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Proposal of a New Technology that Helps Children: Advanced Picture Exchange Communication System (APECS)
Raising a child with autism is difficult, especially for parents who are not socioeconomically well. Parents who have a child or children with autism spend most of their time trying to find new ways that can facilitate the learning of their child as well as promote their socio interaction capabilities. Giving a child with autism a normal life like the rest of normal children can be a nightmare to many parents, especially those who have never encountered such a problem before. Children with autism find it difficult to socially interact with other children and also learn like normal children. As a result, they require special care that can enable them to attain education and become self-reliance and competent just like the other children who are born with no problem. However, I propose a new technology that can enable children with autism not only improve their interaction with others but also learn and act normal just like the other children. Advanced picture exchange communication system or APECS is one of the technologies that have not been widely accepted despite its effectiveness and useful in helping children with autism disorder improve their communication abilities. This essay highlights the importance and effectiveness of picture exchange communication system in helping children with autism disorder interact and go about their daily lives normally like the other children. 
Communicating with a child who is suffering from autism disorder can be difficult and stressful because they cannot talk or use sign language. In many cases, these children rely on picture cards cut from different printed sources to communicate. As Rudy (2018) explains, this can be not only tiresome to the parent but it is also not an effective way of communication. However, with the development of technology, more advanced ways are emerging on how to take care of children with social and behavioral challenges like autism disorder. The use of picture exchange communication system has not been widely explored even though it has extensively been used in clinical settings to help children with autism improve their social interaction skills. According to Rudy (2018), people with autism learn through visual aids, which make good sense for them as they communicate with the images. Further, images have been considered as a universal means of communication because they are easily understood by everyone. 
PECS or picture exchange communication system is considered to be an augmentative communication system that helps children with autism communicates their feelings and needs. Through the APECS, a child with autism spectrum is taught on how to communicate with an adult by giving them a card with a picture of what they want on it. APECS can be used on children who have suffered severe autism spectrum, and they are unable to speak or communicate their feelings verbally. Based on the research study by the Center for Mental Health Policy and Services Research at the Perelman School of Medicine, Pennsylvania, it is estimated that the cost of supporting a child who is suffering from autism disorder can go as far as $2 million or even more (Villavicencio, 2014). This cost can vary based on the costs of expenses use in taking care of the child’s medical, educational, and residential needs. According to Villavicencio (2014), for parents with children with autism, their priority is to see their children develop and integrate into society like everyone else or like the other children. Therefore, parents with children suffering from such conditions will spend their time looking for alternatives or new emerging technology to assist in reducing the expenses as well as the challenges associated with taking care of a child with autism spectrum. Picture exchange communication system is a form of technology that helps children with autism spectrum improves their social communication. According to Mahoney et al. (2018), the impacts of social communications, especially in children with autism spectrum disorder is global. Social communication refers to the use of language in social contexts, and it involves the ability to interact with others socially, develop social cognition, pragmatics and also language processing abilities (Mahoney et al., 2018). In the case of children with autism who cannot effectively develop social cognition and they do not have language processing abilities, augmentative or alternative commination systems become the solution. Mahoney et al. (2018) explain that augmentative systems are considered to be an effective way to assist children with autism disorder communicates effectively. According to Mahoney et al. (2018), augmentative communication is used as replacement or alternative to oral communication to assist people with oral communication challenges like children with autism to express their thoughts. PECS seems to be the best alternative for children with autism to communicate because it provides them with the rewards to facilitate the communication process (Mahoney et al., 2018). However, it should be understood that APECS is not just using picture cards as a tool for communication. It requires training through the pyramid products, which prepares the APECS user to acquire the skills and knowledge to work with the learner with autism or a child with autism spectrum through the six stages or approaches used in implementing the use of APECS. 
The first phase or stage involves the trainer working with the child as well as the caregiver to determine and identify what are the motivating factors for the child. This can be their favorite toy, ball or even food. After identifying these factors, the trainer then proceeds to create cards that involves that motivating factor or item as the child tries to use it to discover the item. The child is then trained to use the card whenever he or she wants the item. 
The second phase of implementing APECS involves giving the child the space to make use of the cards on his or her own. This means that the parent or the trainer leaves the child to try to determine his or her desired item by handing over the right card which contains the item. This process is considered important not only because the child is capable of identifying his or her desired item, but it is also considered to be a great life lesson through which the child can gain another person’s attention. 
The third phase involves the child developing the ability to discriminate the pictures among other pictures when making a request for a certain item. Children with autism find it difficult to learn due to their slow cognitive capabilities and responses. The use of APECS technology enables them to acquire a communication platform where they can ask and get what they desire. In this phase, the child is able to select the best way to learn, either through the photos or graphics. 
The fourth stage involves the child trying to build a sentence through the pictures. Unlike the normal use of pictures to enable the child communicates; APECS involves the use of sentence strips on the cards. For example, in the card, there may be a sentence that starts with “I want” and then followed by the picture of either a ball or a toy that the child desires. Specialists have argued that the use of sentence strips can significantly help the child develop a language even when they have difficulties in achieving oral communication. 
The next stage is to enable the child to construct sentences from the sentence strips or the starter words used in the cards to make proper communication. This may take some time, and it is advisable that the parent, caregiver or the trainer should be patient and understanding to the child. 
The last stage involves the child learning to make comments on their surrounding by responding to the questions to what they can hear and see. This stage also involves guiding the child to make proper descriptions of what they can see in the cards as they learn to acquire more complex pictorial language. Implementing the above six stages in advanced APECS’ use may take some significant time; it may take weeks, months or even years depending on the abilities of the child in learning. However, it is important to note that all these stages must be implemented for an effective outcome to be realized. After explaining what our new technology is and how it works, it is also important to note how effective it is in helping children with autism spectrum disorder develop language system. 
Even though picture-based communication is easy and nearly free to obtain, PECS has some unique traits that make it effective and suitable for children with communication challenges. Unlike the use of pictures which can be obtained from a part of the magazine, newspaper or even notebook, APECS require specialized training and specialized consultant who understands how it is used. APECS, unlike the ordinary use of pictures cut from the magazines with a pair of scissors, will require the caregiver or parent of the child to invest in the training programs. However, one may wonder whether it is worth to invest some few hundred dollars in such technology when they can find a picture from a magazine or newspaper and cut it to represent the cards that a child can learn with. The answer to this is affirmative that it is worth to invest in advanced picture exchange communication system because of the potential benefits that it offers to the child with autism that the other picture-based learning approaches cannot offer. For example, APECS reduces the negative behaviors that are caused by frustrations when the other picture-based learning methods are used. This technology enables the child to identify the desired item through the sentence strips added besides the picture. The sentence strip, which has starter words such as “I want” helps the child to effectively develop a communication strategy to facilitate their process of seeking and acquiring items. Secondly, advanced PECS increases the availability and opportunity for the child to learn and interact with people and the environment. Children with autism have difficulties in interacting and identifying things in their environment. Through the six phases of this technology, the child will be able to improve his or her social interaction skills. 
One of the key problems that children with autism have is the emotional distance from their parents and the members of the society. This is because they feel that other people, especially those who are not autistic cannot understand what they are going through. However, when they start to communicate their desires and wants, and they notice that they are getting the attention of others, they will learn to get closer to people; thus, increasing their relatedness and emotional closeness to others and the community. Such children can grow and become competent like any other member of the society despite suffering from autism. 
Even though it is not the direct result, but the use of APECS will increase the child’s oral communication skills and enable him or her acquire some spoken language skills. Many children with autism do not have spoken language skills. However, the use of APECS involves the use of words and not pictures alone. This facilitates the child’s ability to make statements when he or she comes for something he or she wants. Unlike the use of pictures alone, APECS technology can enable the child with no spoken language to communicate his or her desires. In most cases, parents with autistic children do not know how to communicate with their children or interpret what they want or emotions. APECS can change that as it offers the child a unique opportunity to learn how to initiate interaction and communication through the starter words. This technology can be useful for every child with autism disorder, but most specifically, it is useful to autistic children with developmental delays and has previously been not engaged or interested in communicating. It may require some investment, but in the end, it is worth it because the child will have made a significant step if he or she can make a sentence with the words expressing his or her desire, needs or emotions. Therefore, parents should be encouraged to take their autistic children for APECS training to facilitate their communication process.
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