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Purpose of Our Pilot Study

To explore the early natural language learning 
environments of families who have toddlers diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD).

Specifically: 
(1) how much and what is the nature of the 

communicative interaction between toddlers with ASD 
and their parent(s)?

(2) to what degree does a parent education program 
(Hanen More Than Words) influence the nature and 
frequency of communicative interactions? 



CHILDREN WITH ASD: LANGUAGE AND 
COMMUNICATION DELAYS (SILLER & SIGMAN, 2008; 
WETHERBY, 2006)

KNOW LITTLE ABOUT NATURAL LANGUAGE 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

IMPACT OF PARENT TRAINING PROGRAMS WITH 
THIS POPULATION?

CHARACTERISTICS OF PARENTS/CHILDREN THAT 
MAY RESPOND TO PARENT LANGUAGE TRAINING 
PROGRAMS?

Autism and Parent-Child 
Interaction

Presenter�
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Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are at increased risk for difficulties with language, social, and emotional development (Wetherby, 2006). The course of language development for many children with ASD is more variable in timing and functional outcomes than typically developing children. For example, in comparison to typically developing children, children with ASD frequently develop language later and at a slower rate (Siller & Sigman, 2008). Further, children with ASD may experience delays or difficulties in the development of pivotal social communicative skills including coordinated joint attention and the capacity for symbol use such that they require specialized instruction and support. Difficulties in social interaction limit the number of high quality communicative opportunities available for a child with ASD (Kaiser et al., 2001; Siller & Sigman, 2002). Due to these potential disturbances in the development of communicative interactions of children with ASD, the interactions that do take place are of even greater importance (El-Ghoroury & Romanczyk, 1999). The people who interact most frequently with children with ASD are the child’s parents and the style in which parents engage in communicative interactions with their child has been demonstrated to affect the child’s language and communicative development (Kaiser et al., 2001; Siller & Sigman, 2002). 



At present, we don’t have a great deal of information about the natural language learning environments of children with ASD since much of this literature includes studies which examine parent child interactions in a contrived or clinical research setting. Arising from this body of literature is a strong consensus that parents possess enormous potential to effect positive changes in their young child’s communication and language development. In the field of early childhood development, family-centered intervention is an approach that has been used either to enhance or replace the more traditional direct clinician-child model of intervention for young children with language delays secondary to ASD (Crocket, Flemin, Doepke & Stevens, 2007). 



Parent Training Programs

First, what are parent education programs? Parent education and training programs involve what Mahoney and colleagues call the “process of providing parents and other primary caregivers with specific knowledge and childrearing skills with the goal of promoting the development and competence of their children”. Many different types of parent-administered language intervention programs focusing on young children with language delay have been developed over the years and now, programs specifically designed for children with ASD as well. These programs train parents to use general language facilitation techniques (e.g., model language, follow child’s lead, expand child’s utterances) alongside more specific goal directed strategies (e.g., building single word vocabulary; expanding use of single words to two-word phrases). Parents are then shown how these strategies can be worked into the daily routines that the parents engage in with their children in order to build the child’s language competencies.



The implementation of parent education programs have been shown to impact both parent behaviours and child behaviours.  For example, evaluations of parents’ behaviours have indicated decreased parent stress, increased maternal understanding of ASD and increased positive affect. Further, in terms of child behaviours increases in the generalization and maintenance of treatment gains, increased communication skills, increased vocabulary, increased engagement and initiations of social interaction and increases in imitative behaviours have been reported. Another bonus of parent education programs is that through these programs, parents observe not only their child’s ability to learn but gather an understanding of the direct role they can play in facilitating their child’s growth and development. 



However, there are some limitations to this literature. Of the body of research that has been developed thus far, few studies have attempted to examine parents’ ability to master the skills taught in parent education programming and their ability to continue to implement the strategies they learn with high quality over time. So, we don’t yet have a great deal of information about what characteristics of parents or their children may indicate that they may respond well to a parent education program. 

�



Transactional Theory 
(Sameroff & Chandler, 1974)
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So we know that parent education programs can impact both child characteristics as well as parent characteristics but we understand less about the degree to which this change over time in the parent, affects the child and the degree to which the child’s change impacts the parent.

We have chosen to look at parent-child interaction using a a transactional model of development developed by Sameroff & Chandler (1974) in order to start to examine the bidirectional nature of dyadic interaction. Transactional theory emphasizes the significance of reciprocal and bidirectional exchanges between child and environment as the context for early learning. In this model, central to a child’s developmental outcome is an iterative and ongoing process that combines two parallel components: (1) biological and environmental factors and (2) child behaviours. Sameroff and MacKenzie (2003) state that a child’s characteristics are not innately stable but can become constant when reinforced by consistent social experiences in the child’s environment. Thus, the daily, natural social and communicative interactions that take place between a child and his or her family can shape both the child’s traits as well as the parents’ characteristics. The practical importance of the transactional model of development is supported by the changing direction of intervention practices for individuals with ASD consisting of a move toward a family centered model of care where parents are considered respected partners and facilitators of intervention supports for their children and a move away from a solely clinician directed model (Brookman-Frazee, 2004). 

 

�



Methods: 
Participants

Twelve toddlers diagnosed with ASD 
and their families

Chronological age: 28-39m (m=33m)
Developmental age: 2-22m (m=9m)
Gender: 8 males; 4 females

Recruited from a local service 
provider
Demographic information:

Ethnicity: 7 Caucasian; 3 Asian; 2 African 
Canadian
ESL: n=3 (e.g. Urdu, Tagalog, Amheric)
Primary Caregivers mother n=11, father 
n=1
Age of Primary Caregiver: 21-42yrs 
(m=34.7yrs)
Sibling: n=11 



Methods: Intervention

Intervention: Parent 
participation in the 
Hanen More Than 
Words (MTW) Parent-
training program 
targeting early language 
development

Eight 2.5hr sessions 
(weekly) 

Three 1.5hr home visits 
with the SLP
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Hanen More Than Words

The Hanen More Than Words (MTW) program is a widely used manualized program that has been developed based on social interactionist theory (Sussman, 1999). This theory emphasizes the use of naturalistic approaches where parents use their daily interactions and activities with their child to elicit language learning opportunities (Girolametto et al., 2006). Parents are taught to be “responsive” to their child’s communicative attempts. This requires parents to interpret their child’s attempts at language and interaction as meaningful communicative interactions. 



The MTW program was developed specifically for families with young children with ASD and is delivered by a Hanen certified speech and language pathologist. The program includes eight 2.5 hour group parent training sessions and three individual in home video feedback sessions. The program has three objectives in order to facilitate parents’ effective use of the natural language learning opportunities they engage in with their child: 1) to educate parents about their child’s learning style and basic communication concepts, 2) to teach parents to implement early communication and language intervention and, 3) provide social support for parents. 



The MTW program has been examined by two empirical studies which have provided us with positive preliminary findings for both parent and child behaviours after delivery of the MTW program. 
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Data 
Collection

Four Methods:
(1)Use of a Digital Language Processor (DLP) to obtain 
in home parent-child interactions (4-5 times points), 

(2) Child language development questionnaire (MCDI- 
Words and Gestures) (4-5 time points)

(3) Parent-child interaction video (3 time points)

(4) Parent self evaluations and clinician evaluation of 
parents’ skills (Post MTW)



Adult Word Count
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This graph depicts the total daily (10-12 hour recording) adult word count found in each of the 12 families’ measures at four different points in time (before the MTW program, midway through the program, immediately post MTW and at 2 month follow up).



On the vertical axis you can see the number of daily adult words expressed ranging from 5000 to just over 20 000. In our sample we have quite the range of talk frequencies from roughly the 5th percentile up to about the 65th percentile when we examine these numbers in comparison the LENA normative study data. 



Overall, the families increased the number of adult words in the home immediately post MTW when compared to their baseline data. However, if we look at the follow up measure 1.5 months later, we can see that unfortunately, many of these families did not appear to maintain this talk increase but rather, demonstrated counts closer to that of their baseline measure.
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Mean Adult Word Count
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Now since that previous graph is pretty busy, what we have done here is take the mean of the 12 families AWC at each of the four time points. We have also included a red line in the graph that indicates the AWC 50th percentile found in the LENA normative study. So you can see that on average, our families at baseline are producing just over 10 000 words per recording. They then show a bit of an increase at the measure immediately following the MTW program and then unfortunately we see their gains fall off a bit at follow up, coming relatively close to the baseline measure. �



Parent-Child Talk Profiles

Unsure: 
2 families
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So as we began to look at both the adult talk data from the DLP and the child receptive and expressive language data that we have collected from the MCDI, we started to see several different parent-child talk patterns emerging. 



These patterns come back to the influence of transactional theory and the bidirectional relationship between the parent and child. What we are showing you here are four profiles of parent and child talk indicating patterns found throughout participation in the MTW program. The profiles indicate either an increase or a lack of change in parent talk frequency as well as child increases or lack of change in the number of words understood and words said as reported by parents on the MCDI.



We do have two families where we have placed a question mark as to their interaction profile. These are two interesting cases where I believe we require further follow up measures to determine what their gains will be. Both parents and child show slight increases at the post and follow up measures that look similar to that of the families in the parent and child increase profile but don’t yet show the same level of change or discontinuity in their talk patterns. �



Profile 1: Parent Up, Child Up
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So this is the first profile from the upper left hand corner where we see both increases in the parents’ talk frequency as they progress through the program and we see increases in the child’s receptive and expressive vocabulary on the MCDI. This is a bit of an interesting family as you can see that the child started off with basically no expressive language and ends up making language gains but not really until follow up. Also, you’ll see here that we have a second follow up with this child, this family is part of the first cohort of families enrolled in the study and as such, we’ve been able to come back to these families for a second follow up check about 9 months after they first enrolled in the MTW program. We plan to conduct this same FU measure with the second cohort once we reach a similar time interval. �



Profile 2: Parent No Change, Child Up
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Profile 3: Parent Up, Child No Change
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KS

This is another interesting family. We had initially thought that we may not have any families that fit this profile however, this is a family of a little girl who was initially diagnosed with autism and then between our post and follow up measures, the diagnosis was changed to Rett’s Syndrome. So we see the family making gains although the child is responding only very slightly and at times showing some regression in language until the child’s characteristics or her diagnosis and prognosis changed. �



Profile 4: Parent No Change, Child No Change
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This is the quadrant where we would prefer not to see families. Families in this profile showed little parent talk change and little child language change over the course of the MTW program. We’ve graphed one of the families who demonstrates this profile in the slide however, five families fit this profile. Interestingly, parents in this profile started out at different levels ranging from about 5700 to just over 12 000 words per recording however, regardless of their baseline level of talk, they showed less than a 1000 word increase at the post program measure or levels lower than that of baseline. Similarly children ranged in their baseline MCDI scores from roughly 0-160 receptive words.�



FindingsFindings LimitationsLimitations

Limited maintenance 
of parent talk gains

Stability of patterns 
within families

Large variability 
between families

Small sample
Spring and fall groups

Natural setting and 
variability

Examine parent 
experience

Nonverbal 
communication

Video data 

Challenges and Questions
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A lot more to be understood about how to support families in changing their behaviour with their children especially, those with very little language�
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