The effects of a developmental, social-pragmatic language intervention on rate of expressive language production in young children with autistic spectrum disorders
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Purpose: this study examined the developmental social-pragmatic approach and its effectiveness to increase the rate of expressive language in young children with ASDs. The study also examined if these skills could be generalized from a therapy setting to interactions with parents. 

Participants: Three boys with ASD participated in this study; two children met criteria for autistic disorder and one for pervasive developmental disorder – not otherwise specified. 

Procedure: This study was a multiple-baseline design where each of the three boys attended sessions two days per week for 50-minute sessions during baseline and treatment. Baseline sessions consisted of free play with a therapist where the therapist sat facing the child and attended to the child’s play. Treatment sessions had the therapist: 1) follow the child’s lead, 2) set up the environment to evoke initiations from the child, 3) treat all of the child’s communicative attempts as purposeful, 4) emphasize appropriate affect, and 5) use indirect language stimulation techniques (e.g., reflecting emotions) and redirecting the child to another behaviour. The generalization phase was put in place during the baseline and treatment phases and consisted of observing each child during a period of free play with parents. Follow-up visits were conducted 1-month after the conclusion of treatment.

Results: Overall there appears to be support for the effectiveness of a DSP language intervention for young children with ASDs. Two of the children demonstrated gains in their use of spontaneous language with the therapist that began at the onset of the treatment phase and were generalized to a novel treatment setting and maintained over time. Two of the children also demonstrated increases in their rate of language with their parents during generalization sessions at the onset of treatment. 

