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CHAPTER 23

Enhancing Language and
Development: Theoreticd

AMY M. WETHERBY, ADRIANA L. SCHU

Communicative competence may be the

mary factor determi
individuals with autism an

pri-

ning the extent t© which
d Pervasive De el-

opmental Disorder (PDD) can develop rela-

tionships with oth
daily activities and routines at sch
and in the communit
aicative competence achieved by persons

ers and can participate in
ool, at hgme,

y. The level of commu-

with

sutism and PDD is closely related to the devel-
opment of social behavior (Garfin & Lord,
1986) and measures of outcome (Lotter, 1978;

McEachin, Smith, & Lovaas, 1993). More

over,
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use of nonverbal and verbal behavior have @
major impact on communicative effectiveness
(Prizant & Wetherby. 1987)- Recause of these
dual challenges. the focus of communication
enhangement efforts must be the development
of functional communication abilities, rather
than just the development Of communicative

means or behaviors.

The dcvcmpmﬁ:ntal and social-cognitive
diffefences associated with autism and PDD
must/lalso be taken into account. The social-
cognitive style demonstrated by many individ-
uals lwith autism and PDD has a profound
effedt on the acquisition of symbols and com-
munitation systems, and possibly an even
greater effect on the ability to use language
effectively in social interactions. Caregivers
and practitioners—and. indeed, persons with
autism and PDD—are challenged by a complex
interaction of communicative and language
limitations. behavior problems, and an uneven
profile of learning strengths and weaknesses.
Such cognitive discrepancies—as reflected by
the [@bility of many persons 10 reproduce. by

rorell memorized speech in specific contexts—
may| mask the true communicative limitations
and| may result in challenging behavior that
arises when expectations about a person’s
abil§ ty to communicate are unrealistic, This
chapter examines communicative and social-
cogpitive differences from a communication
enhfincement perspective, The intent here is 10
estgblish the conceptual and philosophical
basis for the next two chapters, in which more
spegific guidelines for assessment and commu-

picarion enhancement are ,me'dcd,
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SOCIAL (;‘OM:\'IL?NICATION
FRAMEWORK; A TR:\.\'SACTIONAL
PERSPECTIVE

Approaches 1o communication enhancement
must be rooted in sound theory ar philosophy
(Prizant & Wetherby, 1989): otherwise. clinj-
cal efforts wil] be unsystematic. ineffective, or
inefficient, and may be frustrating to a in-
volved. The philosophy should emphasize and
focus on the social-affective basis of verbal
and nonverha| communication in rea-|ife con-
Lexts, rather than merely on the structural di-
mensions of speech and language training
received in artificial and contrived settings
(e.g., training of speech repetition). Profes-
sionals who wish to work effectively with
individuals with autism and PDD mys; under-
stand how and why these individuals com-
Mmunicate. Enhancing communication is pot
merely a matter of expanding a repertoire of
words and sentences. Such skills are mostly
superfluous if an individya] has limited under-
standing of how to use them in a communjca-
tive interaction. This section addresses the
importance of understanding the learning
style and characreristics of individuals with
autism and PDD ip order to make an effective
communication enhancement effort. Later sec-
tions review pertinent issues underlying the
advocated intervention philosophy and ap-
proaches. which will be discussed in derai] in
Chapter 24 (on nonspeaking individuals) and
Chapter 25 (on Persons at language levels).

Understanding Communication in
Autism and PDD

Earlier publications have suggested that the
constructs of intentionaliry and comentionaliry
contribute significantly 1o understanding com-
municative behavior of persons with autism
(Prizant & Wetherby. 1987: Schuler & Prizant,
1985). Bates (1979, defined communicarive in-
tent as “signaling behavior in which the sender
Is aware a priori of (he effect that a signal wil
have on his listener, and he persists in that
behavior until the effect i obtained or fuilure js
clearly indicated™ (p. 360, However, not al
communicative behaviors gre intentional. Any
behinvior can serve o communicative funetion.
regardless of whether he elfect was intended
thunst. Lowe, & Burtholomew . 1uag), Alterna-

tively, communicative behavior myy
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communicative attemprs. The more ffecr.
the communicator, the| more likely ¢
tive behaviors will serye intended pur
Many individuals with autism and ppyp,
show limited expression of communigygy in.
tentions that involve sgcial goals. SUCH 4y Ghy,.
ing experiences. This| is especially|firye for
young children and far persons With autjom,
who have great limitations in comminicy;y
ability. Additionally, there may be p; rliculyy
difficulty in following |and using common in-
dicating Strategies (e.gl, pointing) to €stabliyh
a joint focus of attention with commupicajy e
partners. Communicatjye acts, espegjally i,
early stages of communication and linguage
development, are heavi V¥ skewed towiard be.
havior regulation fundtions Or need-based
functions, such as requesting an object of
protesting an event. as Opposed to fuliction,
that are more social in pature, such as com-
menting, describing, or sharing ejoaiuns
(Curcio, 1978: Mundy, | Sigman, & Kasari,
1990; Wetherby & Prutting, 1984). Thik com-
Mmunicative pattern appedrs to be closely tied
Lo social-cognitive differences: that is.lmotj-
vations to communicate are focused on imme-
diate needs and properties of the physical
world rather than op sogial interactions and
socioemotional concerns. This focus is dnalo-
gous with Kanner’s (1943 early c]aljls of
dissociations between Person and object intel-
ligence in autism.
Convemionulily in communicative signal-
ing refers to the degree to|which the megdning
of signals is shared or understood by a speial
community. At its most bhsic level. commu-
nicative behavior may  be  conceptualized
along two dimensions: (a)las communicdtinve
Means. or the behaviors uséd 1o communitate
(C.g.. gestures. words): and (b) as commu-
nicative function. or the eoals that are agtu-
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srough the pre

reactions of others, firstin response o their
Prgimcminnn'l signals produced without spe-
cific purposcs in mind, and eventually in re-
sponse w intentional and purposcful
relinguistic and linguistic signals. Early in
Jevelopment. caregivers assign meaning o &
cange of vocal as well as nonvocal behaviors,
and cmnmunicutive means become increas-
ingly conventionalizcd through reciprocal s0-
cial exchanges (Ainsworth & Bell, 1974
Bates. 1979: Bruner, 1975; McLean, 1990).

It is NOW widely accepted that individuals

with autism and PDD acquire unconventional
pehaviors to express communicative intentions
in the absence of more conventional means
(Prizant & Wetherby, 1987). Even speech pro-
duction (e.2-. delayed echolalia) may be un-
conventional in both form and function
{Prizant & Rydell, 1993). In addition, nonver-
bal and paralinguistic behavior, including ges-
wre. facial expression, intonation, and body
orientation. typically is limited in augmenting
communicative effectiveness (Fay & Schuler,
1980: Prizant. 1988: Ricks & wing, 1975).
The development of idiosyncratic communica-
tion patterns, which commonly incorporate
snconventional and often undesirable commu-
nicative means, 18 frequently observed. These
patterns may possibly emerge from the limited
ability in imitating others and in social learn-
ing. Certain behaviors, previously dismissed
-l_S aberrant and nonfunctional, have been
found through functional assessment to serve a
variety of communicative purposes (Donnel-
lan, Mirenda. Mesaros, & Fassbender, 1984).
The use of unconventional and idiosyncratic
communicative means places a greater burden
on the communicative partner to be sensitive
to body language and other subtle, difficult-to-
tead signals.

Contributions of a
Developmental Framework
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3. Joint attention—communication used to di-
rect another’s attention for purposes of
sharing the focus on an entity or event.

Prior to the emergence of words. normally de-
veloping children use intentional communica-
tive signals for these three major functions
{ Wetherby, Cain. Yonclas. & Walker, 1988).
Over the second year of life. these communica-
tive intentions are expressed with more sophis-
ticated and conventional signals. paving the
way for the acquisition of symbolic communi-
cation.

Wetherby (1986) suggested that the easiest
and first emerging communicative intention
for persons with autism is behavior regulation,
and the most difficult is joint attention, pre-
sumably because of the differing social under-
pinnings of these respective abilities. A lack
of joint attention skills has become a hallmark
of autism, as accumulated studies have docu-
mented this deficit in children with autism and
PDD (Loveland & Landry, 1986: Mundy et al.,
1990; Wetherby & Prutting, 1984). Because of
the early emergence of joint attention in nor-
mal development, this limitation has important
implications for early identification of autism
and PDD (Baron-Cohen, Allen, & Gillberg,
1992 DiLavore, Lord, & Rutter, 1995; Mundy,
Kasari, & Sigman, 1992: Prizant & Wetherby,
1987: Wetherby & Prizant, 1993). Further-
more. an individual's range of communicative
intentions should be considered in deciding
how to enhance communication development.
Rather than setting goals based on form alone
(e.g., gestures, words), enhancement should
begin with an emphasis on function and form,
such as use of gestures for behavior regulation,
which is an easier-to-master and more specific
functional goal for persons with autism and
PDD. Once gains are made in behavior regula-
tion. greater emphasis should be placed on
communicating for more social purposes of so-
cial interaction and joint attention.

Pragmatic-social interactive theories since
the late 1970s have focused on the role of so-
cial interaction in language development and
have emphasized that successful communici-
tion invelves reciprocity and mutual negotia-
tion {Lahev. 1988: McLean, 1990). Joint
action between the child and caregiver forms
the social context in which children learn to
Lalk ( Bruner, 1978). From carly in Tifeo infants

make deliberate attempts to share CNDPETicnce,
with caregivers by sharing attention and yffe,.
tive states (Stern, 1985). Early display
fect and directed eye gaze serve as \:
regulate interaction and help the dhregive,
read the infant’s emotional state ([Tronicy
1989). Children are viewed as active|partic,.
pants who learn to afffect the behajior 4pg
ideas of others through active signaling. 4ng
who gradually acquire more sophisticateq

S of af.
fnals 4

and conventional means to communicafe. givep
the caregivers’ contingent social responsiyve.
ness (Dunst et al., 1990). Thus, the ¢ombina.
tion of the readability| of the child’§ signal,
and the caregiver’s contingent social|respon-
siveness influences the| successful acquisition

of communication and language.

Communication development reflects the
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The process of language acquisition may
also be viewed from a broader cultural per-
spective. One of the unique qualities of hu-
mans is their ability to transmit and acquire
knowledge from others, and to consider the
perspective of others (Bruner. 1975; Vygot-
sky. 1934/1962). This capacity has been
eferred to as cultural learning. Tomasello.
Kruger. and Ratner (1993) have recently de-
scribed the ontogeny of cultural learning as
progressing through three stages:

1. Imitative learning, in which learners imi-
tate models provided.

Instructed learning, in which learners in-
ternalize the rules of the instructor and reg-
ulate their own attentional and learning
strategies.

. Collaborative learning. in which learners
construct new meanings or ideas with other
learners.

(=]

L)

A child's emerging communicative compe-
tence reflects the child’s developing capacity
for cultural learning. Communication and lan-
guage development in autism and PDD must
be approached within a broad social-cognitive
context that affords opportunities for cultural
learning.

Understanding Challenging Behavior
from a Communicative Perspective

Despite the fact that as many as 50% of indi-
viduals with autism display some functional
speech and language skills (Prizant. 1988).
pnl:blcm behaviors such as aggression and self-
Injury may be used to procure attention, to es-
“3pe from a task or situation, to protest against
changes of schedule and routine. or to regulate
“ctal interactions in a predictable manner.
For example. Carr and Durand (1983) reported
*hat aggression. tantrums. and selt-injury were
more likely to occur in situations with a high
el of tusk difficulty and a low level of adult
Mention. These challenging behaviors may
:;iii_‘:)ﬂ‘ 4 continuum. from automatic and
"“crnall srutc to prenn[er}[xonul 'exprcssmn of
o ]n\i)\'tutc:i tsuct? as t-rustratlon. boredo_m,
o Sty a~nd to mtcnuonul.commumcanon

- Protesting) used to deliberately affect
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others’ behdviors (Prizant & Wetherby, [987:
Wetherby, 1986).

Given thilt unconventional torms ol behav-
ior often s¢rve communicative purposes. ef-
forts to minage behavior problems  should
acknowledgg the functions that the problem-
atic behaviogf might serve. Long-term solutions
to many behavior problems ultimately involve
the development of communicative skills. both
to replace L allenging behaviors used to com-
municate intent, and to prevent the further
developmenl of behavior problems. Positive,
nonaversive, and respectful approaches to the
management of challenging behaviors are be-
coming widely accepted as best practices for
individuals jwith severe disabilities (see Carr
et al.. 1994; Horner et al., 1990; Reichle &
Wacker, 1993). The expanded use and im-
proved technology of functional assessment
of challenging behavior have led to a variety of
alternatives| to using punishment as a way of
precluding gr managing difficult behavior (see
Carr et al., [994; Horner et al., 1990; Meyer &
Evans, 1986; Reichle & Wacker, 1993). One
effective imtervention derived from a func-
tional assessment has been to teach functional
equivalents|of, or replacements for, the chal-
lenging behaviors (Carr & Durand. 1986;
Horner <t al., 1990; Prizant & Rydell, 1993).
For example, some challenging behaviors are
determinedthrough a functional assessment to
serve a communicative function (i.e.. either to
request an pbject or attention, or to “escape”
from a boring or frustrating activity). Func-
tional communication training entails teaching
the individual an alternative, appropriate com-
municative| means to express the function(s)
served by the challenging behaviors (Carr &
Durand. 1985: Durand, 1990). A significant
body of litgrature has demonstrated how func-
tional communication training can lead to (a) a
reduction in problem behavior. (b) generali-
zation acrobs people and social contexts, and
(¢) maintenance of acquired skills over time
{see Durand. Berotti. & Weiner. 1993, for a re-
view). [t hds been demonstrated that the chal-
lenging behavior will be reduced only if the
alternativelfcommunicative means serves the
same function as the challenging behavior
(Carr & Durand. 1983).

Challenging behaviors do not always serve
communicadtive ends: they may reflect internal
states or gnvironmental variables rather than
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[nformation processing research, capitaliz-
ing on 4 now classic series of experiments con-
Jucted by Hermelin and O Connor (1970) and
Frith (1971), has turther claritied the cogni-
tive traits of individuals with autism and PDD.
These individuals perform well on tasks that
rely on spatial location and simultancous in-
formation processing, but they have difticulty
with the coding and categorization of sequen-
tial information. Furthermore, autistic chil-
dren pc‘ffoa’med equally well when recalling
nonsense as opposed to meaningful series of
information, regardless ot whether visual or
auditory stimulus input was presented (Her-
melin, 1976). Control groups did better in the
recall of meaningful series. In other words. the
autistic children employed a rote memoriza-
tion strategy that was not aided by meaningful
stimuli. This outcome has been interpreted by
Hermelin as reflecting an impairment with the
coding and categorization of information.

Based on extensive nonverbal investigations
of the conceptual and representational abili-
tes of a mute adolescent with autism, and
on larger-scale follow-up studies, Schuler
tSchuler. 1979, 1995; Schuler & Bormann,
1983) has suggested that individuals with
autism seem to perform considerably better
with nontransient rather than transient stimu-
lus input, and when only judgment of object
ind material properties and spatial orientation
s required, rather than judgment about the
impact of one’s own and others’ action. An un-
derstanding of social causality requires pro-
vessing of temporally organized, sequential
“Ues. An understanding of object properties
I.md spatial relations is acquired more readily
o individuals with autism because of the non-
transient nature of the discriminations in-
*olved. Reports of this pattern of ability and
disability are commensurate with the discrep-
iMvies reported by Kanner (1943). That is,
‘""T“:‘lh\ tend to revolve around object manip-
slation angd object knowledge, whereas appar-
‘M weuknesses are related to the development
"" *0cial cognitive constructs (for a discussion
:::T‘nji”grcqccs between thinking ubout peo-
r thinking about objects. see Hoffman,

Theorctical Foundations 3109

1951). It mjiy he speculated that, at least in

part, specifflc weaknesses are noted in social

communicative domains because signals that

reculate sodial interactions are largely tran-

sient, as are

the interactions themselves,

Metarepresentation as an

Explanaton

Frith (1989,
ways in whi

vy Theory

interprets the extremely literal
ch people with autism process in-

formation ay indicative of a reduced awareness

of their own

thoughts in relation to the thoughts

of others. In experiments designed to measure

the construg
autism have
derstanding

t of theory of mind, children with
been found to have difficulty un-
the beliefs and desires of others

(Baron-Cohgn et al., 1985; Baron-Cohen,
Leslie, & Figth, 1986). In an experiment utiliz-

ing various
Perner (1983

dolls and props., Wimmer and
) presented the following scenario

to typically developing 3- and 4-year-olds:

A girl named
putting a mar}
named Anne |
Sally’s basket

Sally enters the stage. She leaves after
le into her basket. Next a different girl
appears, who takes the marble out of
to hide it in her own box.

Subsequently,

asked the fg
marble reall
the beginnin

the 3- and 4-year-olds were
llowing questions: “Where is the
77 and “Where was the marble in
c?” Although these questions did

not present dny trouble to either age group, the
subsequent guestion proved to be hard for the
3-year-olds to answer: “Where will Sally look
for her marble?” The younger children found it

difficult to
the world dt
derstanding|

apprehend that Sally’s picture of
pesn’t match reality. A better un-
of Sally’s beliefs and intentions

was shown by 4- and 5-year-olds,

When thi
a group of

s same scenario was presented to
children with autism. who were

compared tg developmentally matched normal
children and to children with Down syndrome,

809% of the
that Sally wi
tual locatiof
expected to|

children with autism predicated
ould look for the marble in its ac-
rather than where she would be
look (Baron-Cohen et al.. 1983).

Similarly. when asked to sequence pictures

that dealt w
children wi
necessary g

ith people as opposed to objects.
h autism did poorly when it was
comprehend the beliets of others
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the expression of communicative intentions.
However, the boundary between intentional
and preintentional behavior is not precise.
Preintentional behavior may eventually be
used intentionally when the effects or outcome
of these behaviors become anticipated as a
result of previous experience with others’ re-
actions. Intentionality is thus a matter of de-
gree rather than an all-or-nothing phenomenon
(Prizant & Wetherby, 1985; Wetherby &
Prizant. 1989). For instance, rather elaborate
speech may reflect only limited communica-
tive intent. such as when the same phrase is
literally repeated over and over without any
adjustment to allow for greater communicative
efficacy. Typically, the greater the intent, the
greater the persistence, repair, and diversifi-
cation of the behavior if initial attempts are
unsuccessful or if anticipated outcomes are vi-
olated (Wetherby & Prizant, 1989).

The nature and extent of the challenging be-
haviors of individuals with autism and PDD
are certainly primary determinants of the ex-
tent of independence that can be achieved in
domestic, educational, and, eventually, voca-
tional settings. Assessment and communica-
tion enhancement efforts should thus examine
an individual’s communicative system as a
whole, including apparently unconventional
and/or challenging behaviors, which may serve
communicative and/or cognitive functions.
Because these matters are most critical for
individuals with severe communicative and
cognitive disabilities, they are discussed in
considerable detail in Chapter 24 (on prelan-
guage approaches). Nevertheless, for verbal as
well as nonverbal individuals, the basic tenet
accepted is that behavior problems should al-
ways be examined in the context of an individ-
ual’s repertoire of communicative means and
functions. and how these are used in a natural
context. To acquire a more fully integrated
picture of communicative abilities. cognitive
differences also must be considered.

DEVELOPMENTAL DISCONTINUITY
AND COGNITIVE STYLE

A broad understanding of communication from
a functional perspective needs to be combined
with knowledge of the developmental discrep-

ancies and  discontinuities  associated  with

aul.i.sm dnd PDD. Bghavioral und_: Commun,.
cative differences can only be underqiong -
rcl‘crcnccj to social-cognitive diffefence,, he.
cause of their common roots. Eyjidence G
cognitive differences|has been gathéred frop, s
number of sources. including (a) iil:elllgm“.c
testing (see DeMyer| 1975: Prior. |[1979, angd
claims of generalized cognitive deficits (R .
land, 1964; Rutter, 1968, 1983); (b) applicd
learning research on |persistent gengralization
problems (for a discussion. see Kgegel. Ryp.
cover, & Egel. 1982) and so-called stimulys.
overselectivity (for |a review. see Lovaa,,
Koegel, & Schreibman, 1979); (¢) research o
information processing and theory of ming
(Baron-Cohen, Leslie, & Frith, i985): and
(d) developmental discontinuity, asjlevidenced
by specific patterns jof abilities and disabil;-
ties (see Schuler, 1995, for a review).
Developmental discontinuity has intrigued
caregivers as well as| professionals|ever since
the publication of Kanner’s first cdse studies
(1943), in which he referred to his §ubjects as
cognitively “well endowed,” based|on obser-
vations of isolated specific ability] Approxi-
mately two-thirds of all individuals with
autism have subsequently been described as
intellectually impairdd, based on their perfor-
mance on standard IQ tests (DeMyer. 1975).
Although some of the commonly| observed
areas of relative ability have been discarded as
“splinter skills,” the true nature of|the cogni-
tive differences and cognitive impairments
continues to challenge researchers and practi-
tioners. The often striking contradictions be-
tween apparent intellectual promisel|(based on
observation of speciffic skills) and significant
limitations in communicative ané¢1 adaptive
skills are a source| of great inferest and
promise—and frustration—for thase closely
involved with people with autism and PDD.
The patterns of | relative strepgths and
weaknesses identified in the literatire provide
some insight into this|matter. Comnjonly cited
abilities of autistic persons includg an excel-

lent rote memory for

both visual and auditory

information. and profliciency in tasks demand-

ing visual-spatial jud
nition (Grandin, 19¢
1983b). Specific ski
ties include both re
tion ol melodie s

pment and patlern recogs
S: Prior. 1979: Prizant.

Is related 1o these abili-

Lerns: constiuetion of

ognition and|reproduc-

epatial arrays from s

'su:ﬂ- :
{e arrangements of block
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auditory stimulus input w
25" melin. 1976). Control grou
© recall of meaningful series.
autistic children employec
tion strategy that was not ¢
stimuli. This outcome has
Hermelin as reflecting an i
coding and categorization
Based on extensive nom

of the conceptual and rej
ties of a mute adolescen
on larger-scale follow-u
(Schuler. 1979. 1995; S
1983) has suggested th
autism seem to perform
with nontransient rather
lus input. and when onl
and material properties ai
is required. rather than
impact of one”s own and ¢
derstanding of social ca
cessing of temporally ¢
cues. An understanding
and spatial relations 1s a
by individuals with autis!
transient nature of the
volved. Reports of this |
disability are commensu
ancies reported by K
strengths tend to revolve
ulation and object know
ent weak nesses are relat

of social cognitive const
of the differences betwe
Ple and thinking ubout




520 Interventions

(Baron-Cohen et al.. 1980). These selected
impairments in understanding the beliefs of
others have been reported by other researchers
and have been extended to include the desires
of others (e.g.. Harris, 1993).

Confirming the validity of Kanner’s theory
on the carly differentiation between objects
and people. Hobson (1990) has suggested that
the impaired social and communicative abili-
ties in autism may result from a deficit in af-
fective relations with others, compared to a
relative strength in relations with the physical
world. Based on the theory of mind research
findings. Baron-Cohen (1988) has proposed
that the primary deficit in autism is cognitive
and that it involves a selective impairment in
the capacity for metarepresentation or beliefs
about other people’s mental states. Baron-
Cohen attributed the deficits in joint attention
and other pragmatic skills, as well as the
deficits in symbolic play and theory of mind,
to an impaired metarepresentational capacity,
and urged an integration of the cognitive and
affective theories. In consideration of the rela-
tively early emergence of joint attention, it is
plausible that the impairment in joint attention
in early development underlies the impairment
in theory of mind in later development. Sigman
and Kasari (1995) suggest that the joint atten-
tion deficit in autism reflects the demands
of integrating atlention and cognition with
affect.

Differences in Style of
Cognitive Processing

Frequently cited characteristics of language
and communicative behavior in autism can be
understood in reference to analogous differ-
ences in the cognitive and language acquisi-
tion styles of normally developing children. A
differentiation between gestalt versus ana-
Iytic forms has been made in reference Lo
differences in stvles ol language acguisition
(i.c.. gestalt vs. analytic styles: Peters. 1983).
Gestalt language forms are multiword utter-
ances that are memorized and produced as
single units or chunks. with little analysis of
their internal linguistic structure and with
little or no comprehension of the utterances
themselves. Analytic forms. on the other

hand. are senerated on the basis of the appli-

cation of {a) linguistic rules that
greater comprehension of constitug
ture. and (b) the specific mcnninus;
by those utterances| and  their Hq
parts. These two diffgrent forms of|
gestalt and analytic, [have been noj
used by typically developing children. and ap
pear highly relevant (o the understandine
language acquisition §trategies in p@}gpuim;un\
with various disabilities (Prizant, 19s3n
Schuler & Prizant, 1985: Wills. 1978). '

Prizant (1983b) prgposed that children wix
autism use a gestalt strategy in earlyf luneuue,
learning by imitating unanalyzed thunl\ -u.'
multiword units of speech and subsequenty
breaking down thesg units into m
segments. Most verbal individuals with autism
seem to demonstrate| a gestalt style of lun-
guage acquisition in that their early Btterances
are typically rigidly echolalic (Ricks & Wing,
1975), and their early communicative func-
tions tend to be expr¢ssed through immediate
and delayed echolalia (Prizant, 1987: Schuler
& Prizant. 1985). This cognitive style is a rel-
atively inflexible mode of information pro-
cessing that results in the memorjization of
unanalyzed chunks of information,|including
speech stimulus as well as visual stimulus
input. In contrast. a more analytic style allows
for decoding the specific meanings af the com-
ponent parts of a seguence in relation to each
other. This process is based on exfraction of
the meaning or “gist’] of experiencgs by inter-
relating the relevant pieces of inforfnation and
references to previous experiences, jand not by
simply storing information to be feproduced
Jater in an identical |fashion (Fay & Schuler.
1980: Prizant. 19834). Prizant (1983b) sug-
gested that, for many verbal children with
autism, language acquisilion progrgsses from
(a) the predominant use of echolalia, with little
evidence of comprehension or com hunicative
intent. to (b) the use|of echolalia fg
of communicative fupctions. and Liter to (¢ d
decrease in echolaliyl co-occurring with an in-
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sponds with differences in cognitive style.

Weaknesses in processing transient signals
may also contribute to gestalt patterns. Pro-
cessing of transient signals is critical to com-
prehension of the constituent structure of
utterances and to construction of a generative
srammatical system. Construction of a lin-
Z_vuis[ic rule system requires rapid processing
of both auditory and visual transient informa-
tion (speech as well as nonverbal cues) and
presumes an ability to focus on consistencies
and variations within speech and nonverbal
behavior as they occur relative to objects and
social or nonsocial environmental events. A
gestalt mode of processing is ill-suited to the
apprehension of transient signals and is clearly
counterproductive when it comes to unraveling
the temporally coded segmental structure of
spoken language as well as the temporal struc-
ture of social interaction. Common reports on
precocious written-word skills, or even on so-
¢alled hyperlexia (Aram & Healy, 1988), are
of relevance in this context. A major differ-
ence between written and spoken language
lies within the coding mechanisms involved—
that is. in the utilization of nontransient ver-
sus transient signals. Because the processing
of written language is not as dependent on
sequential analyses, superior written-word
skills in individuals with autism are readily
explained.

The preference for nontransient signals
and the associated information processing
style may impede the acquisition of rule-gov-
erned svstems of linguistic and social knowl-
edge. On the other hand. it could be argued
that the prevalent cognitive style in autism re-
sults from impaired social interaction, if early
social experience is viewed as a primary deter-
minant of more flexible social and linguistic
tule systems and the modes of processing asso-
Stated  therewith. In other words, 'social
'Meraction limitations can partially be ex-
Plained on the basis of cognitive style differ-
énees. or cognitive style differences can be
:I‘nfll;““td on the basis of carly and pervasive
I:rgc;l'[mm 1—n joint attention and social 1n-
! lon. Whatever the case. approaches 10
:;m:]:ﬂ?CQKiOH. enhancement that  address

2nitive discrepancies (taking into account
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both strengths  and  weaknesses) and the
gestalt stylg ol language acquisition and use
would scenl| o be “hest-lit”™ interventions,
considering [the distinetly different learning
style of persons with autism and PDD
(Grandin, 1995: Prizant & Wetherby. 1989:
Schuler. 1995). Commonly cited challenges
lack of flexjbility in communication and lan-
guage: development of unconventional verbal
behavior. including echolalia: insistence on
preservation of sameness: and overreliance on
social routines and rituals—need to be ap-
proached afid understood as resulting from
these cognitive differences.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
CATION ASSESSMENT

NCEMENT

Advances in the conceptualization of autism
and PDD as|developmental disabilities involv-
ing impairments of social interaction, commu-
nication. and symbolic abilities have had a
great influgnce on approaches to language in-
tervention (Prizant & Wetherby, 1988). Con-
temporary [language intervention approaches
differ dramatically from the traditional oper-
ant behavigral approaches to language and
communicafiion “training” that dominated the
1970s and garly 1980s. One of the most criti-
cal differences is the emphasis on successful
communicative interactions in natural con-
texts. which affects all aspects of program-
ming, from| targeting goals to designing the
contexts of intervention. The developmental
idiosyncrasies associated with autism tend to
complicate||intervention efforts; the commu-
nicative and social limitations are often
masked by [much higher skills. leading to frus-
tration and unrealistic expectations. Conse-
quently. individuals with autism have often
been considered noncompliant, which has led
to a focus Bn compliance training. As a result,
much potefitial ability may be used in a mal-
adaptive way—for example, in learning to es-
cape from|extremely didactic and demanding
teaching sgssions that are experienced as aver-
sive (becallse they may not make sense to the
individual [involved and do not lead to an in-
creased sense of control).

The cognitive and communicative discrep-
ancies disgussed above raise a host of other
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issues. Communication problems experienced
by people with autism and PDD are not simply
d matter ol isolated deficits: they reflect un-
derlying social-cognitive limitations that im-
pacton social interaction and communication.
Therefore. a deficiency remediation model
does not suffice. Rather, communication as-
sessment and enhancement practices should be
guided by efforts to understand. modify. and
expand current social/communicative, linguis-
tic. and cognitive systems, acknowledging the
functions served by an individual's current
behavioral repertoire and coping strategies.
The advocated approach is rransactional in
nature: it addresses the individual with au-
tism or PDD, the social environment. and the
interaction between the individual and the en-
vironment. A transactional approach is a con-
strucrivisi model that addresses interactive and
functional dimensions of communication.
The term constructivist is used because
learning is viewed as an active process by
which individuals “construct” or build knowl-
edge and meanings based on interactions with
people and experiences in their environment
(Brown, Bransford, Ferrara, & Campione,
1983: De Ruiter & Wansart, 1983; Piaget,
1971: Rogoff, 1990; Wertsch, 1985). If newly
acquired skills are to be integrated within
one’s current behavioral repertoire and cogni-
tive understanding, teaching should extend cur-
rent knowledge and incorporate self-generated
behaviors. Because communication is rooted
within such cognitive understanding, the pri-
mary focus is on helping individuals communi-
cate about things they know or emotions they
feel. Similarly, language should be taught as a
tool to help organize experiences and to plan
and regulate behavior, allowing for the integra-
tion of experiences across different environ-
ments and times of occurrence. Language
experience is thus used to mediate thinking
and problem solving (Brown et al.. 1983: Ro-
goff. 1990: Vygotsky. 1934/1962) and, ulti-
mately. to increase the capacity for cultural
learning. moving the individual from imitative
and instructed to more collaborative forms of
learning that allow for the broadest develop-
mental impact ( Tomasello et al.. 1993).
The advocated intervention approach is in-
teractive because social interaction is viewed as
the medium of language learning: the reactions

ol others refine and reinforce con
behaviors in terms pf function an
Through social intenaction. individuals e\pery.
ence and come to understand the iMpacy of
their communicative attempts onl|their emy.
ronment. ( For a more detailed discllssion of 1.
teractive approachey to language léarnin_g_ see
Snow, Midkiff-Borunda, Small. & Procior,
1984.) This interactive dimension Underscore,
the need for consistent and clear responses 1
the communicative |endeavors of individya|,
with autism and PDD, allowing them (o form
hypotheses about the behaviors and intentions
of others, to perceive the structure of social
interaction. and to participate in interactive
“scripts” (Nelson, 1981). The prgdictabilir
inherent in structured interventign sessions
may help provide the roots of communication
as the individuals involved learn to anticipate
the behavior of others and to observe the our-
come of their own dommunicative||bids. Fyr-
ther expansion and refinement of $cripts are
acquired in peer play

Because of the [transactional |nature of
communication, communication enhancement
should focus not only on the behaVior of the
individual with autism, but also on the com-
municative partner. |Knowledge of language
structure is facilitateld through semantic con-
tingency between the [initiations of the autistic
individuals involved and the responses of oth-
ers. Communicative partners must be respon-
sive to the intentions as well as to thg semantic
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There is then aclear and natural incentive to
communicate. Stated ditferently, the perspece-
tive ol the learner should be adopted. [nstrue-
tion should be learner-centered more than
~reacher T-imposed  (and  thus unrcluated to
daily communicative needs and motivations
to communicate). Given that many individuals
are limited in their grasp of communication
as 2 purposeful and collaborative social trans-
Lction, a primary focus needs to be placed on
the establishment of an interest in communi-
cation based on experiencing socially and
emotionally satisfying interactions. That 1s,
communicative exchanges must make sense in
svents that make sense, and the exchanges
must foster the development of secure and
trusting relationships before too much empha-
sis is placed on producing the correct word
or sentence, or articulating clearly, or other
requirements.

Assessment Principles

To provide for the type of communication en-
hancement approach advocated here, (a) as-
sessment should focus on communicative
needs in a variety of natural environments and
(b) current communication strategies should
be examined. The primary function of assess-
ment is to provide information that can be
directly translated into goals for communica-
tion enhancement and that can be used in the
evaluation of intervention efforts. In fact, as-
sessment and intervention are dynamically in-
terwoven: assessment guides intervention, and
intervention continues to refine and expand as-
sessment questions. Assessment is thus an
ongoing process rather than a brief, episodic
exercise. Therefore, assessment should not
Tocus on tasks that may be completely unre-
lated 1o actual communicative behavior, or on
molecular fragments of behavior that have lost
their meaning and function because they are
devoid of relevant context. Assessment that at-
empts to diagnose only deficiency will likely
Mt contribute to the enhancement of commu-
Mication abilities.

_ _Cumiun should be applied in using more tra-
ditional norm-referenced and/or standardized
Bsessment tools. which are often based on as-
Wmptions that do not hold true for individuals
®Uith autism or PDD. For normally developing
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children, adbances in one domain of develop-
ment are typically paralleled by similar oins
in related artas. This synchrony is often absent
in persons with autism or PDD. Normal or
near-normal| development in arcas such as
motor develppment and speech production may
oceur alongside profound delays in the devel-
opment of rujlutivcly simple social/communica-
tive skills duch as imitation. joint attention,
communicative gesturing. and turn-taking. In
fact. relativiely advanced skills in one area
may pose sgrious problems for assessment. be-
cause less apparent deficiencies are then easily
overlooked.| Given these discontinuities, as-
sumptions |about synchronous development
across domdins may be violated.

A second problem lies in the behavioral
challenges that may seriously interfere with
the completion of any assessment in a stan-
dardized manner. The disruption of familiar
routines, which is inherent to testing situa-
tions, and t e novel demands posed may cause
confusion dnd distress. leading to so-called
noncompliant behavior. A third problem lies in
the lack oflcomprehension of not only verbal,
but also ngnverbal communication, including
pointing and other gesturing. Very few formal
tests are tquly nonverbal: they often presume
tive abilities that may be limited in
iduals with autism. A fourth related
s to do with limited comprehension
of social conventions. Whereas normally de-
veloping children may perform to please the
examiner, éven if the testing situation does not
make any sense from a child’s perspective, in-
dividuals with autism and PDD may not do so
(for a disclission, see Donaldson. 1978). Gen-
eralization| problems are another obstacle: al-
though cerftain skills may be observed in more
natural coftexts. they may not be observed
during formal assessments. Nevertheless. for
purposes dther than intervention planning (di-
agnostic off predictive purposes, for example),
standardized tests may be of some value. For
those purposes, tests should be carefully se-
lected andjadapted as needed.

The as§essment process. in this view, is
guided by| some central core questions that
are contifiuously redefined on the basis of
overall dgvelopmental level, environmental
needs. and preliminary assessment outcome.
These cofe assessment questions pertain to
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the communicative/social, cognitive, and lin-
guistic domains and the interrelations among
those domains. so that areas of greatest needs
and greatest strengths are identified. Table
23.1 summarizes these basic domains in their
most general form and provides a framework
for assessment concerns. (Chapters 24 and 25
demonstrate how these domains become more
detailed regarding overall functioning levels,
preliminary assessment outcome. and individ-
ual differences.) Because assessment is
viewed as a tool rather than as an end in itself,
many different assessment approaches may be
used: observational or experimental. formal
or informal. structured or less structured. A
useful initial method for gathering informa-
tion about an individual’s communication and
language abilities is to interview significant
others who are familiar with the subtle

TABLE 23.1 Core Assessment Domains

Language and Communication Domains

Expressive language and communication:
use of idiosyncratic/conventional gestures
quality of vocal means

complexity of verbal means (words, sentences,
conversation)

modality strengths and preferences (verhal,
gestural, graphic)
Receptive language and communication:
use of nonlinguistic response strategies
understanding of conventional meanings
engagement in discourse
Sociocommunicative and Socioemotional Domains
Range of communicative functions expressed
Reciprocity of interaction evident in rate of
communicating and use of repair strategies

Use of social-affective signals for social referencing
and for regulating interaction

Comprehension of and expression of emotion in
language and play

Use of self- and mutual-regulatory strategies o
maodulate arousal und emotional state

Language-Relared Cognitive Domain

Evidence of symbolic representation in symbolic or
constructive play

Imitation strategies

Anticipation of routines/ event knowledge

Attention in soctal and nonsocial contexts
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Developmental and Functional
Considerations for
Communication Enhancement

In recent years, clinicians and edug

debated the question|of how goals
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Prizant and Wetherby (1989) have argued
that so-called functional approaches {which
tend to be behaviorally oriented) and develop-
mental approaches need not be viewed as mu-
ually exclusive. However, many educators and
clinicians tend to lean heavily toward either
developmental approaches or functional/be-
havioral approaches, to the virtual exclusion of
intcgrating the best practices from both ap-
proaches. Nevertheless, the two perspectives
can be integrated. [ntervention goals and
contexts for communication enhancement can
and should be selected on the basis of func-
tional as well as developmental criteria. Devel-
opmental considerations should contribute to,
but not mandate, the selection of goals, and
they should serve to guide the choice of task
adaptation and the selection of appropriate
contextual supports (.., visual aids such as
picture schedules, choice boards, and so on).
Goals should be selected on the basis of func-
tional considerations, particularly when deal-
ing with teenagers and adults.
For communication enhancement activities
to0 be most relevant for children with autism
and their families, approaches must be di-
rected toward increasing functional skills to
enhance independence, and reducing stress on
the family by providing appropriate tangible
and psychosocial supports. Functional criteria
should be based on the assessment information
obtained from caregivers’ and professionals’
knowledge of an individual’s communicative
needs. On the other hand, developmental con-
siderations will have great bearing on the spe-
cific communicative means targeted. Without
caretul attention to developmental issues,
communication enhancement efforts can target
competencies that are considerably above or
below an individual's capabilities. However,
the uneven profile of abilities and disabilities
in cognitive and communicative functioning,
which. in part. is definitive of autism and
PDD. should caution against the adoption of
oo narrow a developmental focus. The valid-
wy of intervention goals will be questioned if
they fail to account for functional as well as
developmental issues.

.Cdniemp()rury approaches to treatment are
guided by a growing appreciation of both social
and linguistic aspects of communicative com-
Petence. As noted. the communicative

haracteristics

e

ommunicative

DR

=

ive it individug

.

relationships W
cation enhanceg
havioral (Charl

Johnson. 1989:
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and  related  social-vognitive

tyle of individiials with autism and PDD sug-
ost that the fuction and meaning underlying

acts should always supersede

heir form. when considering the nature of
true” communicative growth. A rigid preoc-
upation with speech development and correct
anguage strucfure or torm is counterproduc-

ls are striving to experience the

Lower of comfhunication in controlling their
iving-environments and developing meaningful

ith others. Therefore, communi-
ment efforts, emerging from be-
op & Haymes. 1994 Koegel &
Koegel. O'Dell. & Koegel,

1987) as wel

| as developmental traditions

(Klinger & Dawson, 1992: Prizant, 1988:
Wetherby & Brizant. 1992). have increasingly
emphasized and incorporated more pragmatic
dimensions offcommunication. including social
reciprocity, and a greater variety of commu-
nicative functions and social contexts. This
functional-pragmatic orientation was highly
influential in moving communication enhance-
ment efforts [[to consider the communicative
meaning of challenging behavior, which has be-
come a joint focus for combining interventions
that address both behavioral issues and com-
municative growth (Prizant & Wetherby,
1987). To enhance effective communication,
alternative (monspeech) means of communica-
tion may need to be explored, such as gestures,
signs. and pjctorial or written modes of ex-
change. In addition, even the subtlest and often
unconventiodal or idiosyncratic modes of com-
munication peed to be recognized, for they
may provide|the foundation for communication
enhancemeni| based on understanding and re-
specting a person’s efforts to communicate.
By providing consistent responses Lo commu-
nicative initiations and replacing undesirable
means of communication with more conven-
tional or so¢ially acceptable ones. communica-
tive success|is more likely to occur.

Communigative Events and Functions

Because individuals with autism and PDD. at
all ability [levels, are so challenged in their
understanding of communicative events in s50-
cial contexi. communication enhancement ef-
forts must/be concerned with all dimensions
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of communication—that is, with enhancing
communicative means and providing a beiter
understanding of the function of communica-
tive behavior and of the dvadic structure of
communicative events, Communicative events
oceur when two or more participants engage
in social interactions cooperatively, (o ac-
complish particular goals te.g., sharing infor-
mation. solving a problem, playing a Zame,
and so on). The structure of such events jn-
volves reciprocal exchanges. Each participant
must have some understanding that he or she
has a role and a responsibility to fulfill in the
cxchange toward a shared goal. Approaches
such as rask analysis, which breaks down teach-
Ing procedures and responses into minute steps,
may be counterproductive when applied to com-
munication development, because they do not
help children to make sense out of communica-
tive transactions (Donaldson. 197§: Duchan,
1986).

Because individuals with autism evidence
cognitive discontinuities and a limited grasp
of communicative events, functionality of
communication should always be the primary
consideration. (For a more detailed discussion
of functionality issyes. see Goetz, Schuler, &
Sailor, 1979; Prizan; & Wetherby, 1989.) Ver-
bal and nonverbal communicative behavior
should always be surrounded by a natura] in-
centive that serves to highlight the commu-
nicative function served, be it a request, a
directive, a protest, or another communicatjve
function. Providing language intervention is
thus not so much a matter of specifying desir-
able response topographies as of providing mo-
tivating contexts, including opportunities and
needs to communicate (McLean & Snyder-
McLean, 1978). This implies that language in-
tervention should largely take place in the
natural environment., capitalizing on the no-
tion of incidental teaching and joint activity
routines (see Cavallaro, 1983: Hart. 1985:
Koegel. O'Dell. & Koegel. 1987: Snyder-
McLeun. McLean, Etter-Schroeder. & Rogers.,
1984).

Cued Response Training versus
Communication Enhancement

Traditional behaviora) treatment programs tha
predominated in the 1970, and J980s utilized

imitation, prompting| angd z'cinl‘m‘c@mcm lech.
nigques within g discrete-trial teach
that targeted speech or language gy
behavior (Charlop & Haymes, 1994
portant to distinguish| between (a) the lL'Lll"ﬂlng
of cue-dependent re ponse topogmiphie, W
is characteristic of traditional behafliory) pro.
grams {e.g.. Lovaas, 1981). and (b) the dequis,.
tion of trye communicative., lingulfsjc. and
social knowledge. Bechuse many aufistic iny;.
viduals do quite well with the situatiof -specific
recall of unanalyzed memorized phrijses they
may easily learn speciffic responses divisuy| o
auditory cues thay may be mistaken for truhy
communicative behaviors. Uni"oriunutfcgl}. Many
traditional Ianguage-[rainjng prograins jey
such responses as indjcative of linglistic of
communicative progress. applying suctess cry-
teria that fail to reflect spontaneous and com.
municative use of creatiye forms. Subseéquent 1o
situation-specific training, which results in the
reproduction of specified response fopogra-
phies, “generalization” training is ofteq} iden;.
fied as the final step |of the program. Qur
position is that truly functional commupicative
and linguistic behavior ;s defined by flexibiliry
in use and generalization across contexts. Con-
sequently, communicative advances cafinor be
claimed solely on the basis of si[uation-;aecific
responses. Furthermore, we believe that|elabo-
rate training of situation-specific responses can
be misleading both o parénts and to profgssion-
als who may not understahd the limited §mpact
that such response training may have on the life
of a person with autism or PDD. For persons
unfamiliar with autism angd the associated dis-
crepancies in learning ang development, expo-
sure to an elaborate verba repertoire may lead
to attempts at interaction that are far tog|com-
plex to understand. The re ults will be friistra-
tion and interactional breaKdown for the parties
involved.
The major dimensions tha distinguishla de-
ve]npmemallsociul-pragmulic approach (from
which we draw heavily) from a tradition:d op-
erant behavioral approach| ure delineated in
Table 23.2. More contemporary behaviora) ap-
proaches. in contrast. hyve moved away ffrom
the diserete-tria] format Which focused on
compliance training and repdiness skills fand
toward a more naturalistic approach 1o [lan-
guage and communicaion enhancement—-an

ing formay
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TABLE 23.2

Dimensions to Consider in Planning
Programs for Individuals with Autism

th
e
~

Theoretical Foundations

nd Implementing Communication and Language

Dimension

Developmy
Prugmati

ntal/Social-
Approach

Traditional Behavioral
Approach

Theoretical underpinnings

Degree of prescription vs,
flexibility in teaching

Adult- vs, child-centered

Child role—initiate vs. respond

Response to child’s behavior

Naturalness of context

Relevance of information on child
development

Social context of intervention

Carryover and generalization to
other environments

Intensity—extent and frequency of
direct teaching

Lulization of child's strengths

Type of reinforcement

Treatment of challenging behavior

Developmental apd soctal-
pragmatic theoryl: transactional

teaching model

Strategics applicd systematically
but flexibly: capifalize on natural]
or simulated opportunities

Content intluenc
of development;

follow child’s lead

Priority placed o
in appropriate ba
responding

Consequences depend on child’s

communicative i

Learning context

interactions and ¢vents to the

extent possible
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individual child’y
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teaching model

Highly prescribed—content and
procedures determined on an a
priori basis as part of program
with minimal variation

Adult initiates “topic.” determines
focus of attention; adult control
reduced in time

Initially, train responding; later,
train “spontaneity”

Consequences depend on
predetermined procedures

Initially contrived, discrete trial
training; eventual movement to
more natural situations

Not of primary relevance; goals
and procedures based on
predetermined program or child’s
perceived needs

Primarily one-to-one, especially in
early stages; movement to more
complex social groupings

Generalization programmed for
after child reaches criterion in
initial training context

Intensity is determined by nature
of specific program; focus on one-
to-one direct teaching

Reinforcers selected on basis of
child’s preferences; activities may
not be

[nitial use of artificial reinforcers,
then artificial and pairing of
social, and, finally. movement to
social

Understand behavior by identifying
maintaining variables: ignore
(extinguish) or punish challenging
behavior. [f functional analysis is
performed. replace with socially
acceptable form

Contrinued




528 Interventions

TABLE 23.2 (Continued)

Dimension

Developmental/Social-
Pragmatic Approach

=

raditional Behavioral

Approach

social-cognitive lir
most nonspeaking
{0 communicate mi
can demonstrate tF

Type and intensity of data Varies from informal impressions Typically. intensive, ongding . i
collection—documentation of Lo on-line time sampling. Muay use online data collection, c:f ln;n_- without rcqull'ln‘_lri'
progress language—communication sampling  sampling: focus is on frefuency and motor plannu
and analysis to determine changes counts df discrete behaviprs: speech production.
in level of functioning or in Looking for increases orfdecreases munication system
developmental patterns in targel behaviors in [caChin‘_.l commui
Censideration of individual Attempts made to determine Individdal preferences used in been documented
differences in learning differences in learning style, with selecting reinforcers: however, Lavton. 1987: Rc
program medifications made program and child needs|determine [9:)1 )—no specilic
according to differences program content and progedures made regarding imj
Role of typical or developmentally Peers seen as positive Initiallyl peers play minimal (if for persons with &
advanced peers developmental influence: more any) role: eventually. pegrs may he AMatches  between
focus on natural or semistructured trained to play role in strigctured need to be made ¢
play interactions teaching tems may need to
Parent involvement Parents taught to understand Parents taught principles of the needs of indivi
child's developmental patterns and  behavion modification an Nevertheless. so
to use natural routines and encouraged to carry out ;;Eescribed when selecting sui
developmental strategies teaching program

From “Dimensions to Consider in Planning and Implementing Communication and La
viduals with Autism and PDD,” by B.M. Prizant, October 1994, Seminar presented fo

cial Education Directors, Fairfield, CT.

approach that draws from, and is closely
aligned with, the description of a developmen-
tal social-pragmatic approach (for example,
see Koegel, Camarata, & Koegel, 1994,

Koegel & Johnson, 1989).

Nonspeech Communication Modes

(Augmentative and Alternative

Communication)

Traditional behavioral interventions have fo-
cused on increasing speech output (see Char-
lop & Haymes, 1994: Schuler, Gonsier-Gerdin,
& Wolfberg, 1990. for reviews). Researchers
are increasingly recognizing, however, that
training speech production does not necessar-
ily enhance communicative competence, and
that communication development can be fos-
tered by, and proceed through, nonspeech
means. The increased use of communication
augmentation speuaks to this realization. ac-
knowledging the value of nonspeech means of
communication. After all. meaningful lan-
guage and communication growth (i.e., initi-
ated and spontancous use of language for a

variety of communicati
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soctal-cognitive limitations. Neverthelegs, for

most nonspeaking persons, a nonspeech means
to communicate may be a tremendous asset: it
can demonstrate the power of communi ration
without requiring neuromuscular coordir ation
and motor planning, which are involvlk in
speech production. Although nonspeech [com-
munication systems may be extremely helptul
in teaching communication—and have actually
been documented to do so (Kiernan. |983:
Layton. 1987; Reichle, York, & Sigafoos,
1991)—no specific recommendations can be
made regarding implementing specific sysftems
for persons with autism or PDD, as a group.
Matches between individuals and systems
need to be made carefully, and selected Sys-
tems may need to be continuously adapted to
the needs of individuals.

Nevertheless, some general principles apply
when selecting suitable systems for individu-
als with autism and PDD. Given the fact that
so many individuals with autism are limited in
their use of gestures, facial expression, body
orientation, and other nonverbal meand of
communication, enhancing the use of nonver-
bal communicative means as an augmentative
system. prior to or along with introduction of
an alternative formal nonspeech communjca-
tion system. may be appropriate. Furthermore,
given that many individuals seem better able
0 process visuospatially coded informat on,
written words, pictorial systems, communica-
tion boards, and other systems that incorpo-
rate nontransient signals (e.g., visual displdys)
may be preferable (Prizant & Wetherby. 1989:
Quill. 1993).

Recently, the issue of facilitated communi-
vation (FC) has been at the center of much
attention and heated debate. We recommend
that the notion of communicative intent |be
vonsidered in understanding and interpreting
“Ommunicative behavior of individuals wijth
utism, whether the communication entalils
Mtural gestures or other nonverbal behavior,
*Peech. written or typed communication, |or
0me other augmentative communication sys-
m (Prizant, Wetherby, & Rydell, 1994). An
'ndiv idual’s communicative competence should
be documented multidimensionally, reflectipg
the range of intentions expressed. the conven-
Bonality of means used to express intent, and
the degree of intentionality evidenced. With
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evidtnee o independent suceess, an individ-
ual’8 use of FC should then be considered in re-
latign to the individual's full repertoire of
communicative hehavior, Although some re-
portid cases of success with FC indicate unex-
pected literacy skills. many are within the
realm of what would be expected, given a per-
son’s symbolic level with other means of com-
munitating. Significant discrepancies between
levelllof communication expressed with FC and
with|other means of communication need to be
examined carefully. The issue of facilitator in-
fluence warrants serious scrutiny, and, of
course, is at the heart of claims that FC is a
fraudulent educational practice. A recent report
provides a comprehensive consideration of re-
search and practice in FC (Calculator, Fabry,
Glennon, Prizant, & Schubert, 1995).

Competence Model

When| communication enhancement is ap-
proaced in a more interactive, supportive,
and c¢ompetency-oriented manner, interven-
tionists are more likely to respond and assign
meanifie to communicative initiations from
others) The advocated approach starts with the
competencies of the individual, identifies cur-
rent lgarning strengths and communicative
strategies, and builds on the strategies that
may bd effective in serving important commu-
nicative functions. Additionally, motivating
learnife contexts must be identified and ex-
panded to encourage independence by provid-
ing opportunities for communication, and by
gradually eliminating supports provided to in-
crease jcommunicative effectiveness. Recent
h findings suggest that. for children.
tic play contexts that facilitate social
and communicative success may be a more ef-
fective|| means of enhancing communication
and language development than direct instruc-
tion in designated language forms (Wolfberg
& Schuler. 1993). Whether language gains can
indeed |be promored by gains in social inter-
action dand symbolic play across a wide range
of individuals deserves to be a primary focus
of futurg treatment research.

The support and assumed competence of the
commurication partner are very important con-
tributory to the enhancement of communica-
tive competence. Suceess in communicative
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cncounters s critical in developing commu-
nicative competence, and treatment efforts
should set the stage for this suceess. Some con-
troversial treatment approaches, such as facili-
tated communication, are more consistent with
human intuitions about communication as a
joint enterprise than with prevailing teaching
practices. which favor independent task mas-
tery without contextual support. This factor
may account for some of the recent popularity
of facilitated communication. even though re-
ports have identified the unwitting influence
of some facilitators on communicative output
(Calculator et al., 1995). One positive lesson
learned from the experience of facilitated
communication is that. rather than putting the
burden of communication on the less capable
participant in the exchange, the more capable
one may have to work harder, providing the
amount of compensation necessary to make
both communication partners successful
(Duchan, 1993). Nevertheless, even as more
relevant communicative functions and contexts
are increasingly incorporated into intervention
programs, the burden of communicative
change generally remains on the less compe-
tent communicative partner.

This lack of accommodation indicates the
insidious power of prevailing linear notions of
instruction that favor step-by-step progression
contingent on completion of prior program
stages and independent task mastery. Such no-
tions of direct instruction may be useful in
teaching practical skills that can be effectively
task-analyzed, but they may be ill-suited to the
teaching of communication and social inter-
action skills that are more hierarchical and re-
ciprocal in nature. The acquisition of symbolic
modes of interaction cannot be divorced from
the cultural contexts in which those modes of
representation have evolved. As pointed out by
Tomasello and colleagues (1993), cultural
learning embodies more than earlier conceptu-
alization of social learning. where the child’s
attention is drawn to specific objects and/or
locations in the environment. which otherwise
might have gone unnoticed. Although social
interactions are critical for this type of learn-
ing. the mechanisms involved remain essen-
Lially selitary because the specific strategies
or methods followed. and the reflection in-
volved, are not shared. According to Tomascello

et al., cultural learning| involves the gdoption
of the other’s perspectiive so that ong learns

through and with anotl

er rather than| merely

from another. The shaned perspective allows
for the reciprocity inhdrent in joint 4 tcn{mﬁ
and turn-taking. and implies the simulation of
the other’s mental states and eventdally (he
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the necessary adaptations to foster success,
Consequently, communicative growth is pur-
sued as a collaborative endeavor based on con-
scious reflection that respects the humanity of
persons with autism and PDD.

Family-Centered Principles

Communication enhancement is one dimen-
sion of a comprehensive intervention plan for
an individual with autism or PDD, and his or
her family. The degree of successful commu-
nication and interaction between a child and
his or her caregivers, peers, and siblings has a
significant impact on the parents’ sense of
competence, the well-being of the family. and
the social and emotional well-being of the
child (Theadore, Maher, & Prizant, 1990).
Thus, the family should be at the center of in-
tervention efforts. Public Law 99-457 (Noo-
nan & McCormick, 1993) and its mandate for
interdisciplinary cooperation within a family-
centered framework in preschool and early in-
tervention services holds great promise for
making the fragmentation of services a thing
of the past (Bailey, 1991; Crais, 1991; Kauf-
mann & McGonigel, 1991). Family-centered
practice entails the following major princi-
ples: (a) to provide services and supports to
the tamily, as well as the affected child; (b) to
foster the family’s sense of competence and
independence; (c) to respect the parents’ right
and responsibility to decide what is best for
their child; (d) tc help mobilize resources for
coordinated. normalized service delivery; and
(er to develop a collaborative relationship
with the family (Crais, 1991; Dunst, Trivette,
& Deal. 1988), )

Successful approaches to communication
¢nhancement are achieved through caregiver—
professional partnerships. Caregivers should
b¢e viewed as primary intervention agents.
Whether services are provided in a home- or
senter-based program, caregivers possess the
ffedtest  potential for actuating  positive
change in the child's communicative abilities
(Dunst et al.. 1990). Caregivers ability to en-
hance communication will be influenced by
the formal and informal supports available to
them (Bristol & Schopler, 1983; Dunst et al.,
19901, Stresses on the family change with
the chilg-y age: thus, issues regarding family

Theoretical Foundations RR1

support arg related o specitic needs at differ-
ent pointsfin the life of the family. Families
with younger children may just be beginning
to expericfice a grieving process, and may be
undergoing dramatic shifts in emotional well-
being (Mases, 1981: Prizant & Ticgerman,
1984). Development of communication is crit-
ical for younger children: it relates to day-to-
day stressgs of the family and to long-term
prognosis. |Stresses on the families of older
children and adolescents have been found to
be even greater, because of the need to plan
for future|care and the great demands on a
family thal is caring for a youth with autism
or PDD (Bristol & Schopler, 1983).

Becausg of the severity of the disabilities
that may be associated with autism, it is criti-
cal for communication enhancement efforts to
address skills that will enhance the individ-
ual’s ability to be a more effective communi-
cator. Coofdination is needed in (a) the use of
an interactive style that is most conducive to a
child’s active participation and communica-
tive growth; (b) the development of strategies
for arranging learning environments; and
(c) the use of specific approaches to help a
child develop more sophisticated means of
communication. Some caregivers’ perceptions
of children’s communicative abilities may be
skewed toward attributing less or greater com-
petence than is observed by a clinician. In
these situations, an important goal is to help
caregivers|in developing more accurate per-
ceptions of in redefining their perceptions of
the children’s abilities in a supportive and col-
laborative |problem-solving climate (Theadore
et al.. 1990).

Providing Services in Inclusive Settings

Over the past decade. there has been a general
movementiftoward providing services for indi-
viduals with severe disabilities. including
autism and PDD. in inclusive educational and
work se[tfimgs. Inclusive education is man-
dated by the Individuals with Disabilities Ed-
ucation At (IDEA) and is considered best
practice because it reflects principles of nor-
malization. Inclusive education allows stu-
dents with disabilities to attend the school
that thein| siblings attend, and to become
members 0 a regular class while receiving
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individualized adaptations and support (Ford
& Davern. 1989). For a child with autism or
PDD. this environment offers actual opportu-
nities 1o interact with typical peers who can
provide appropriate models and be responsive
partners when support 1s needed (Goldstein &
Kaczmarck. 1992 Udvari-Solner. 1994: Wolf-
berg & Schuler, 1993). Research has demon-
strated that physical integration. which places
cludents  with disabilities among  typical
nondisabled students. does not ensure social
integration. particularly for children with
moderate to severe disabilities (Gaylord-Ross,
1989: Odom & McEvoy. 1988: Stainback.
Stainback. & Forest. 1989).

The movement toward inclusive education
parallels the movement toward positive/non-
aversive behavior management. Approaches 10
discipline must be considered from the per-
spective of what is acceptable to the com-
munity, so that practices can be administered
in inclusive settings without infantilizing
or stigmatizing an individual. Community-
referenced behavioral support should lead to
changes that impact on the individual’s access
to community setlings, opportunities for so-
cial interaction, and choices of activities to
participate in (Horner et al., 1990: Wehman &
Kregel, 1985). Ideally, communication inter-
vention should enhance communication so
that greater access is provided 10 a variety
of people. places. and events. thereby enhanc-
ing the quality of life of individuals with
disabilities.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

An understanding of the limitations surround-
ing communication, as well as of the cognitive
and developmental idiosyncrasies and the as-
sociated behavior problems. is critical in work
with persons with autism and PDD, particu-
larly when the focus is on speech and lan-
guage. For those living or working with
persons with autism and PDD. the difficulties
discussed herein present a dilemma: much of
what it is hoped persens with autism will
learn about language and communication,
such as greater flexibility in fanguage produc-
tion and language use. and the ability 10 adjust
communicative behavior o situational con-

texts, may be particularly difficult becausce of

the social cognitive
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