Choose an intervention that supports the learning and development of a pupil/group of pupils. Reflect critically on its potential for ensuring pupil progression and the possible challenges that may arise.

This assignment will discuss the use of the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS), in supporting William's language and communication development. For the purpose of this assignment, the name of the child being discussed has been changed to William. 
William is a seven-year-old boy and is currently in year 3. He attends a mainstream school in Wales and is autistic. He lives at home with his mum and baby brother and his mum finds it difficult to understand his complex needs due to his autism, especially since he really struggles to communicate. The school William attends is in an area of deprivation and only has 150 pupils in attendance. The school struggle with lack of parent engagement and poor pupil attendance. 
He has developmental delays in most areas; however, his speech, language and communication are very poor. William is mostly non-verbal; his language skills do not go beyond a few words that are often hard to understand. Rarely, he will say certain words, such as to express his hunger he might say the word ‘hungry’. He enjoys looking at picture books and is particularly interested in one book that shows different colours. He will express his delight by sometimes naming a colour such as yellow, which is his favourite, and stimming or hand flapping. William enjoys routine and understands the routine of a typical school day. If this routine is changed, such as by a non-school uniform day, William often struggles to accept this and has a hard time coping. 
William's social skills are limited, he does not understand social cues or norms, and has a hard time understanding typical rules. William will happily play on his own during break times but does not like to share. He loves using his imagination to make up games and will often sit under a desk in the classroom to play his imaginary games. He doesn’t appear to have many friends and will often reject the attempts of peers to interact or play with him. William loves the class LSA, Mrs Jones, and gets upset if she is not there. This interrupts his daily routine also. William struggles with a loud classroom environment, but since starting school his sensory overloads have lessened and he now copes much better in the classroom, with less meltdowns. 
Williams favourite things to do are play with Mrs Jones during break times, play with and collect sticks, go to lunch with the dinner ladies, and look at picture books.
When William was in the foundation phase, it was decided that PECS might be an effective intervention to help develop his ability to communicate with others, and to hopefully improve his speech and language development. He liked looking through picture books and engaging in the content, so therefore an LSA was trained, and the necessary equipment was bought. William also attends other interventions throughout a typical school day due to his developmental delays in other subjects.
There is not one definitive definition of an intervention, however it can be described as an extra teaching practice put in place to help progress and support a pupil, or group of pupils (Hawthorne, 2022). “Interventions are normally understood as those activities or strategies that are different from, or additional to, those employed routinely with pupils” (Campbell & Stanley, 1966 cited in NASUWT, 2018). Interventions are an important aspect of aiding the progression of the students. Pupil progress, which is unique to each child, shows how each student is advancing through a given subject or topic or skill. PECS can help progress a student through the skill of communicating, but it is also thought to help develop and progress speech skills and language skills, as well as improving wellness and health as it helps alleviates the aspect of frustration being unable to properly communicate (Malhotra et al., 2010). Referring to William, who has not been following the standard Welsh Curriculum, he is now beginning to show signs that he is progressing on to progression step 1 in some areas of learning, such as language, literacy and communication. This is due to the interventions he attends daily. It is proven that interventions are able to increase pupil attainment and improve pupil progression (unknown, teaching personnel, 2023).
The intervention PECS is a form of communication that uses pictures to communicate a need or want. It is a way for autistic people to communicate without having to rely on verbal communication. They can ask for things, comment on things, or respond to questions, by utilising cards containing pictures, symbols, text, or photographs as a form of communication. PECS is open for use by all ages and all different kinds of people, although it was originally created to aid autistic people with communicating. There is no upper age limit to using PECS however it is commonly used amongst children and children have been the main subject of study regarding PECS. Some children may use PECS briefly, in order to aid their means of communication and help them to overcome other problems, or some children may use PECS more permanently. As PECS can be used by anyone at any age, there is no specific criteria a person needs to meet in order to use this intervention or therapy. It can be used by anyone who has difficulty communicating, for any period of time (raisingchildren.net, 2022). The PECS intervention is quite straightforward. When PECS is first introduced, it is often utilised one-on-one with the same teacher. This indicates that it could be simple to monitor a child's development as they take part in this activity (2, Pyramid Educational Consultants UK, 2022).
Andy Bondy and Lori Frost created PECS in the United States in 1985. In the Delaware Autism Program, PECS was first used with pre-school aged children with autism who had been given a diagnosis. Since then, PECS is used throughout the world to help people with a large range of physical, cognitive and communication difficulties (3, Pyramid Educational Consultants UK, 2022). The theory behind PECS is based partly on applied behaviour analysis and it is a type of behavioural therapy. It is also based on Skinner's analysis of verbal behaviour (3.nationalautismresources, 2023) and the Augmentative and Alternative Communication (Maj, 2018). Behaviour theorist and psychologist Ivan Pavlov, who was the founder of the concept of classical conditioning (Brau et al., 1970), has many studies and reports based on behaviour, some of which inspired the creation of PECS. Pavlov concluded, after his famous classical conditioning experiment that “All behaviors are a product of the formula stimulus-response". The theory behind PECS is also inspired by Edward L. Thorndike, who stated "if after certain behaviour appears the feeling of satisfaction, then the probability of this behaviour occurrence in similar conditions increases in the future. If, however, the consequence of the behaviour is a feeling of dissatisfaction, the chance for repeating this behaviour in similar circumstances in the future decreases” (Maj, 2018). This helped Bondy and Frost to create the foundations of PECS using the behaviour theory, knowing that if a child utilises the action of showing a card with an image of something they want, they will be rewarded with the item they have communicated (Bondy & Forest, 1998).The method of applied behaviour analysis (ABA) aims to comprehend and modify behaviour. Instead of being a single therapy, it is a collection of several methods and procedures, (2. raisingchildren.net, 2022).
There are six stages to PECS, starting with stage one which shows the child how to exchange a singular card for something they want. Progressing up through the stages to stage number six, which allows the child to comment. The stages in between allow whoever is using the PECS to build up from using a single card, to multiple cards, to using the cards together to create sentences, answer questions and more (nationalautismresources, 2023). Stage one Frost and Bondy, (2002) state that at stage one of using PECS, the user must engage with, pick up, hand over, interact with, look at the PECS in order to be successful in initiating the basic skills of how to use them correctly, (autismpdc, 2010). Once these skills are grasped, they can move onto the next stages. Step two allows the learner to be enticed by the teaching partner by engaging with the reinforcer, and the person generalises the skill. In stage three, the autistic person learns to choose between two or more cards. Step four involves teaching them how to put simple sentences together. In stage five the child learns to answer questions and then stage six allows them to comment, (4.nationalautismresources, 2023) PECS can be used not only to improve communication but also to develop language and speech skills. It is not always possible for everyone to move on to the next steps of the PECS and sometimes it may take longer to progress on to the next step, there is no set time for moving through the phases. Many articles and reports written about the effectiveness of PECS suggest that the intervention aids the individual's progress in many areas, not just communication (LR;, 2010).
PECS are a commonly used intervention in schools, at home, and in other educational settings, as they allow a child with autism to communicate. Poor communication skills, or lack of ability to communicate, is common amongst those who are on the autistic spectrum. Whilst all abilities to communicate differ in severity, it is important that every person with autism is able to communicate a want, or a need, or to comment or answer questions. PECS is one of the items that have made this a possibility. There is research to show that, possibly, because of the inability to communicate their feelings, autistic and non-verbal people can suffer with mental health problems. Seven out of ten autistic people suffer from a mental health issue like anxiety, depression, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or obsessive-compulsive disorder, according to the autism research charity Autistica (mentalhealthfoundation, 2022). Whilst there is a lack of research into why this statistic exists, it is assumed by the charity, and others, (Fuld, 2018) that it stems from many issues such as the stigma from being autistic, isolation or loneliness, a lack of ability to communicate the way others do, and a lack of support specifically for people with autism, (mindcharity, 2022). PECS has the ability to improve the communication barrier that many autistic people face, which could then lead to improved mental health and wellbeing. The National Autism Resources website claims that PECS have the ability to ‘decrease tantrums and odd behaviours’, (2, nationalautismresources, 2023), as they allow a child to communicate a request which, in turn, rids of any frustration from the communication barrier. For this reason, PECS can be seen as positive as it has the potential to improve mental health.
However, contradicting the work of Bondy and Frost in 1998, one meta-analysis claims that during a review of empirical data, they concluded that the PECS had only made “small to moderate gains in communication”, (Flippin; Reszka; Watson, 2010).
There are some studies that suggest PECS can help develop speech in autistic children. During my time in PTE-1 I spent some time with an autistic child in reception who was being introduced to PECS with an LSA, I was able to witness first-hand the effectiveness PECS had on this particular pupil and from that experience I know that from using the PECS, their speech was already developing to a higher level than before the PECS. In their 1998 review ‘the Picture Exchange Communication System’ Frost and Bondy stated that even though PECS was developed for the purpose of communication, it has had a positive effect on speech skills also, especially pre-school aged children who have used PECS, Bondy claimed that “a significant portion of these children develop speech.” (Bondy, Ph.D & Frost, M.S., CCC/SLP, 1998). The implementation of PECS presents a chance to improve spoken behaviours, claims Maj, 2018. It is also said that “PECS training can promote long-term enhancement of specific socio-communicative skills in children with autism”- (Esposito et al., 2014). Another study conducted by Anderson, Jurgens, and Moore in 2009 found that using PECS helped one case study student initiate more verbal behaviour, play, and social interaction. The study showed that at the start, the focus child could articulate 14 words, but, towards the end of the study, the same child could now speak approximately 77 words. In Bondy and Frosts 1998 PECS review, it states a large quantity of numerical evidence suggesting the effectiveness PECS has on speech and language development, using a large range of data.
Despite the many blogs and research studies that have claimed to have seen an improvement in the speech development of those using PECS, (Vinokurov, 2022), and Blogger mum, Jade who has used PECS with her son and seen amazing benefits (Jade, theautismpage, 2022), the subject could benefit from having more reliable and recent, studies and research conducted. With that said, Flippin, Reszka and Watson, 2010 conducted a meta-analysis on the ‘effectiveness of PECS on communication and speech for children with autism spectrum disorders.’ It examined the most recent empirical data (between 1994 and 2009) on the effectiveness of PECS in improving speech and communication outcomes for children with ASD and concluded that a “relative lack of gains made in speech across the PECS literature for children with ASD”, and that “gains in speech were small to negative.” (2. Flippin; Reszka; Watson, 2010).
It is also argued in the meta-analysis conducted by Flippin, Reszka and Watson, 2010, that there were issues with generalisation and maintenance of PECS, which has also been a concern in other studies and opinions. 
Whilst PECS has some proven advantages, there are also disadvantages to using it. One drawback is that PECS can limit the amount of communication possible due to its limited number of pictures the child has access to, and it limits the whole aspect of communication to just pictures (2. Vinokurov, 2022). If the person using PECS does not have access to the correct picture to express their want, this could hinder the person's ability to communicate that want. In some cases, if the desired picture is not available this could lead to an unwanted behaviour or reaction, expressing frustrating due to their lack of ability to simply communicate (2. Bondy, Ph.D & Frost, M.S., CCC/SLP, 1998). Alternatively, there have been reports from others such as Finnegan et al., 1987 and Belknap et al.,1996 that suggest the vast improvement of problem behaviours seen in groups of people, with a range of disabilities, when using PECS.
PECS can be limited for use with those who have poor coordination skills, more especially fine motor skills as PECS requires the user to pick up, point to, stick back down, etc, the cards in order to use them effectively. These limitations could affect the child's progression as if these limitations are not recognised by those teaching the PECS, it could delay or interrupt the persons development within the topic, as well as this, if the limitation is not noticed it could stop any potential learning from occurring. Other limitations surrounding PECS include not inclusive for people with visual impairments, poor mobility such as having limited use of the arms, poor receptive language skills, and more (Priyanka Rawat, 2022). However, these are not proven theories or evidenced studies, they are mostly opinion-based assumptions and recommendations made from experienced practitioners and those who have used PECS before. These opinions are often contradicted with other opinions who state that these limitations have not affected them or their persons who use PECS, (2. Jade, theautismpage, 2022), (3. nationalautismresources, 2023). 
The Picture Exchange Communication System is a popular choice for many schools and education sectors as it is an inexpensive, cost-efficient, low-tech intervention. It has high success rates when used with the correct candidates and requires little training by those who chose to teach it. The training is not a necessity however, if desired, the formal training is a two-day training process, which is a relatively short training time. The training can be easily accessed online, therefore better suiting the needs of parents, caregivers and those seeking PECS training. The initial cost of creating the PECS booklet and training a staff member can sometimes be expensive, however it is just the initial set up cost as the rest has a low running cost activity, (Banks, 2022). The PECS books can be bought commercially, which can often cost more, or they can be homemade, which can save money but also can be time consuming. However, this is contradicted by many people believing the initial set up cost does not have to be expensive as when PECS is first introduces, there is no need to have many cards, starting off slowly with only a small selection of cards is a step many people choose to take when introducing PECS, (Jacky G., 2014).
An issue in regard to the training and maintenance of using PECS, if the PECS have been suggested for use by a childs school, they must inform the parent or guardian of that child, but they do not need the parents' permission to begin the intervention. In some cases, for example in William's case, his school suffered from a lack of parent involvement which could mean that the parent does not continue the use of PECS at home or may not engage with the school to monitor William’s progress with PECS, or how to use it correctly to aid William. Which could therefore delay William in his development of using the PECS effectively. Bondy (1998) stated that PECS should be used as often as possible. If a child learning PECS is unable to access them at home, this could affect the overall effectiveness. 
Whilst there is clear evidence supporting the effectiveness of PECS in aiding communication, it sometimes fails to consider other implications that may hinder a person's ability to engage with them. For example, many autistic people, especially children with the inability to verbally communicate, find it difficult to concentrate on a certain topic or stay focused on something that does not interest them, (3.raisingchildren.net, 2022). An ASD person requires a lot of attention in order to learn. With that being said, this problem has been encountered and it is now recommended that when you first initiate the PECS intervention, cards of big interest to the person are to be used as this is likely going to engage them. Many people start off by using their child's favourite food, or toy. Andersen (2010) states that when first introduced to PECS collaborators must discuss the important use of PECS that “strongly interest the child”. 
To conclude, the use of PECS and its effectiveness varies amongst each user. There is substantial evidence to support its effectiveness, as well as experiences and opinions from everyday users of PECS. After witnessing the effects PECS had on a student first hand, the writer's opinion is that PECS appears to have more beneficial effects on people, than negative. However, after reading many literature reviews, blogs, opinions and studies, it can be assumed that the effectiveness of PECS differs from each person greatly. It is known that autism is a spectrum, and therefore each person on the autistic spectrum is very different, (NHSinform, 2023) and their abilities range massively, which is why the picture exchange communication system can be a great form of alternative communication, for those who are suited for it. There is no set criteria or guidelines a person must meet in order to use PECS, so it is vital that educators, parents, teachers, guardians, etc, sit down to discuss whether or not PECS is the best intervention for their child.
In regard to William, PECS has been a helpful intervention thus far and there have been very little negative aspects to using them. It has helped his speech development and given him a more reliable, clearer way to communicate within school. His mild behaviour difficulties have improved, and it is hoped that his development will continue to improve throughout his time in school using PECS. 
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