E-Journal Club

December 2008

Title: Keys to Play: A Strategy to Increase the Social Interactions of Young Children with Autism and their Typically Developing Peers
Reference:
Nelson, C., McDonnell, A. P., Johnston, S. S., Crompton, A., & Nelson, A. R. (2007). Keys to play: A strategy to increase the social interactions of young children with autism and their typically developing peers. Education and Training in Developmental Disabilities, 42, 165-181.
Background: 
In order to be successfully included in school, children with autism need opportunities to socialize with peers, and actively engage in typical preschool activities, including play.  However, children with autism experience deficits in joint attention and may fail to respond socially to other children which can affect their ability to benefit from play and other preschool activities.  The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of a visual intervention strategy on the play initiations of children with autism in preschool classes in an effort to promote play.
Method: 
Participants included four preschool aged children with autism who were in inclusive preschool classrooms.  The researchers took measures of the percentage of opportunities where the child used the ‘Keys to Play’ or other strategies (e.g., words or parallel manipulation to enter the group) to enter the playgroup.  Duration of engagement were also documented.  A multiple baseline design across participants and settings was used to test the outcome of the ‘Keys to Play’ visual intervention strategy.  During the baseline and intervention, all children in the classroom wore gold coloured laminated paper keys.  During baseline, the children wore the keys, but were not given any instructions on their use.  During intervention, the children were taught and prompted to use the keys. Typically developing peers were prompted by the adults to show their keys to the child with autism and either verbally ask him/her to play or show the child play materials. If the child with autism appeared to show interest in joining an activity; the teacher would prompt the child saying, "You can use your key to say you want to play." 
Results: 
During the baseline phase, the number of attempts to initiate play was consistently low for all four children with autism.  However, the results show that all children made more initiations during the intervention and maintenance phases.  The time that the children spent engaging with their peers also increased substantially across the conditions.  The communication form (e.g., verbal, gestural, showing key to play, etc) that was used to initiate an interaction was also recorded.  The results show that the use of verbal communication increased for all participants, and that all of the children used the keys to play during the intervention, however, this strategy was not used as often as a verbal initiation.  
Conclusions: 
The results of the study suggest that the intervention was successful in teaching preschool children with autism to initiate entry into playgroups.  However, children with autism did not use the ‘key’ to initiate entry into the group as much as they used verbal communication.  This finding is an important one, as it shows that visual supports may promote the use of verbal language in young children with autism.
