. If the learner does not complete Step 5, the 
communication partner guides him/her to do so and 
then says, “You see a ______.” 


 


        


8. The communication partner reinforces the learner 
for Steps 5 or 7 with verbal praise or other 
reinforcement (but not with the item). 


 


        


9. As the learner is able to assemble and use the “I 
see” symbol to respond to the question, “What do 
you see?”, the communication partner fades cues. 


 


        


10. As the learner is able to assemble/use the 
exchange to answer “What do you see?”, the 
communication partner increases the number of 
pictures so that the learner discriminates between 
pictures in the assembly process. 
 


        


Phase 6. Commenting in Response to a 
Question – Differentiating Responses 
to Questions 


 


1. As the learner responds reliably to “What do you 
see?”, the communication partner places the “I see” 
symbol below the “I want” symbol in the left corner 
of the communication book. 


        


2. As the learner is able to respond reliably to “What 
do you see?”, the communication partner 
intermixes questions “What do you see?” with 
“What do you want?” 
 


        


3. When the learner requests appropriately, the 
communication partner gives requested item.  


 


        


4. When the learner labels/comments appropriately, 
the communication partner responds with a verbal 
confirmation and alternate reinforcement (not the 
item itself). 
 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Observation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Date         


 


Observer’s Initials         


 Phase 6. Promoting Spontaneous 
Commenting and Building in 
Attributes and Modifications 


 


 
 


Score** 


1. As the learner demonstrates the ability to make 
requests and answer questions, the communication 
partner eliminates questioning to promote 
spontaneous commenting. 
 


        


2. As the learner demonstrates competencies in 
Phase 6, the communication partner provides 
opportunities for individualization of requests by 
making available pictures for attributions and/or 
modifications. Attributes/modifiers can be added 
any time after Phase 4. 
 


        


**Scoring Key:  2 = implemented; 1 = partially implemented; 0 = did not implement; NA = not applicable 
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Date Observer 
Initials 


Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
Steps 


 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
 


 


Date Observer 
Initials 


Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
Steps 


   


Date Observer 
Initials 


Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
Steps 


   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Date Observer 
Initials 


 Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
Steps 
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Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
Steps 
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Initials 


Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
Steps 
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Initials 


Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
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Date Observer 
Initials 


Targeted Skill/Behavior, Comments, and Plans for Next 
Steps 
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Evidence Base for Picture Exchange Communication System 
(PECS) 


 
 
The National Professional Development Center on ASD has adopted the following definition of 
evidence-based practices. 
 
To be considered an evidence-based practice for individuals with ASD, efficacy must be 
established through peer-reviewed research in scientific journals using: 
 


 randomized or quasi-experimental design studies. Two high quality experimental or 
quasi-experimental group design studies, 


 single-subject design studies. Three different investigators or research groups must 
have conducted five high quality single subject design studies, or  


 combination of evidence. One high quality randomized or quasi-experimental group 
design study and three high quality single subject design studies conducted by at 
least three different investigators or research groups (across the group and single 
subject design studies). 


 
High quality randomized or quasi experimental design studies do not have critical design flaws 
that create confounds to the studies, and design features allow readers/consumers to rule out 
competing hypotheses for study findings. High quality in single subject design studies is 
reflected by a) the absence of critical design flaws that create confounds and b) the 
demonstration of experimental control at least three times in each study. 
 
This definition and criteria are based on the following sources: 
 
Horner, R., Carr, E., Halle, J., McGee, G., Odom, S., & Wolery, M. (2005). The use of single 


subject research to identify evidence-based practice in special education. Exceptional 
Children, 71, 165-180. 


 
Nathan, P., & Gorman, J. M. (2002). A guide to treatments that work. NY: Oxford  
 University Press. 
 
Odom, S. L., Brantlinger, E., Gersten, R., Horner, R. D., Thompson, B., & Harris, K. (2004).  


Quality indicators for research in special education and guidelines for evidence-based 
practices: Executive summary. Arlington, VA: Council for Exceptional Children Division 
for Research.   


 
Rogers, S. J., & Vismara, L. A. (2008). Evidence based comprehensive treatments for early 


autism. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 37(1), 8-38. 
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Using these criteria, the empirical studies referenced below provided documentation for 
supporting the Picture Exchange Communication System as an evidence-based practice. 
This list is not exhaustive; other quality studies may exist that were not included. 
 
 
Preschool 
 
Charlop-Christy, M. H., Carpenter, M., Le, L., LeBlanc, L. A., & Kellet, K. (2002). Using the 


picture exchange communication system (PECS) with children with autism: assessment 
of PECS acquisition, speech, social-communicative behavior, and problem behavior. 
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 35(3), 213-231.  


 
Ganz, J. B., & Simpson, R. L. (2004). Effects on communicative requesting and speech 


development of the picture exchange communication system in children with 
characteristics of autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 34(4), 395-
409.  


 
Yoder, P., & Stone, W. L. (2006). Randomized comparison of two communication interventions 


for preschoolers with autism spectrum disorders. Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology, 74(3), 426-435. 


 
Elementary 
 
Charlop-Christy, M. H., Carpenter, M., Le, L., LeBlanc, L. A., & Kellet, K. (2002). Using the 


picture exchange communication system (PECS) with children with autism: Assessment 
of PECS acquisition, speech, social-communicative behavior, and problem behavior.  
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 35(3), 213-231.  


 
Ganz, J. B., & Simpson, R. L. (2004). Effects on communicative requesting and speech 


development of the picture exchange communication system in children with 
characteristics of autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 34(4), 395-
409.  


 
Howlin, P., Gordon, R. K., Pasco, G., Wade, A., & Charman, T. (2007). The effectiveness of 


Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) training for teachers of children with 
autism: A pragmatic, group randomized controlled trial. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry, 48(5), 473-481. 


 
Kravitz, R. R., Kamps, D. M., & Kemmerer, K. (2002). Brief report: Increasing communication 


skills for an elementary-aged learner with autism using the picture exchange 
communication system. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 32(3), 225-
230.  
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Overview of Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) 


Collet-Klingenberg, L. (2008). Overview of Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) 
for children and youth with autism spectrum disorders. Madison, WI: National 
Professional Development Institute on ASD, The Waisman Center, The University of 
Wisconsin.   


 
The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) was developed at the Delaware Autistic 
Program (DAP) and was designed to teach young children to communicate in a social context 
(Bondy & Frost, 1994; Frost & Bondy, 2002). Using PECS, learners are taught to give a picture 
of a desired item to a communicative partner in exchange for the item. There are six phases of 
PECS instruction, with each phase building on the last. The phases are: (1) Teaching the 
physically assisted exchange, (2) Expanding spontaneity, (3) Simultaneous discrimination of 
pictures, (4) Building sentence structure, (5) Responding to, “What do you want?” and (6) 
Commenting in response to a question. 
 
Evidence 
 
Five studies were found to meet the evidence-based practice criteria and serve as the evidence 
base for PECS. Two of the studies were randomized, controlled group designs, and  three were 
single subject studies demonstrating control through a variety of research designs including 
multiple baseline, alternating treatments, changing criterion, and withdrawal. 
 
With what ages is PECS effective? 
 
In the five studies documenting the evidence base for PECS, the youngest child was three 
years of age, and the oldest was twelve years old. Specific numbers of participants and age 
data can be found in the evidence base below.  
 
What skills or intervention goals can be addressed by PECS? 
 
In the evidence-base, communication, social, and behavior skills were the primary targets for 
intervention.  
 
In what settings can PECS be effectively used? 
 
The research evidence suggests that PECS can be used in multiple settings, including schools, 
homes, and therapy settings. 
 
Evidence Base 
 
The studies cited in this section provide the basis upon which this practice was determined to 
meet the NPDC on ASD’s criteria as an evidence-based practice. This list is not exhaustive and 
other quality studies may exist but were not found in our search. 
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Preschool 
 
Charlop-Christy, M. H., Carpenter, M., Le, L., LeBlanc, L. A., & Kellet, K. (2002). Using the 


picture exchange communication system (PECS) with children with autism: Assessment 
of PECS acquisition, speech, social-communicative behavior, and problem behavior. 
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 35(3), 213-231.  


 
Ganz, J. B., & Simpson, R. L. (2004). Effects on communicative requesting and speech 


development of the picture exchange communication system in children with 
characteristics of autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 34(4), 395-
409.  


 
Yoder, P., & Stone, W. L. (2006). Randomized comparison of two communication interventions 


for preschoolers with autism spectrum disorders. Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology, 74(3), 426-435. 


 
Elementary 


Charlop-Christy, M. H., Carpenter, M., Le, L., LeBlanc, L. A., & Kellet, K. (2002). Using the 
picture exchange communication system (PECS) with children with autism: Assessment 
of PECS acquisition, speech, social-communicative behavior, and problem behavior.  
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 35(3), 213-231.  


 
Ganz, J. B., & Simpson, R. L. (2004). Effects on communicative requesting and speech 


development of the picture exchange communication system in children with 
characteristics of autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 34(4), 395-
409.  


 
Howlin, P., Gordon, R. K., Pasco, G., Wade, A., & Charman, T. (2007). The effectiveness of 


Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) training for teachers of children with 
autism: A pragmatic, group randomized controlled trial. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry, 48(5), 473-481. 


 
Kravitz, R. R., Kamps, D. M., & Kemmerer, K. (2002). Brief report: Increasing communication 


skills for an elementary-aged learner with autism using the picture exchange 
communication system. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 32(3), 225-
230.  
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Selected Additional References 


Bondy, A., & Frost, L. (1994). The Delaware Autistic Program. In S. Harris & J. Handleman 
(Eds.), Preschool education programs for children with autism (pp. 37-54). Austin, TX: 
PRO-ED. 


 
Frost, L. A., & Bondy, A. S. (2002). The picture exchange communication system training 


manual (2nd edition) Newark, DE: Pyramid Educational Products, Inc. 


Johnston, S., Nelson, C., Evans, J., & Palazolo, K. (2003). The use of visual supports in 
teaching young children with autism spectrum disorder to initiate interactions.  
Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 19(2), 86-103.  


Nunes, D., & Hanline, M. F. (2007). Enhancing the alternative and augmentative communication 
use of a child with autism through a parent-implemented naturalistic intervention. Journal 
of Disability, Development, and Education, 54(2), 177-197.  


 
Tincani, M. (2004). Comparing the picture exchange communication system and sign language 


training for children with autism. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 
19(3), 152-163. 


Tincani, M., Crozier, S., & Alazett, S. (2006). The picture exchange communication system: 
Effects on manding and speech development for school-aged children with autism.  
Education and Training in Developmental Disabilities, 41(2), 177-184. 
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Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS): 
Steps for Implementation 


 
Collet-Klingenberg, L. (2008). PECS: Steps for implementation. Madison, WI: The National 


Professional Development Center on Autism Spectrum Disorders, The Waisman Center, 
The University of Wisconsin.  


Adapted from and with thanks to: 
Frost, L. A., & Bondy, A. S. (2002). The Picture exchange communication system training 


manual (2nd ed.). Newark, DE: Pyramid Educational Products, Inc. 
Please see Pyramid Educational Products, Inc. at http://www.pyramidproducts.com/ for the 


PECS manual and other resources to make implementation more efficient. 
 
PECS training involves the following phases and steps.  


Phase 1: Teaching the Physically Assisted Exchange 
The focus of Phase 1 is on teaching learners with ASD how to look at, reach for, pick up, and 
hand the picture/symbol to a communication partner. The following steps are included in this 
phase. 
 
Step 1. The teacher/practitioner arranges the training environment by providing one picture at a 
time, positioning the communication partner appropriately, and displaying the reinforcer in view 
of the learner.  
 
Step 2. The communicative partner entices the learner by interacting with the reinforcing item in 
front of him/her.  
 
Step 3. The communication partner opens her/his hand after the learner initiates the request.  
 
Step 4. The learner reaches toward the desired item. The teacher/practitioner (sitting behind the 
learner) interrupts the reach and redirects the learner to pick up the picture/symbol by providing 
a physical prompt.  
 
Step 5. The learner picks up the picture/symbol. The teacher/practitioner assists the learner by 
helping him/her place the picture in the open hand of the communication partner.  
 
Step 6. The communication partner immediately hands the item to the learner and names the 
item as the exchange is made.  
 
Step 7. The teacher/practitioner and communication partner do not provide any verbal prompts 
during Phase 1.  
 
Step 8. The learner is immediately rewarded with the item after the exchange. 
 
Step 9. Once the exchange steps are established, the teacher/practitioner fades physical 
assistance.  
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Step 10. Once physical assistance is faded during the exchange, the communication partner 
fades the use of the open-hand prompt.  
 
Phase 2: Expanding Spontaneity 
The outcome of Phase 2 is to increase the learner’s generalization and spontaneity of the 
picture exchange. The following steps are included in this phase.  


Step 1. The teacher/practitioner arranges the training environment by providing one picture at a 
time, positioning the communication partner appropriately, and displaying the reinforcer in view 
of the learner. 


Step 2. The communicative partner entices the learner by interacting with the reinforcing item in 
front of him/her. 


Step 3. As training progresses, the teacher/practitioner moves a distance from the learner so 
that the learner must move some distance to access the picture/symbol.  


Step 4. The learner picks up the picture/symbol without prompting. 


Step 5. As training progresses, the teacher/practitioner places the communication book at some 
distance so that the learner must move to access the picture/symbol from it.  


Step 6. The communication partner immediately hands the item to the learner and names it as 
the exchange is made.  


Step 7. No verbal prompts are provided throughout Phase 2. 


Step 8. The teacher/practitioner immediately rewards the learner with the requested item after 
the exchange. 


Phase 3: Simultaneous Discrimination of Pictures  
In Phase 3, the learner must discriminate and choose from one or more pictures/symbols during 
communicative exchanges. The following steps are included in this phase.  


Phase 3A: Discrimination between a Highly Preferred Icon and a Distracter Icon 
Step 1. The teacher/practitioner provides two pictures of two items (one preferred and one non-
preferred) at some distance so that the learner must move to and choose the correct 
picture/symbol from the two pictures. The preferred picture is the correct picture. 
 
Step 2. The communication partner entices the learner with both items by interacting with them.  


Step 3. The learner has the picture/symbol in hand and moves some distance to give it to the 
communication partner.  


Step 4. The communication partner provides social reinforcement as soon as the learner 
touches the correct picture.  


Step 5. The communication partner immediately hands the item to the learner and names it as 
the exchange is made.  
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Step 6.  A variety of distracter items and target pictures are provided in the communication book 
as the learner is able to discriminate between two or more pictures to increase the number of 
discriminations he/she must make. 


Step 7. The teacher/practitioner provides no verbal prompts to the learner during the exchange. 


Step 8. The teacher/practitioner moves the pictures around on the book (e.g., diagonal, 
horizontal, vertical).  


Phase 3B: Teaching Simultaneous Discrimination of Pictures – Discrimination Correction 
Procedure  
Step 1. As the learner is able to discriminate between two or more pictures, the communication 
partner adds pictures to increase the number of discriminations the learner must make. 
 
Step 2.  The teacher/practitioner offers ample opportunities for the learner to make requests. 
 
Step 3.  The communication partner presents two preferred items to the learner with two 
pictures.  
 
Step 4.  When the learner makes exchanges, the communication partner responds, “Okay, take 
it.” If the learner reaches for the other item, the communication partner blocks access and 
applies a correction procedure so that the learner must pick up the correct picture.  


Error Correction Procedures 
Step 1. When the learner gives the wrong picture, the communication partner picks up the 
correct picture, shows it to the learner, and verbally labels it.  
Step 2. When the learner looks at the picture, the communication partner prompts the learner to 
give the correct picture by holding out his/her hand near the picture, physically prompting if 
necessary.  


Step 3. When the learner gives the correct picture, the communication partner verbally 
acknowledges the correct response, but does not give the learner the object. The 
communication partner follows with a non-related directive (e.g., “Touch your head.”).  


Step 4. When the learner follows the directive, the communication partner entices him/her by 
interacting with the desired object. 


Step 5. When the learner touches the correct picture, the communication partner provides 
verbal praise. 


Step 6. When the learner gives the correct picture, the communication partner hands the 
desired object to the learner.  
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Phase 4: Building Sentence Structure 
It is time to move to Phase 4 when the learner is able to use 12 to 20 pictures and is able to 
discriminate among them to select the desired item. In this phase, the learner is taught to use 
the “I want” symbol with one of the mastered pictures/symbols on a sentence strip during a 
communicative exchange. The following steps are included in Phase 4.  


Step 1. The teacher/practitioner or communication partner places the “I want” symbol on the left 
side of the sentence strip and waits for the learner to initiate the communicative exchange.  


Step 2. When the learner takes the picture from the board, the teacher/practitioner guides the 
learner to place the picture next to the “I want” symbol on the sentence strip.  


Step 3. The teacher/practitioner guides the learner to take the sentence strip and hand it to the 
communication partner.  


Step 4. The communication partner reads the sentence strip, points to the symbols on the strip, 
and gives the requested item to the learner.  


Step 5. The teacher/practitioner or communication partner replaces the sentence strip in the 
communication book.  


Step 6. On repeated trials, the teacher/practitioner fades physical guidance until the learner is 
able to place the symbol next to the “I want” symbol.  
 
Step 7. After the exchange is established, the teacher/practitioner guides the learner to place 
the “I want” symbol on the sentence strip prior to placing the picture of the item requested. 
 
Step 8. On repeated trials, the teacher/practitioner fades physical guidance for placement of the 
“I want” symbol. 
 
Step 9. When the learner is able to point to the symbols as the communication partner reads the 
words, the communication partner pauses (e.g., 3-5 seconds) after saying, “I want” and before 
identifying the pictured item, thus leaving time for the learner to name/verbalize the item for him 
or herself. 
 
Step 10. If the learner verbalizes at all during the pause after the communication partner says, “I 
want,” the communication partner provides the requested item immediately AND provides a lot 
of verbal praise for vocalization. 
 
Phase 5: Responding to “What do you want?” 
In Phase 5, verbal prompts are used to ask the learner, “What do you want?” Phase 5 
instruction is focused on encouraging initiations and teaching the learner to answer the 
question, “What do you want?” The following steps are implemented in Phase 5.  
 
Step 1. The communication partner simultaneously points to the “I want” card and asks, “What 
do you want?” 
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Step 2. As the learner is able to complete the sentence, “I want” with a picture, the 
communication partner adds an increasing delay between the point and the verbal cue, “What 
do you want?” 
 
Step 3. When the learner demonstrates that he/she is able to beat the point prompt by 
responding to the verbal cue with the “I want” symbol and the desired picture, the 
communication partner provides social praise. 
 
Step 4. The communication partner offers ample opportunities for the learner to answer the 
question, “What do you want?” along with opportunities for the learner to initiate requests 
without prompting.  
 
Phase 6: Commenting in Response to a Question  
The purpose of Phase 6 is to teach labeling and naming objects. The following steps are 
implemented during Phase 6.  
 
Step 1. The communication partner gathers materials including the items already in the learner’s 
requesting vocabulary (but not favorite items), along with pictures of the items, and a new 
picture/symbol for a new sentence starter such as “I see.”  
 
Step 2. The communication partner holds an item, then places the “I see” symbol and the 
picture of the item near (but not on) the sentence strip. 
 
Step 3. The communication partner holds up the item and asks, “What do you see?” then points 
to the “I see” symbol. 
 
Step 4. If the learner does not pick up the “I see” symbol after three to five seconds, the 
communication partner guides him/her to pick it up and place it on the sentence strip. 
 
Step 5. The communication partner waits five seconds to see if the learner picks up and places 
the picture of the item on the sentence strip. 
 
Step 6. If the learner completes Step 5, the communication partner says, “Yes, I see a 
___________.” 
 
Step 7. If the learner does not complete Step 5, the communication partner guides him/her to do 
so and then says, “You see a _________.” 
 
Step 8. The communication partner reinforces the learner for Steps 5 or 7 with verbal praise or 
other reinforcement (but not with the item). 
 
Step 9. As the learner is able to assemble and use the “I see” symbol to respond to the 
question, “What do you see?” the communication partner fades cues. 
 
Step 10. As the learner is able to assemble and use the exchange to answer “What do you 
see?” the communication partner increases the number of pictures and items so that the learner 
discriminates between pictures in the assembly process. 
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Phase 6:  Commenting in Response to a Question – Differentiating Responses to 
Questions  
Step 1. As the learner is able to respond reliably to “What do you see?” the communication 
partner places the “I see” symbol below the “I want” symbol in the upper-left corner of the 
communication book. 
 
Step 2. As the learner is able to respond reliably to “What do you see?” the communication 
partner intermixes questions “What do you see?” with “What do you want?” 
 
Step 3. When the learner requests appropriately, the communication partner gives the 
requested item.  
 
Step 4. Upon correct labeling/commenting, the communication partner responds with a verbal 
confirmation and alternate reinforcement (not the item itself). 
 
Phase 6: Commenting in Response to a Question – Promoting Spontaneous Commenting 
and Building in Attributes and Modifications 
Step 1. As the learner demonstrates the ability to make requests and answer questions, the 
communication partner eliminates questioning to promote spontaneous commenting. 
 
Step 2. As the learner demonstrates competencies in Phase 6, the communication partner 
provides opportunities for individualization of requests by making available pictures for 
attributions and/or modifications. Attributes/modifiers can be added any time after Phase 4. 
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Evidence-Based Practice Brief:  Picture Exchange 
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This evidence-based practice brief on PECS includes the following components: 
 


1. Overview, which gives a quick summary of salient features of the 
practice, including what it is, who it can be used with, what skills it has 
been used with, settings for instruction, and additional literature 
documenting its use in practice 


2. Steps for Implementation, detailing how to implement the practice in a 
practitioner-friendly, step-by-step process 


3. Implementation Checklist, to be used to monitor fidelity of the use of the 
practice 


4. Evidence Base Summary, which details the NPDC-ASD criteria for 
inclusion as an evidence-based practice and the specific studies that 
meet the criteria for this practice 
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