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What is the most effective intervention used to develop the early intentional communication skills of pre-verbal autistic children?
During the last 30 years, research into language development and how it affects the future outcomes of autistic children has been quite considerable. Researchers, for example Bottema-Beutel (2016) and Murray, Creaghead, Manning-Courtney, Shear, Bean, & Prendeville, (2008), have found that the impaired social skills of many autistic children, negatively affect their language outcomes. In January of this year Taylor, Charman, Howlin, Slonims, Green., & The PACT-G Consortium (2020) published a study which showed that underdeveloped preverbal social communication skills correlated with autistic symptoms and levels of receptive and expressive language. These findings corroborate previous research by Baron-Cohen, Baldwin, & Crowson, (1997), Charman (2003), Pecukonis, Plesa Skwerer, Eggleston, Meyer, & Tager-Flusberg, (2019) and Thurm, Lord, Lee, & Newschaffer (2007), among many others, who have all found that delayed language development and lack of social communication skills are associated with autism. In fact, it has been estimated that approximately 25-30% of autistic children will not develop functional language skills in their lifetime (Bottema-Beutel, 1996; Sandbank, Woynaroski, Watson, Gardner, Kaysili, and Yoder, 2017) This is particularly significant because expressive language development by the time a child is 6 is linked to improved long term life outcomes and “improved adaptive functioning” (Sandbank et al., 2017, p. 1581) Which raises the obvious question; how can the early intentional communication skills of autistic children best be encouraged?


I have chosen this subject in order to inform my classroom practice and gain professional knowledge in order to best encourage the communication skills of the pre-verbal children that I teach. Hampton and Kaiser (2016) purport that autistic children’s spoken language, on average, considerably increased after pursuing early language interventions. Unfortunately, there are budgetary and time constraints in all schools and it would be advantageous for me to understand which are the most effective treatments based on research in order to utilise the time and money in the most effective way available.  

In order to discuss communication skills in children with autism, it is first necessary to explore the research on language development in children more generally. I will review the literature available and discuss how it links to previous research and how it relates to pre-verbal children with autism. There has been much research conducted on various means of teaching typically developing and neuro-diverse children to communicate. For example, studies on developing joint attention skills, gesture and sign language development and the use of Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) including the use of picture cards for communicating, as a mode of communication; these will be analysed in this paper. I hope to explore whether the literature shows an optimum way of teaching language and communication development to autistic children exists and whether one intervention provides more successful communication outcomes for autistic children than the others in order to integrate it in to my teaching practice. 

Early research into language development in typically developing children. 
There are many schools of thought on how infants develop language, and throughout the last century, language development in children became the focus of a great deal of research. B.F. Skinner theorised that children learn everything, including language, by being rewarded for their external behaviours. His theory was based on Stimulus- Response- Reward patterns. The stimulus being a sound or word that the child hears; the child responds by imitating; they are then rewarded with adult interaction. As his research concentrated on behaviour it later became known as behaviourism. 

Noam Chomsky disagreed with Skinner’s view. Martin and Miller (2003) even go as far as saying that Chomsky argued that Skinner’s theory was “profoundly flawed and seriously misunderstood the nature of language” (Martin & Miller, 2003, p. 10). Chomsky’s theory suggests that children are innately programmed for language acquisition; he suggested that the human brain has a language acquisition device from which develops language and grammar.

Jean Piaget’s theorised that learning language was linked to a child’s general cognitive development and reasoning skills. This occurs in stages, he suggested, which each have an age range.  Piaget also describes language as having functions such as egocentric, and socialised. For Piaget, thoughts drive language; language is derived and developed from our internal mental representations (Bruner, 1997). Piaget believed in children as independent learners – ‘lone scientists’. As many autistic children are more content in their own company and constructing their own universe, is it possible that Piaget’s theory is the one most appropriate for autistic children? 

In the 1970s, there was great deal of research done on the phonology syntax and semantics of typically developing children’s early language, for example, Bowerman 1973, and Brown 1973 amongst many others. Subsequently researchers focussed on the use of language in social interactions, known as pragmatics.  In 1975 Halliday’s research on his own child described 7 functions of language (Webster & McConnell, 1987). Similarly, in 1981 Bruner described 3 categories of pragmatic function which children typically develop before their first birthday, although the order and timeframe can vary. (Carpenter, Mastergeorge, & Coggins, 1983)  More recently, Shumway & Wetherby (2009) identify three main functions of typically developing children’s communication. 


Bates (1976) describes the first stage of communication as perlocutionary. The perlocutionary stage can also be described as preintentional prelinguistic communication; preintentional as it is used prior to communicative intent being established, and prelinguistic as it transpires before language development (McCarthen and Watson, 1999) This would include non-speech vocalisations, gestures and eye gaze (Bates and Dick, 2002) Similarly, Sandbank et al. (2017) summarise Wetherby et al 1988, when they describe intentional communication as the “purposeful use of both verbal and nonverbal acts (such as gestures, sign language, prelinguistic vocalisations or words) to convey a message to another person”(Sandbank et al., 2017, p. 1581). The transition from prelinguistic to intentional communication relies on the child’s ability to decode other people’s communicative acts, understanding their environment and events around them and participating in more sophisticated play. (Sandbank et al 2017) All of this research suggests that language acquisition for typically developing children moves through these similar stages, which seems to support Piaget’s theories that language development evolves compartmentally. However, we cannot generalise the research for pre-verbal autistic children, many of whom also experience generalised developmental delays, as they would often move through each stage at a much more gradual pace, if they progress through them at all. 

Lev Vygotsky’s theory of language development focussed on the social aspects of language.  Vygotsky described language as an instrument of participation with other people and for cultivating thought (Martin, 2003) Unlike Piaget's theory, Vygotsky argued that language is the driving force behind thoughts; through our thoughts we are able to construct speech. Webster, 1987 agrees with Vygotsky’s theory, and suggests that for typically developing children “the initial power of language for the child is in the social action it serves” (Webster & McConnell, 1987, p. 10). 


The current diagnostic criteria for autism includes “Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019) Since Vygotsky’s theory suggests much of language and communication development is linked to social interaction and autistic children have social communication difficulties, can this theory be applied to children with autism? If not, how do autistic children develop language and communication skills? 



Language and communication development in autistic children. 

Research from Chiat and Roy (2008), Morales, Mundy, Delgado, Yale, Neal, & Schwartz (2000) and Tomasello (2000), amongst others asserts that learning language is a social process and that for typically developing children, social interactions are essential for language acquisition. However, for many autistic children, social interaction can be extremely challenging.  It has been suggested that autistic children develop communication skills sequentially; beginning with behaviour regulation, through social interaction and on to joint attention. (Calloway, Miles & Earles, 1999, Crais, Douglas & Campbell 2004) However, Arunachalam and Luyster (1996) argue that autistic children acquire language in the same way as typically developing children but in a less efficient way. Indeed, Mundy, Sigman &  Kasari, 1990, and later Watt, Wetherby, & Shumway (2006) found that social interaction and regulating behaviour were, in fact, not related in a significant way to autistic children’s language development. There is a clear disparity here in the research on the method in which autistic children move through the stages of language development, which would make a fascinating further research project. For the purposes of this essay, however, we must now move on to look at some of the various interventions available to us as educators for developing the early intentional communication skills of pre-verbal autistic children. 
 

Joint attention skills.
The term joint attention is “credited to Jerome Bruner, who delineated the social attention aspects of joint attention as distinct from, and ontogenetically prior to language” (Bottema-Beutel, 2016). Gomes, Reeve, Brothers, Reeve and Sidener (2019) explain Bakeman and Adamson’s 1984 definition of joint attention as “two people actively sharing attention with respect to an object or event and monitoring each other’s attention to that object or event” (Gomes et al, 2019, p. 395). 

Initiating joint attention involves obtaining the attention of another person and extending it towards a shared event or object. Conversely, responding to joint attention requires an adjustment in focus, for example eye gaze, as a response to an interaction initiated by another person. (Bakeman & Adamson, 1984) Joint attention is more than simply a gesture response; its function is social, to engage with people and the environment around the child (Dube, MacDonald, Mansfield, Holcomb & Ahearn, 2004, Jones & Carr, 2004), which would support Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory.

In 2016 Bottema-Beutel carried out an extensive systematic review and Meta-Regression Analysis on joint attention because at that point there was no literature which had attempted to convene a meta-analytic approach of the previous research on associations between language development and joint attention in typically developing and autistic children. She utilised Tager-Flusberg, Rogers, Cooper, Landa, Lord, Paul, Rice, Stoel-Gammon, Wetherby, &  Yoder’s  (2009) five categories of joint attention for her research. She concluded that there is a clear correlation between joint attention deficits and poor communication skills in autistic children. 

Gomes et al (2019) estimate that 80% to 90% of autistic children lack effective joint attention skills and this is evident by 12 months of age, even before a diagnosis of autism has been assigned. Joint attention deficits have been linked to ensuing language development difficulties. ( Charman, 2003; Lewy & Dawson, 1992; Mundy, Sigman & Kasari, 1990) . However, research into explicitly teaching joint attention skills to autistic children have had some favourable results. Kryzak & Jones (2015), and Pollard, Betz and Higbee (2012), among several others, have successfully taught autistic children to bid for joint attention. Isaksen and Holth (2009) and Taylor and Hoch (2008), were able to teach autistic children to not only initiate but also respond to bids for joint attention. Murza, Schwartz, Hahs-Vaughn, & Nye, (2016) carried out a meta-analysis on joint attention skills in autistic children; their conclusions endorse joint attention interventions as having strong positive outcomes. Prior to these studies, Whalen and Schriebman’s 1993 research gained similar results however, the generalising of these new skills to a different adult yielded less successful results. In fact, remarkably very few researchers have looked into whether the children can generalise their joint attention skills across different settings and people, even though this is an incredibly important skill for the child to learn in order to be able to communicate without restriction throughout their life. In my teaching career I have encountered many parents with children who communicate differently in school than at home. There are of course, many factors which could influence this, for example, the child may feel more comfortable in one setting or associate learning only with the classroom rather than the home. However, I now realise that it could also be that the child’s generalisation skills may need to be further developed in order to communicate in the same way across different locations. 

Gomes et al (2019) investigated the fact that all studies into teaching joint attention to autistic children, had up until that point in time had used visual stimuli. They focussed on building on previous research by also using auditory stimuli, generalising across taught and informal conditions, using the child’s non preferred items as a stimulus and using vocal responses and scripts. The outcome of this study showed that the autistic children involved learned to initiate joint attention. This could be a promising result for teachers like myself who are attempting to improve the joint attention skills of their autistic students, as it not only teaches joint attention but also some vocalisations.  However, this was only a very small study, of 4 children so would need to be replicated in future for further assurances of this promising result. Due to the nature of many autistic children who need routine and familiarity, unfamiliar people and places can be a source of anxiety so may not yield the most accurate results, which is why the researchers used video clips to formulate their conclusions. (Gomes et al, 2019) There are nonetheless, some obvious obstacles in trying to recreate this type of research; the percentage of the population who have ASD and learning difficulties is relatively small, and coupled with the amount of this group who may be willing and able to participate in this type of research, a large scale study could conceivably be an onerous task. 

Triadic Eye Gaze (TEG) is a joint attention technique, involving a person directing their gaze “from an object/event to another person and back or vice versa” (Hahn, Brady, & Versacib, 2019, p1510). It is the first form of joint attention, coming before gestures, vocalisations or combinations of the three. To date, research focusing solely on TEG is not extensive; the future research on this is important as TEG can be used solely as an indicator of joint attention and intentional social communication. Hahn et al (2019) focussed on the use of TEG in autistic children and children with Down’s Syndrome (DS). Their results showed that the children with DS used TEG to a notably greater extent than the autistic children. Personally, I find this result unsurprising, as the children I have worked with who have DS have been considerably more sociable in general than those with ASD. Thus it would correspond that autistic children would use the social trait of TEG for communication to a much lesser extent. It is widely recognised that many autistic people find eye-contact uncomfortable, however the researchers suggest that “targeting or teaching TEG in early interventions may improve early prelinguistic communication” in autistic children. (Hahn et al. 2019, p. 1519)

Bruner 1983 suggested that when adults and young children share joint attention and actions, this provides a pattern which objects can be introduced into and intentional communication can begin. For pre-verbal children with ASD and DD, such as the children in my class, this type of joint attention intervention would need to begin with very basic social turn-taking games. This may develop participation in turn taking activities with an ultimate aim of the child learning the alternating turn format used for communicating.  “Attention Autism” is an example of an activity which I have recently begun to utilise in my day to day classroom practice, in order to encourage joint attention and TEG in children with autism and developmental delay. Developed by Gina Davies, Attention Autism is a four stage programme, with its main objective being for pupils to observe the actions of others, to develop joint and shared attention. In order for this to happen, the activities offered must be appealing to the pupils to gain and maintain their attention. It is anticipated that additional skills such as language development, turn-taking and communication will then begin to develop. ( McKeown, L. 2015) Practitioners must determine and acknowledge signs of participation from individual pupils such as eye gaze, gestures or actions which in turn encourages corresponding extemporaneous verbal or non-verbal communication. (Watson, Davies and Winterton, 2017) In Watson et al.’s, (2017), small scale study, all of the children involved made progress either in their communicative intent or their early joint attention skills. I have had the opportunity to trial Attention Autism with my class for only a brief period; however, all of the pupils have shown enthusiastic engagement with the programme and it has certainly expanded their joint attention skills, during the session. At the moment, this has not yet generalised to other classroom activities; nevertheless, I do feel that as the engagement level is so high during the programme, it would be worth pursuing further to ascertain whether eventually, it may lead to increased joint attention in general.

Gestures as communication. 
Bates (1979) suggested that one of the earliest forms of intentional communication that typically developing children acquire is gesture, usually beginning between 9-11 months of age. For example, a child pointing at an object to focus an adult’s attention on it (proto-declaratives) and to use an adult accomplish a goal (proto-imperatives).

Iverson and Thal (1998) describe gesture as actions formed with communicative intent, which typically use hands, arms and fingers but could also include whole body motions, head gestures and facial expressions. They split gestures into two categories: deictic and representational. Deictic gestures call our attention to an object or event (Bates 1976), and Thal and Tobias (1992) suggest that nearly 88% of the gestures used by typically developing toddlers are deictic in nature. Representational gestures illustrate a concept or action, for example a wave of a hand to signal goodbye. Head gestures may be an especially useful form of gesture for communication, given that they have several communicative functions (nodding, shaking, turning head away etc.) and that they emerge relatively early on in a child’s life. (Fusaro, Harris & Pan, 2011) Crais, Watson and Baranek (2009) argue that gestures are generally the earliest signs of intentional communication and for many children with developmental delays gestures will “continue to predominate over verbal language for an extended period of time” (Crais, Watson and Baranek, 2009, p. 105). This is the case for many of the children I have taught during my time working with children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN); the majority of these children remain at the stage of using gesture as communication for a considerable time. Bates, Camaioni, & Volterra, (1975) and Bates, Benigni, Bretherton, Camaioni and Volterra, (1979) argued that gesture and verbal language are reliant on a set of coinciding set of cognitive structures. This could explain why some children conceivably may never move on from this gestural phase, as they have not developed these cognitive systems. However, many children I have taught have established some formal codified version of gesture such as sign language, and in turn some verbal communication. This is supported by Goodwyn, Acredolo, & Brown’s (2000) research, which found that symbolic gesturing actually expedites early speech development.  


Intensive Interaction
Intensive Interaction (II) is a developmental intervention method of connecting and communicating with pre-verbal people, such as those with autism, Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD) or those with developmental delays. The technique uses a variety of pre-verbal communication methods such as eye contact, mirroring vocalisations, body language and facial expressions and, where possible, joint attention. (Nind & Hewett, 2001) All and any communicative attempts should be responded to by the adult as if they are purposeful communicative acts. II is carried out in a similar way to a parent and baby using reciprocal actions; it then develops into simple games and aids the building of relationships between care givers or school staff and autistic or developmentally delayed pupils. (Nind & Hewett, 2001) Developmental interventions correlate with Vygotsky’s ideas where an adult supports and models language in order to scaffold language development, as they are based on positive interactions between the adult and the child. 

Hutchinson, & Bodicoat (2015), point out that Intensive Interaction is viewed by some researchers as a means for communication development (they cite Nind and Hewitt 1994, Kellett 2000, 2003, 2004, 2205, Nind and Kellet 2002). Whereas others see it as a way to facilitate inclusion and social interaction (Leaning and Watson 2006, Caldwell 2007) Firth’s 2009 ‘Dual Aspect Process Model’ combines the two perspectives, incorporating both communication and socially interactive development. In Firth’s view social inclusion and communication are initially increased, then plateau; nevertheless communicative capacity generally is developed over the longer term. Hutchinson and Bodicoat (2015) point out that the ‘Dual Aspect Process Model’ is based on short and longer term research by Lovell et al. 1998; Elgie & Maguire 2001, Nind 1996; Kellett 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005). 

Hutchinson and Bodicoat (2015) reviewed the literature on II and found that further research is needed on II.  For example, further research on staff training, the level of support needed for staff to carry out the intervention in order to yield the best results and the optimum timescale to achieve the highest level of outcome anticipated for the pupils participating. Indeed, they state that they cannot reach a sound conclusion as to whether II is actually a helpful intervention at all. Nevertheless, based on my experience of carrying out II in school, I have found it has yielded some extremely positive results with autistic children who also have developmental delays. I have observed a remarkable increase in communicative intent, particularly regarding eye contact and turn taking skills during II sessions. 

Teaching sign language to autistic children and those with developmental delay: aided Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) 
Gardner and Gardner’s experimental research in 1969 in which they taught sign language to chimpanzees, formed the foundation on which much research on sign language use in young children was built. Sign language is considered by Ganz, Mason, Goodwyn, Boles, Heath, & Davis,  (2014) to be an unaided form of AAC. Carr, Binkoff, Kologinsky and Eddy (1978) conducted early research on sign language as a viable alternative to speech production in autistic children and those with developmental delays. Consecutive researchers corroborated Carr et al.’s research, with their findings that manual sign language could be taught to children with developmental delays and furthermore, could actually aid in developing verbal language (Miller and Miller (1973), Carr et al., (1978), Carr and Kologinsky (1983), Tincani (2004) among many others).  Barrera and Sulzer-Azaroff (1983) proposed that for individuals with autism, the sensory feedback provided by sign production aids vocal development and speech production. I would consider that this is indeed a logical argument, as it is widely accepted that autistic children have sensory differences compared to their TD peers.  	 

It has been suggested that Vygotsky’s “scaffolding” theory is employed when using gestures to facilitate verbal communication. Goodwyn et al (2000) assert that when adults use signs or gestures, this enables very young children to avoid the complexities of spoken words while simultaneously empowering their understanding of the power of language. Consequently, the child is motivated to explore further communicative forms, such as speech.  

Barrera Lobato-Barrera, & Sulzer-Azaroff’s 1980 study found that a combination of speech and sign simultaneously, aided expressive language acquisition. Their conclusion was that this may be “more effective for children with autism than either verbal-alone or sign-alone approaches.” (Carbone,  Lewis, Sweeney-Kerwin, Dixon, Louden, & Quinn, 2006, p. 183) Schools in my Local Authority use a modified sign language for people with ALN, based on BSL, called Signalong. During the training for this, adults are explicitly taught to always speak and sign concurrently, and this has demonstrated some excellent results anecdotally in our local school communities for children who have a wide variety of diagnoses. However the autistic children that I have worked with seem to tend to develop some signs without also developing speech, this is an anomaly; I can only suggest that the type of children in my class generally have extremely low baselines for communication in general and perhaps they are not yet developmentally ready to coordinate their signs with vocalisations. 


Play 
It is widely recognised that for Piaget play is incredibly important for children’s development. He theorised that the first two years of a child’s life are engaged in practice play, the purpose of which is to explore objects and discern their function and characteristics. Then towards their second birthday, children begin to use more symbolic play. (Rubin, Fein and Vendenberg, 1983) similarly, Vygotsky saw symbolic play as the first step toward understanding symbolic structure (Fein, 1979). Both Piaget and Vygotsky suggest that, for typically developing children, the second year of life is developmentally significant for language development, as this is when symbolic capacity emerges. Becoming capable of using objects interchangeably in symbolic play corresponds to the ability to eventually use words as symbols which represent objects when communicating with others. Lieberman and Yoder (2012). Research shows that, when compared to typically developing children, autistic children not only exhibit fewer occurrences of symbolic play, but also show differences in the way that they play (Williams (2003), Williams, Reddy and Costall (2001), Whetherby, Watt, Morgan and Shumway (2007). Lieberman and Yoder (2012) carried out a meta-analysis of previous research into play and communication skills in children with autism; they found that the degree of object play participated in by children with ASD was indicative of their level of intentional communication.  These are important points because if symbolic play and consequently language development is delayed or decreased in autistic children and, as previously discussed, early language development is linked with improved life outcomes this could have serious long term repercussions on many individuals. However, Kasari, Freeman, & Paparella’s (2006). study on play and joint attention showed that the children in the play focussed group exhibited substantially greater instances of play and most notably, their use of symbolic play was significantly increased. This suggests that play could be worked on as a specific intervention in class in order to mitigate somewhat these long term effects. 


The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) and aided AAC
PECS was developed in 1985 in America for Autistic children to aid their communication skills. It is based on B. F. Skinner’s Stimulus- Response- Reward patterns and Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA). PECS is constructed on a strict set of guidelines, instructions and six phases; these include precise strategies involving reinforcement and phased out non-verbal prompting with the eventual aim of the child independently initiating communication without any dependency on prompts (Bondy 2012)

Ganz et al (2014) consider PECS an aided form of AAC as it teaches a child to exchange a picture of a highly desired item or action with an adult (the communication partner); the communication partner then immediately accepts the exchange as a request and honours it. Once this phase is mastered, PECS then moves on to teach the child to discriminate pictures and using them together to make sentences. Finally, some children can then begin to make comments and answer questions (Pyramid Educational Consultants UK).

The PECS cards are stored in a book which the child is expected to take everywhere with them, in effect it becomes the pupil’s voice. Children using the PECS system can use the pictures while making no vocalisations, however, many children begin to use speech alongside the picture cards. Indeed, the child can extend their core vocabulary while also creating more elaborate sentences.  (Bondy, 2012) For example when using the PECS they might say I want yellow car, but without the pictures they may simply say car.  The ultimate aim of PECS is independent functional communication, which for some takes the form of using the picture cards for all of their communication, others will develop speech and a number will transition to using a technological speech generating device.  


Research on the PECS system has shown some promising results. Many studies have shown improved requesting and initiating skills in children following the PECS programme.  (Carr and Felce, (2007); Yoder and Stone (2006b); Charlop-Christy, Carpenter, Le, LeBlanc, & Kelley, 2002; Ganz & Simpson, 2004) In fact, the evidence suggests that PECS can actually develop speech acquisition; with studies demonstrating that children showed an increase in their vocalisations and the complexity of them following PECS, see Ganz and Simpson (2004) Yoder and Stone (2006a). Charlop-Christy et al. (2002) propose that the success of PECS could lie in its practical nature, as it concentrates on requesting rather than labelling and the concurrent use of pictures and spoken words from the communication partner. They also suggest that the visual nature of the PECS system is highly beneficial for many autistic children who are visual in nature. 

Another form of aided AAC is the speech-generating device (SGD) also known as VOCAs – voice output communication aids. SGDs can be small electronic devices which display pictures or symbols; these symbols represent a message in a similar way to PECS cards. When the device is activated by touch or eye gaze, it produces a digital speech output (Mirenda (2003). More recently, apps used on digital devices such as tablets or mobile phones, with the same premise have gained in popularity. 


Van Der Meer and Rispoli (2010) reviewed the literature on SGDs at the time and concluded that they were realistically a feasible method of communication for autistic children. However, Ganz et al’s 2014 meta-analysis concluded that while SGDs are advantageous for autistic children who do not also have intellectual or developmental disorders (IDD), for those children who have autism and comorbid IDD, PECS is more effective for communication.  They suggest that this is probably due to the nature of PECS being a physical exchange, whereas a SGD is a more abstract concept. 


I feel that the individual child’s aptitude for the PECS system or a form of SGD must be carefully considered; this would include the level of the child’s fine motor skills, their age and their level of symbolic understanding. For some children it would be more appropriate, as a starting point, to use objects of reference (OFR) for the exchange before building up to PECS symbols. OFR are real objects which are used to symbolise items or activities. Ockelford (2002) suggested that OFR could be used as a form of expressive language, where the child indicates by reaching for, or pointing eye gaze toward an OFR to make their choices. This is the stage where many of the children in my class are at the moment, as their level of symbolic understanding is at the very early stages of development. I feel it is imperative that we begin at each child’s individual level of communication, in order to gain the best possible results. 



How parents, siblings and peers can aid an autistic child’s communication skills.

There has been much research about parents, by supporting the school based interventions, can aid their autistic child’s communication skills (see Aldred, Green, & Adams (2004), Ingersoll, Dvortcsak,  Whalen, & Sikora (2005), Mahoney & Perales, 2003)  These studies demonstrate that autistic children’s expressive language skills are improved by parental engagement, particularly the sensitivity of the child’s mother to their communicative attempts. Indeed, the level of coordinated interactions between the parent and the child may actually be indicative of the way the child will respond to other interventions in future. Hampton and Kaiser (2016) found that when interventions are performed by a professional and the child’s parents simultaneously, spoken language is increased compared with interventions delivered solely by parents or professionals. The autistic child may also find generalising across settings more straightforward when everyone is using the same approach. Cress (2004) also emphasises the importance of collaboration between all individuals involved with the child.  
Pickles at al (2016) and Watson et al (2017) found that there should be an equal approach between parents and practitioners in order to make a longstanding gain in the child’s communication skills. It is advisable that the parents are as involved as possible in the intervention rather than simply observing a practitioner delivering it. 
Tsao & Odom’s, (2006) research showed some promising results for siblings as communicative partners during interventions. There are some obvious limitations to gaining parental cooperation in interventions, for example if the parents have some learning difficulties themselves, if the parents are working full time and unable to attend training sessions, or if, as is sometimes the case, the parents have not fully accepted their child’s diagnosis yet. However, there are also other situations which may affect parental involvement, which I must admit I had not fully considered: race and culture.  Tincani, Travers and Boutot (2009) extensively examined multifarious research on this topic. In their particularly interesting article, they discuss the influence of cultural diversity on autistic pupils and the impact of perception of disability in various family cultures. There are implications for families where English (or welsh) is not spoken at home but the SGD produces English speech. I wonder if it is possible to switch languages easily on a SGD and if so, is it confusing for the child to be using the SGD in two languages, or is it actually advantageous to be hearing both languages; this would be very interesting future research. Tincani, Travers and Boutot (2009) also discuss interventions for various contexts including diversified family situations specific to individual cultures.  On further self-examination, I feel that the reasons I have overlooked this are two-fold; the first being geographical, as I live and work in a small town in South Wales where cultural diversity remains quite scarce, which ties in with the second, and much more personally uncomfortable, reason which is personal white-privilege. At the moment, my class consists of 8 Caucasian children, however in future, I will be much more aware of cultural differences when choosing interventions for the autistic children I work with. I will also be recommending this article to colleagues. 

Kamps, Royer, Dugan, Kravits, Golzalez-Lopez & Garcia, (2002) examined the role of peers as communicative partners for children with autism; the study involved trained and untrained peers. The results showed increases in the frequency and duration of the autistic children’s social interactions, particularly with the trained peers. They also found evidence that the autistic children were generalising these skills with familiar but untrained peers. This raises an exciting opportunity for the children in my class, as our school is in the fortunate position of having mainstream and Learning Support Centre (LSC) classes in the same building. Currently the children integrate for unstructured play sessions; however in future, I think it would be an ideal opportunity to train some of the mainstream children as communication partners for our children with autism, in order to enhance their communication skills. This will also benefit the mainstream children as they too will learn important communication skills, tolerance of others and understanding. 


Conclusion
Having briefly examined the early language development of neurotypical and autistic children, this essay then endeavoured to utilise the literature in order to discover which intervention is the most effective to develop the early intentional communication skills of pre-verbal autistic children. Firstly, I looked into joint attention skills and eye gaze; these pre-verbal skills have a critical role in communication and language development. Various studies, as described above, showed that these skills can be explicitly taught to autistic children; however the children often found it difficult to generalise them. I have recently begun the ‘Attention Autism’ intervention programme in my class, designed to establish and develop joint attention skills, which I have found to be rather successful. 

I have examined research into using gestures with communicative intent, which led into a discussion on the Intensive Interaction intervention and teaching autistic children sign language. The conclusion as to whether Intensive Interaction is conducive to language development is unclear; however, anecdotally I have found II useful in my setting and, as Hutchinson and Bodicoat (2015) pointed out further research into this intervention is needed for conclusive results to be achieved. Conversely, the results for the sign language research were favourable. Indeed, it tells us that teaching autistic children sign language can actually aid speech development, which refutes my personal experiences in school. In contrast, the autistic children I have worked with have learned some signs but this has not correlated with any enhanced verbalisations as yet. 

The role that play has in autistic children’s language development has been discussed. Symbolic play in children with autism is less developed than that of their peers; this is linked with their level of communicative intent and ultimately their life long outcomes. Kasari et al. (2006) suggested that symbolic play can be explicitly taught to autistic children and so it can be viewed a viable intervention for language development. 

PECS, SGDs and objects of reference have been explored. The research suggests that while SGDs are appropriate for autistic children who do not have learning difficulties, PECS is more suitable for those with comorbid autism and learning difficulties. Some of the autistic children in my class are beginning to successfully use PECS symbols and it does seem to be aiding their speech development; others are using objects of reference as that is developmentally appropriate for them at the moment. 

Finally, I have looked at literature concerning the role of parents, siblings and peers in the language development of autistic children. The research I found showed overwhelmingly that support from family members is crucial in the effectiveness of any intervention. However, Crane, Chester, Goddard, Henry, & Hill’s 2016 study of 1000 parents of autistic children in the UK noted that parents have described feeling a lack of a lack of time spent with professionals to aid their understanding of how their child is affected by autism, and how to best meet their child’s needs. This is a difficult situation to remedy, as time to be available for parental discussions in the school day is so scarce, and after school discussions often come with child care implications for the parents. There are also cultural differences and language barriers, as well as the parent’s own level of need to consider. Understanding the compelling evidence that parental support significantly improves outcomes, in future it will be necessary for me to develop more extensive links with parents and arrange in conjunction with our school’s speech and language therapist, some intervention training support for them. 

In order to fully understand which interventions I should use in my setting, I have excogitated and examined the evidence supplied by the literature. It is imperative to point out some of the possible limitations to the research studied. For example, some of the studies were carried out on extremely small samples, and would need further research for definitive conclusions to be drawn. Also, as many autistic people rely on routine and familiarity, taking part in a study could be distressing for them, and may affect the results. This must be kept in mind when making judgements on the interventions studied.  

Weighing up the options it is evident that according to the literature there is no one intervention which is distinctly superior and surpasses the others in terms of results. Rather a combination of targeted interventions, which begin with each child’s current level of communication, is the inevitable preferred approach.  Obviously, the communication needs of each child will change and develop over time; there should be regular assessments of the children’s progress during any interventions. It is imperative to understand that it is acceptable to adapt and revise the interventions according to the needs of each child. Additionally, I agree with Davies’ (2017) assertion that, in order to get the best results, the activities offered to the pupils must be appealing to them in order to gain and maintain their attention. 
There are multifarious implications for my future practice; although I have a good working relationship with the school’s speech therapist, I feel that there is the potential for further development, particularly regarding training parents in the school based interventions and assisting them to carry out activities at home. I will also ensure that I am much more cognizant of the parents cultural, linguistic and mental differences. I have routinely established a baseline of each child’s communication skills and developed an individual programme of activities from there, which I will continue to do. I have consistently advocated for a ‘total communication’ approach; using the spoken word, sign and symbol (or object of reference) simultaneously. During whole class teaching sessions I still feel that this is an appropriate technique, however after considering the literature, I am considering altering my approach. It may be beneficial in future, during one to one language and communication sessions to focus to a greater extent on each child’s preferred mode of communication rather than an indiscriminate total communication approach. In essence, the most effective intervention used to develop the early intentional communication skills of pre-verbal autistic children would be a carefully constructed combination of each individual’s current communication skills, their cognitive skills and their interests, supported by everyone involved in the child’s life. In this way, it is conceivable that the autistic child’s progress will be most effectively enhanced and their long term life outcomes improved.  
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