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This critical review examines the literature on the efficacy of PECS and sign language as methods of 

communication for minimally verbal children with ASD in an attempt to determine if either AAC system 

yields better communication outcomes than the other. A literature search yielded six articles: a mixed 
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limited to articles written in English and published 

after the year 2000. 

 

Selection Criteria 

The articles included in this review were required 

to include (a) a child with an ASD diagnosis, (b) a 

direct comparison of PECS and sign language, and 

(c) children that were under the age of 18 years. 

 

Data Collection 

Results of this literature search yielded six articles 

including: a mixed method designs; an alternating-

treatment design; a two group experimental design; 

a case study; and  a literature review. 

Results 

 

Mixed Methods: Single Subject, Alternating 

Treatment, Multiple Baseline Probe Design 

A single subject design was appropriate to meet 

this goal of evaluating individual difference in 

performance; each subject was able to act as their 

own control. This study also combined a multiple 

baseline probe with an alternating treatment 

design. A multiple baseline probe design provides 

an analysis of the relationship between an 

independent variable and the acquisition of a 

particular outcome. An alternating treatment 

design is used when two treatments are 

implemented across individuals and progress 

across treatments is measured. 

 

Anderson, A. E. (2002) conducted a single 

subject, alternating treatment, multiple baseline 

probe design to look at the differences in 

acquisition, maintenance, and generalization of 

PECS and sign language in six children with a 

diagnosis of either ASD (n=5) or Pervasive 

Developmental Disorder Not Otherwise Specified 

(PDD-NOS) (n=1). Participants were six children 

between the ages of two and four years old 

recruited from the Autism Research Laboratory at 

the University of California, San Diego. 

 

Participants received a pre-treatment assessment, 

followed by a baseline period, a 10 week treatment 

period in which the children received training in 

both PECS and sign language, and finally a post-

treatment assessment. Outcome measures included 

child characteristics (including joint attention, 

imitation abilities, play skills, vocal abilities, and 

motor abilities), standardized assessment scores, 

rates of acquisition of both AAC systems, 

behavioural preferences, and skill development 

during pre- and post- treatment assessments.  

 

It was found that all six children had higher rates 

of acquisition for PECS than sign language; 
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skills generalized across environments. 

Participants included six children between three 

and five years of age with a diagnosis of ASD who 

were minimally verbal. Participants were placed 

into either a group receiving sign language training 

or a group receiving PECS training based on their 

level of functioning as evaluated prior to the onset 

of the study.  

 

Participants in both groups received intensive 

training in their respective AAC system for eight 

weeks. Data was collected in the form of parent 

and teacher questionnaires to gather information on 

the children’s developmental abilities; tally 

counters to track the use of mands and tacts; parent 

and teacher interviews; and consistent participant 

observation. The data was then analyzed and 

graphed using triangulation. The dependent 

variables in this study were the rate of language 

acquisition and the generalization of these skills.  

 

It was found that children that received training in 

PECS acquired language at a faster rate than those 

who were trained in sign language; however, they 

concluded that both methods of AAC improved 

communication among the participants.  
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