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Michael (1985) outlines two types of verbal behaviour in his seminal article. The first is topography-based verbal behaviour which involves emitting a response using a unique and distinguishable topography or form. This could include sign language and vocal speech. Different topographies would involve the different signs and vocalizations associated with the different words in a language system. The second type of verbal behaviour Michael identifies is termed selection-based behaviour. This involves emitting a nondistincitve response that results in selecting stimuli from a sample of such stimuli. These stimuli are often pictures or written words. The nondistinctive response may be that of pointing to different word cards or touching different picture cards. 
Research has demonstrated that topography-based verbal behaviour is more readily learned and results in increased accuracy and stronger maintenance than does the selection-based verbal behaviour among both college students and individuals with developmental disabilities. These findings have prompted some researchers to suggest that changes should be made to traditional teaching programs for individuals whose verbal skills are quite weak. Although these researchers would suggest that the use of topography-based systems should be used in place of selection-based systems, Shafer (1993) reports that more often selection-based systems are recommended for persons with autism rather than topography-based systems. Tsai (1989) indicated that persons with autism are skilled in learning through visual structures which may be a reason that these selection-based systems are more readily recommended. A better understanding of how these findings would hold up among individuals with autism is warranted. Therefore, the purpose of the reviewed study was to replicate the findings of Sundberg and Sundberg (1990) to compare programs for teaching topography- and selection-based verbal behaviour to typical children and to persons with autism. To do so, the study evaluated which of the two paradigms (topography- or selection-based) would result in faster learning of tact (labeling) and intraverbal (in the case of this study these responses consisted of signing or pointing to the picture of the word said by the instructor), which resulted in the fewest instances of errors, and which produced the highest number of verbal relations (i.e., tacts, intraverbals, and receptively identifying objects). 
Method: Three typically developing children and three children with developmental disabilities and autism participated in the study. Training was carried out on the following conditions: (a) Topography-based tact which involved the participant being shown an object and asked “What is this?” after which the participant had to perform the correct sign, (b) Topography-based intraverbal which involved the experimenter speaking the word for an object and the participant signing correctly, (c) Selection-based tact which involved showing the object and asking “What is this?” and the participant having to correctly point to the right symbol in an array of three, and (d) Selection-based intraverbal which involved the experimenter saying the word for an object and requiring the participant to point at the corresponding symbol, again from an array of three symbols. Following tact and intraverbal training a test for mand compliance (i.e., receptive identification of the object that correctly responded to the question “Which one is _____?” spoken by the instructor) was carried out to test for the emergence of this new verbal relation. Three participants received training in topography-based tacts and intraverbals, and were tested for mand compliance after. Thereafter, selection-based tact and intraverbals were trained, and mand compliance was tested with other three stimulus sets (i.e., different from those used in the previous mand compliance testing). The other participants received training on selection-based and then topography-based verbal behaviour. The two paradigms were compared by looking at the number of trials conducted and determining the number of correct responses before the tacts and intraverbals were learned in the two conditions. 
Results and Discussion: Four of the six participants in the study required fewer trials to mastery in the selection-based paradigm than the topography-based paradigm. Of additional interest was that this was the case for all three participants who had a diagnosis of autism for both tacts and intraverbals. When trials to reach mastery was used as the measure of accuracy the same four participants performed better when learning with the selection-based paradigm, again, all three participants with autism were in this group. All of the three individuals with autism had a higher percentage of correct responses in the selection-based than in the topography-based paradigm. The authors, however, point out that there is a limitation in that they had a 33% chance of correct responding by guessing (recall, the three objects were placed in front of them and they had to select one of the objects when the instructor said “Which one is ____?”). Although only one participant from the autism group reached criterion for any relations in the mand compliance test, all of the participants with autism had a higher percentage of correct responses to mand compliance testing when trained with the selection-based paradigm than with the topography-based paradigm.
Overall, the six individuals who participated in the study displayed quite different results from each other. The outcomes for individuals with autism appear to provide contradictory evidence when compared with prior empirical findings for individuals whose verbal skills were weak (Sundberg & Sundberg, 1990; Wraikat et al., 1991) which supported the use of topography- over selection-based verbal behaviour. This finding is consistent with the current practices for language teaching for individuals with autism (Shafer, 1993). Because the participants in the prior identified studies were nonverbal comparisons between their findings and those obtained in the current study would be inappropriate. Furthermore, the use of augmentative communication systems would be relevant only to nonverbal or low verbal individuals. 
The author notes that the findings from the reviewed study should not be used as a basis for decision making regarding teaching verbal behaviour to individuals with autism. Research must continue to investigate the differences between topography- and selection-based verbal behaviour. The findings, however, seem to be unique and offer an extension of research on this topic from individuals with developmental disabilities to those with autism as well as to individuals with higher language skills than included in prior research. 
