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Background:
Communication in children with autism is marked by a lack of verbal and nonverbal social initiations (e.g., asking questions). Moreover, longitudinal outcome data from children with autism suggest that the presence of initiations may be a predictor of more favourable long term developmental outcomes. Another area in which children with autism demonstrate language difficulties is in the area of verb use and in the acquisition of morphemes (e.g., -ed).  Interventions used to facilitate children’s acquisition of morphemes are based largely on natural conversational techniques that adults use in their everyday interactions with children.  However, since children with autism make less verbal initiations, there is less opportunity for adults to correct inappropriate verb use. The purpose of this study was to assess whether children with autism could be taught a child-initiated query as a pivotal response to facilitate the use of grammatical morphemes.
Method:
Participants included two male children, ages 6 years, 3 months, and 4 years, 4 months. Both were diagnosed as having autism and were referred to the Autism Research Center at the University of California at Santa Barbara for intervention. Data were collected within the context of a multiple baseline design across children who lacked the use of grammatical morphemes in their expressive language. The intervention phase was designed to teach the child to use a self-initiated query as a method to access verbs together with morphemes.  The child was taught to ask either “What happened?” or “What’s happening” and the clinician modelled the correct answer (e.g., “He’s jumping” or “He jumped”).  The goal was to see whether each child would acquire and use the targeted morpheme (i.e., -ed or –ing).
Results:
Results of the study show that both participants acquired and generalized the targeted grammatical inflection (i.e., “What’s happening?”) in very few intervention sessions.  In addition, both children increased their correct use of the targeted grammatical morpheme in conjunction with a verb during the intervention, and post-intervention in the child’s home environment, indicating that generalization had occurred.  Moreover, both children generalized the use of self-initiation into other questions, and showed associated increases in mean length of utterances, verb acquisition, and in the diversity of their verb use.
Conclusions:
The results of this study suggest that a child-initiated query can be a useful intervention strategy to facilitate both within-clinic intervention effects, and generalized language gains. This has important implications for speech language pathologists who see children for relatively short periods of time, but who desire procedures that will encourage the child to initiate and engage in language use outside of the clinical setting. Although the study was conducted with only two children and needs to be replicated with larger samples, and children with different levels of language ability, it offers preliminary support for a method to improve the language use in children with autism.
