
Picture Exchange Communication System 
 (PECS) 

• This is a resource to train parents on how to use the PECS 
approach to teach children with significant communication 
impairments how to communicate their needs and wants 

• Parents are encouraged to choose items the child really likes 
and finds motivating to create communication temptations for 
requesting via PECS


• PECS gives children an opportunity to learn how to initiate re-
quests, make choices, and hear models of spoken words


• In addition to teaching children how to functionally communi-
cate, research data supports using PECS to increase receptive 
vocabulary and promote the development of spoken words 


• PECS also teaches children to combine words into simple sen-
tences (e.g., “I want cookie,” “I want blue crayon,” “I see 
bear”)


• Extra visuals for home picture communication books in-
cluded below 

• Also see sample PECS book organization  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Picture Exchange Communication  
Summary


Phase I: How to 
Communicate

The child is shown preferred items to entice the child.  Student is taught to 
exchange a single picture with an adult communication partner to request 
the preferred item.  A second trainer is needed to physically prompt the 
student to retrieve the picture and release the picture into the adult com-
munication partner’s hand.  The teaching moment for physically prompting 
the child to initiate the picture exchange should occur when the child is 
reaching for the preferred item, demonstrating a desire for the item.  Child 
should be willing to exchange a picture to request at least 5 items.  

Phase II: Distance and 
Persistence

The child learns to travel increasing distances to reach the communicative 
partner.  Additionally, the child learns to travel increasing distances to reach 
their communication book.  The child then learns to travel longer distances 
to reach both the communication partner and their communication book.  A 
second trainer is needed to physically prompt the child as needed at the 
point of breakdown to retrieve the picture, travel, or release the picture into 
the communication partner’s hand.  All training sessions should end at the 
child’s current level of success.  This phase should be re-taught upon mas-
tery of all subsequent phases since it’s important for the child to always be 
able to travel distances in order to communicate.  

Phase IIIa: Simple 
Discrimination

The child learns to discriminate between a preferred picture and a non-pre-
ferred picture.  Only one trainer is needed.  The communication partner is 
permitted to verbally praise the child (e.g., “good job,” “that’s right”) when 
the child retrieves the picture for the preferred item.  The child receives the 
preferred item upon completion of the picture exchange.  When the child 
makes an error and chooses the non-preferred picture, the communication 
partner should remain silent and a 4-step error correction procedure is 
used.  The pictures should be systematically moved around to ensure the 
child is looking at the pictures.  All training sessions should end on the 
child’s current level of success, which may mean going back to the previ-
ous phase.  

Phase IIIb: Condition-
al Discrimination

The child learns to discriminate between pictures of preferred items.  The 
communication partner places pictures for 2 preferred items, working up to 
pictures for 5 preferred items on top of the communication book.  The child 
is visually enticed with choices and the child chooses a picture and ex-
changes it, upon which, the communication partner says, “take it” and of-
fers the child all of the choices.  This is called a correspondence check, to 
see if the child takes the item that matches the picture they chose.  A 4-
step error correction procedure is used if the child chooses an item that did 
not match the picture.  The 4-step error correction procedure should end 
on a correspondence check.  Pictures should be systematically moved 
around to ensure the child is looking at all of the pictures.  All training ses-
sions should end on the child’s current level of success.  Upon mastery of 
conditional discrimination, the child is prompted to open the communica-
tion book and make picture choices from inside the communication book.  
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Phase IV: Sentence 
Structure

Backwards chaining is used to teach the child simple sentence structure for 
requesting.  Initially, the child is prompted to place the picture for the de-
sired item onto a sentence strip, next to an icon for ‘I want’ and to then ex-
change the sentence strip.  Secondly, the child is taught to retrieve and se-
quence both icons, ‘I want’ + desired item onto a sentence strip and then 
exchange the sentence strip.  Thirdly, the child is taught to point to both 
pictures in sequence, following the exchange.  Fourthly, the child is encour-
aged to make picture choices between preferred items and to open and 
search for preferred items in their communication book, verified by corre-
spondence checks.  Finally, traveling is re-taught at this phase.  

Adding Attributes (de-
scriptive concepts)

The child is encouraged to request items that are different by one attribute 
(e.g., color, size: big/small).  The child will discriminate between 2 or more 
attributes (e.g., red vs blue, big vs small) and add that picture to their sen-
tence strip.  Backwards chaining is used to add to the sentence structure 
sequence, ‘I want’ + attribute + desired item, until the child is able to com-
plete the sequence and exchange the sentence strip, and point to pictures, 
with independence.  Correspondence checks are used to see if the child is 
correctly discriminating by attribute.  

Phase V: Answering 
“What do you want?”

Once the child is able to formulate sentences to initiate requests for desired 
items, the child is then encouraged to respond to the question, “what do 
you want?” using pictures on their sentence strip. 

Phase VI: Comment-
ing

The child is taught to use other sentence starters for commenting (e.g., I 
see, I hear), starting with responsive commenting and working up to initiat-
ing commenting during structured routines.  
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