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Everyone agrees we need Early 
Intervention (EI) for ASD

But… not as much agreement about the 
details, and even less empirical evidence to 

guide clinicians and parents
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What do we know about 
treatment?

• Intervene early and intensively
• Collaborate with families
• Include comprehensive training for staff
• Incorporate teaching in the natural environment
• Utilize a variety of empirically-based instructional 

strategies
• Limited research on early intervention models for 

children under three
– One specific approach has not proven to be more 

effective than any other approach for children with 
autism
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What do we know about autism?

• Autism is a systems disorder

• Within autism, there are domains of 
development

• Language and social communication are 
core deficits in autism

• There is an autism spectrum (“If you’ve met 
one child with autism…you’ve met one 
child with autism”)…INDIVIDUALIZE

Autism:  A systems disorder

Cognition/perception

Language

Sensory Motor

Social

Autism:  Domains of 
Development

Social

Communication

Attention/interests

Play
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What do we know about 
learning?

• Two different types of learning:
– Declarative learning

• Learning through direct instruction

– Implicit learning
• Learning through imitation/observation

• Different neural pathways for declarative vs 
implicit learning

• Children with autism show greater impairments in 
implicit learning

• Most social practices/skills are subtle and learned 
implicitly 

What kind of practice do we need to 
do?

• Use it or lose it (fine tuning-timing and synchronous)

• Create motivating opportunities

• Make it relevant, meaningful, & age/gender appropriate

• Facilitate engaging relationships (when there are 
social/communication breakdowns, there needs to be an 
adult there to help children learn how to work through 
them so that they don’t happen again)

• Inter-related/integrated

• Enduring
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What young children with autism 
need in order to learn:

• Rich, integrated, and 
multiple learning 
experiences

• Continuity, repetition, and 
interactive experiences to 
learn language

• Opportunities for shared 
engagement, focused on 
child’s interests, but 
enhanced by adult 
creativity
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Instructional Approach in Early 
Achievements

• Opportunities for both group and one on one 
learning

• Classroom setting provides developmentally 
appropriate activities within a structured routine

• Goals are targeted within a variety of activities 
and multiple instructors

• Goals are individualized
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The Key is Balance

• The more focused a program is on 
the child’s interests (motivation) 
more likely the child will use the skills regularly
• Use different instructional strategies depending 

on:
– Child’s response to a particular method
– Type of goal being addressed
– Context in which you are teaching goal
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Opportunity for balance:
• Structured 

teaching, 1:1
• Group learning
• Independent 

work time 
• Joint 

engagement 
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Instructional Strategies

• Interpersonal Synchrony Curriculum (forming a basis for 
teaching social skills)

– Shared and matched affect

– Socially engaged imitation

– Joint attention

• Creating Routines to teach skills

• Teach parents how to carry all of these strategies over to 
the home

Interpersonal Synchrony
• What is it?

– Synchronous coordination of affect and shared attention with 
another person during a mutually interesting social interaction

• What does it mean
– The ability to engage in a reciprocal and meaningful interaction 

with others

• In autism, elements of interpersonal synchrony are present, but…
– infrequently displayed
– affect, gaze and gesture/vocalization are not meaningfully 

integrated for intentional communication
– rarely reciprocal

• Interpersonal synchrony must be embedded as a treatment target 
for young children with ASDs!!

Shared and Matched 
Affect

Embedded within socially 
engaged interactions

Socially Engaged
Imitation

that is contingent and 
object mediated

Joint Attention
That is fluid, flexible 

and  contextually 
integrated

Interpersonal

Synchrony

Planned opportunities for engagement 
using a thematic framework
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Planting the Seeds
Why teach these skills in a 

classroom setting?
• Shared affect, socially engaged imitation, and joint 

attention are the basis for social skills.
• Language and social communication are two of the core 

deficits in autism. 
– Social skills need to be taught, often from the most basic 

skills.
• Social interactions with peers require different skills than 

those needed with adults (Koegel, Koegel, Frea, & 
Fredeen, 2001).

• Once taught, social skills need to be practiced and 
generalized across different situations.

• Fostering friendships is an important part of social 
motivation.

Where to begin…
Shared Affect

• In typical development,
– Affect develops early and is seen within the first 3 months between infant and 

caregivers promoting bidirectional behaviors and mutual regulation of 
affective communication between mothers and infants 

– Later they display positive affect primarily during joint engagement with 
mothers, as opposed to engagement with objects 

• Older children with autism
– Characterized as having atypical affective expression 
– Unlike typically developing and developmentally delayed children, children 

with autism show less positive affect during joint attention and other social 
contexts and look less at adults' faces in response to interesting objects and 
experiences

• Early affective and JA deficits could place an infant in a sub-optimal 
position for developing normal intersubjectivity and language skills

Shared Affect Targets

• Will involved the facilitation of the child’s 
recognition and understanding of different 
emotional states of others and affect reciprocity
– Directing attention to the face of others

– Multiple, repeated, motivating experiences to engage in 
shared reciprocal affective emotions

– Identification of affective states and emotions (2D first)

– Labeling of affective states and emotions

– Spontaneous sharing of positive, reciprocal affect
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Engagement
Why is it important?

• For children with autism, interacting with others is often one of their 
biggest difficulties

• For many children with autism, they are willing to interact with others, 
but it is on their own terms

• Watching and imitating others is one of the most important ways that 
neuro-typically developing children learn to play and interact socially

• If you try to approach a child with autism at an engagement level that 
is too far above the level they are on, it will often drive them away

• It is difficult for children with autism to move from the engagement 
level that they are at and we need to be conscious of that

• Children with autism need to learn to play and interact with others (and 
this should always be a goal), but if you take a more natural approach 
to easing them into it, then they will be more open to it

Engagement

• What does it take?
• Motivation

• Sustained/shared attention

• Related actions

• Reciprocity

• Mutual/shared affect

• Play/fun/silly

• Learning, planning, and working with others

Socially Engaged Imitation

• Imitation is a common goal in early intervention 
– But typically focus is on rote gross motor imitation drills

• Imitation and language development highly 
correlated in autism 

• Teaching contingent imitation in older children 
with autism results in improved social 
responsiveness 

• Our STAART study was first to explore the 
impact of directly targeting socially engaged 
imitation 
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Joint Attention (JA)

• Impaired JA  plays an important role in the early 
diagnosis of autism 

• JA, which involves both initiation and response, is a 
pivotal skill for the development of language and social 
competence

• Joint engagement (established at 9 to12 months of age) 
enables infants to regulate and coordinate attention with a 
partner so that active participation in social learning 
opportunities is possible, impacting language and 
cognitive development 

• When communication is directed via eye gaze, mothers 
are more likely to interpret behaviors as communicative
– This may result in more language-facilitating responses by the caregiver

Joint Attention cont…

• Theory of Mind (you’re interested in 
something, and I want to see what it is…)
– Understand that others have intentions

– Infer personality traits

– Infer others emotional response

• Plane in the sky

• Showing

Joint Attention

• Carpenter & Tomasello, 2000 Study (p.33)
– “Children learn language best in joint attentional 

interactions in which the child and adult coordinate 
their attention to each other and an object of mutual 
interest”



Catherine Walton, MSEd, SLP-A February 28, 2012

waltonc@kennedykrieger.org 9

Interpersonal Synchrony Activities
• Circle/Group time

– Greetings/picture ID/mirror (RJA/IJA/A/SPA)
– Blue chair at circle (RJA/IJA/SPA/A)
– Targeted books (Go Away Green Monster) (SPA)
– Theme and book related pictures on wall (RJA/IJA, SPA/A)

• Locations change, attention directing strategies varied from child to child
– Showing toys/choices, multiple opportunities (RJA/IJA/A)
– Surprise box activity (RJA/IJA/A)
– Play
– Toy location rotation (IJA/RJA)
– Showing (IJA/RJA)
– Duplicate toys—musical instruments (SPA)
– Books—laminated friends at school and emotions book (SPA, IJA/RJA)
– Targeted songs/gesture routines/games (SPA, IJA/RJA/A)
– Modifications to create variation (SPA/A)

Interpersonal Synchrony Activities
• Songs

– “Me Song with instruments”
• “Look at me, I am shaking”

– Who Stole the cookie
– Hat song
– Freeze song
– Five little ducks
– Friend Hokey Pokey (older children)
– We’re following the leader
– Pass the present
– I’m going on a picnic and taking ___ (Memory for older 

children with visuals if needed)

Interpersonal Synchrony 
Activities

• Games/Activities/Sensory Motor
– Flash light game
– Parachute
– bubbles
– Simon Says with activity picture cards
– Chase
– Tickle-I am gonna getch you!
– Movement songs/games
– Hide n seek
– Hide objects of interest in sand/beans
– I spy (older children)
– Hide and seek
– Guess Who with friends pictures (older children)
– Knock/knock jokes
– Musical chairs with hula hoops (instead of child being out, they 

have to share a hoop)
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What is a routine?

• Routines are the basis for how to cognitively represent experience with 
events

• A routine is predictable and repeatable

– Do the same action(s) over and over (e.g. stack blocks and knock 
them down, put things in a bucket and dump)

• A routine has a beginning, middle (turns), and an end

• A routine should have a name, or an object that represents that routine. 

• You should say what you are doing in short simple phrases (with a fun 
voice…it is important for you to be having fun too!) (e.g. “block up, 
block up, block up…blocks down”)

28

A good routine…

• Has a starter

• Is predictable

• Is easily repeatable

• Allows for multiple turns for each person

• Has simple language for the actions of the routine

• Is within your child’s play level 

• IS FUN!!

29

Why routines work

• Children learn from repetition

• It provides a structure to play/activities which children 
with ASD like

• You create expectations for how to play with a toy/perform 
a skill

• If you make the routine fun, children will want the routine 
to continue when you pause (gives children an opportunity 
to not only engage with the toy/object, but also with you)

• Play routines are a form of “modeling” and this is a key 

strategy in moving a child forward with their play.
30
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Our research results show that using these strategies 
works : IS group made significant gains in frequency of 
initiation of joint attention (p<.01) and shared positive 
affect (CSBS DP) (p<.05)

Moving forward…Play

• The power of observation

• Informal play evaluation : Structured Play 
Assessment

• Play levels

• Instructional strategies for play

• Toy choice/brainstorming
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