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Randomized trial of intensive early intervention for children with pervasive developmental disorder
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Background: Smith, Groen, and Wynn (2000) evaluated early behavioral intervention that was based on the manual used by Lovaas, however intervention was less intensive than the original Lovaas study. 
Methods: Participants (n=28) were referred to the UCLA Project and were between 18 and 42 months of age, lived within an hour drive from the UCLA site, had an IQ ratio between 35 and 75, and were diagnosed with autism or pervasive developmental disorder NOS. Diagnosis was made independently and 19 participants also had a second independent diagnosis. Assignment to experimental or control groups was randomized as follows: children were divided into two cohorts, those diagnosed with autism and those diagnosed with pervasive developmental disorder. Only their first name and IQ were given to a statistician who paired the children based on IQ. One member of each pair was assigned to the intensive treatment group (30 hours per week) while the other was assigned to the parent training group. For the parent training group, parents were taught treatment approaches based on the Lovaas manual, were trained in two sessions per week (5 hours total) for 3 to 9 months and worked an additional 5 hours per week. The amount of intervention each child received was recorded to ensure treatment fidelity and monthly summaries indicate children in the intensive treatment group received an average of 24.53 hours per week of treatment for an average of 33.44 months. Standardized assessments were used to measure intellectual functioning, language functioning, adaptive functioning, socioemotional functioning, and academic achievement. Report cards and individualized education plans (IEP) were used to measure classroom placement. All assessments were completed by clinical psychology doctoral students who were blind to the group assignments. 
Results: Results indicate that at intake, there were no significant differences between the two groups on all variables. However, at follow-up, the intensive treatment group had gains in IQ, visual-spatial skills, and language development but there was no advantage for adaptive behavior. In addition, those children in the intensive treatment group were placed in less restrictive school classrooms when compared to the parent training group. The results of this study are consistent with previous studies that report children who receive intensive intervention have more favorable outcomes when compared to a group that receives less intensive treatments. In addition, when the two groups were compared on standardized tests of adaptive behavior and measures of problem behavior, there were no differences between the two groups. 

