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Strategies for Successfully Including Children with Autism in Early Childhood Settings
with Ted Bovey

Jill Giacomini: Hi, I’m Jill Giacomini with the Technical Assistance Center on Social Emotional Intervention for Young Children, also known as the TACSEI Center.  I’m talking today with Ted Bovey from the Positive Early Learning Experiences Center at the University of Colorado Denver about  classroom inclusion, why it’s important, and how it can successfully be accomplished.  Thanks for talking with me today, Ted.  

Ted Bovey: You’re welcome.  It’s good to talk with you. 

JG:  Before we talk specifically about inclusion, can you tell us a bit about autism and the challenges that children with autism face?

TB: Certainly.  I think the first thing that people need to understand are the needs of children with autism.  And you can’t have a diagnosis of autism without having deficits in delays in language and communication and social behaviors and social reciprocity.  And also, kids have the stereotypic or repetitive patterns of behavior.  And those are kind of the three behavioral pieces that go along with the diagnosis of autism.
 Second is that, while research is certainly progressing everyday, to date—or at this time—we still don’t know what causes autism.  And that’s important because without knowing what the cause is, we can’t really say that there’s a cure for autism.  So, again, at this point in time, there’s no evidence that children with autism can be cured.  They can learn to function very well and very appropriately and do very well in school and in life, but we don’t know of a cure.  
And then the next piece is that children with autism do not, in fact, learn in different and unique ways.  Children with autism learn like everybody else does. They learn through play, they learn through interactions with other people, by doing things everyday, and by the use of strategies like reinforcement, which aren’t unique to kids with autism.  In fact, most the strategies that we use for young children with autism are strategies that work for all kids.  They’re not unique to the population of kids with autism.  
And then the final piece that’s important is an understanding that children with autism are not going to spontaneously improve over time.  Even when placed in the best environments, we need to provide planned and systematic and purposeful intervention for these children for them to show improvements.  And then, improvements only come in those domains, or those areas, that we are specifically targeting.  

JG:  Why is it important for children with autism to be educated in a classroom alongside typically developing children?

TB:  Well, let’s go back to one of those key deficit areas that I talked about, and that is the social domain.  Children with autism have significant delays and deficits in terms of social reciprocity and social communication, and so if we look at that and we look at what the research tells us, we get some answers to that question.  So, the first is that for programs that only provide what we call episodic exposure to peers—or they’re only with peers for certain times of the day or certain parts of the day—research tells us that those children don’t make any significant gains in that social domain.  Second, when you take children with autism and you put them in an environment where they’re in proximity to other children with autism, they show more autistic like behaviors or autistic symptoms such as stereotypic or repetitive patterns of behavior.  Third, the most widely effective social skills interventions, to date, rely on the presence of typical peers.  You need to have a dance partner, and so for the children with autism that have significant social delays, they need that access to the typically developing peers on an ongoing basis.  And so, kind of following that, we think about this component—this piece—of inclusion and access to typical peers as being a necessary piece of the intervention puzzle.  But, in and of itself, it’s not sufficient.  There needs to be more that is done.

JG:  What about a readiness model—or children with autism that start in a self contained setting and move into a classroom with typically developing peers?  Is that approach consistent with the important features you just described?

TB:  Well, I think looking at the data from the two most widely recognized inclusive models, we feel that it’s not consistent, based again on the significant social needs of kids with autism spectrum disorders.  One of the reasons is that children—all children, including children with autism—learn many, many important skills from their peers through their ongoing interactions in the classroom.  So, not providing them access to same age peers—we consider to be doubly disabling.  You’re not going to see progress on those key social behaviors.  And, the children with autism aren’t going to have those valuable learning opportunities that peers provide for them to learn language skills or cognitive skills or pre literacy skills or problem solving skills—all of which children learn through interacting with other kids. 

JG:  Are there any other reasons why it’s so important to focus specifically on social interaction?

TB:  Well, in addition to the issue of the social delays being doubly disabling for children with autism, we feel that—or we know—that social skills in preschool—and, in particular, kids that have good social skills in preschool—is actually the best predictor for children’s long term outcomes as they move into elementary school.  And that includes academic outcomes.  So, kids that have good social skills in preschool do better later on in terms of—obviously social behaviors—but also academics, as well. 

JG:  Now, what about typical children?  Is inclusion beneficial for typically developing students as well?

TB:  It is.  Research that we have done and colleagues have done indicate that for the typical children that are in these classrooms where there’s a real functional specific target on this social domain, that they do develop more advanced social skills, that they’re less disruptive in the classroom and demonstrate fewer inappropriate behaviors, that they show equal, if not greater, development progress across domains, and that they are in fact more positive and accepting towards people that are different or people with disabilities than other children that are identified by their teachers as the social stars of their classroom. 

JG:  So, we’ve discussed why inclusion is important for both children with autism and typically developing children alike.  Can you tell me a bit about how inclusion is successfully accomplished?

TB:  Sure.  I think the first thing that we need to recognize is there’s a key phrase in autism right now—in autism intervention—which is applied behavior analysis.  And a lot of people have the misconception that an inclusive program can’t be an ABA program, or a program in Applied Behavioral Analysis.  And Applied Behavior Analysis is a field of study.  It’s not any one strategy or any one way of doing things.  It encompasses many, many strategies across an entire spectrum and many strategies that were developed not just for children with autism, but as I said earlier, for children with other disabilities or for children in general.  So, we know it works for children with autism, and that is Applied Behavior Analysis.  And the strategies that we utilize in the inclusive classroom are strategies within the field of ABA. 

JG:  Are there specific strategies within ABA that are particularly useful in an inclusive environment?

TB:  Of course there are.  The first and foremost would be the utilization of incidental teaching and embedded instruction throughout the day.  There’s a misconception that incidental teaching is accidental teaching—that it just kind of happens—and that couldn’t be further from the truth.  Incidental teaching is a naturalistic instruction strategy, but it’s every bit as grounded in Applied Behavioral Analysis as more structured, teacher directed training or discrete trial training, and that is that there’s a specific prompting sequence that goes with it.  But the emphasis really falls on the teacher to be able to identify learning opportunities throughout the day instead of when you’re sitting down with a child in a one on one setting.  
Second, the use of incidental teaching, or embedded instruction, really involves following the child’s lead, using natural reinforcers.  And it allows for the embedding of instruction throughout the day into a variety of meaningful, everyday routines.  That means it’s going to be more exciting for kids.  It’s going to be more engaging.  You’re going to be using activities and materials that are common to early childhood environments that kids are going to have fun with.  And if you look at what the research tells us about naturalistic strategies—naturalistic teaching—versus more structured, discrete trial teaching—when we look specifically at that language domain, the naturalistic teaching instruction is overwhelmingly favorable to discrete trial instruction.  And there’s a particular article by Delprato in the Journal of Autism and Developmental Disabilities in 2001 that looked at comparative studies—naturalistic instruction versus discrete trial instruction—and naturalistic instruction showed better outcomes in every study.  
So, moving on from the embedded or naturalistic learning, the second piece is really trying to structure the learning environment and providing a comprehensive learning environment to kids that provides them with clarity, consistency and predictability of events within the student’s environment.  And that includes what the curriculum expectations are, what they’re supposed to be doing, how they’re supposed to do it, what the sequence is, and what the guidelines are for their appropriate behaviors, and what’s going to happen if their behaviors aren’t appropriate.  And there is, again, a misconception that structure means highly structured, and we suggest that structure can be provided in any setting.  It has to do with the supports that you’re going to provide, whether it be visuals or otherwise, to help the child understand what the behavioral expectation is.  
And then the last piece of this structured learning environment’s component is that students with autism do require additional supports—visual schedules, first-then boards, the utilization of the picture exchange communication system, or other kinds of augmentative devices to help them succeed in the classroom.  I think the third piece of it is looking at functional approach to problem behavior.  I mentioned, again, in looking at what autism is, that children with autism have repetitive or stereotypic patterns of behavior, and we need to be looking at these behaviors from a functional perspective, trying to understand what these behaviors or trying to communicate, or what the child is trying to communicate through these behaviors, and helping the child develop functional replacement behaviors.  
And then, the last piece is the utilization of what we call peer mediated strategies.  And that is social skills instruction in the classroom that is directed towards the typical peers so that they can be successful engaging the children with autism in many, many social opportunities throughout the day.  

JG:  Are there specific factors to consider when delivering these intervention strategies that can make them more effective?

TB:  There are.  First and foremost is you need to provide these strategies with the appropriate or adequate intensity—and by intensity we don’t mean the number of hours a child is enrolled in an intervention program, but instead, intensity means examining the number of relevant learning opportunities that happened for that child throughout the day.  And those learning opportunities could come from adults, they can come from peers, they can come from the environment itself—but really filling the day with learning opportunities—that is intensity. 
 The second piece of it is individualization.  Instruction needs to be delivered at the child’s level with materials that are interesting and meaningful to the child, and they need to be continually monitoring whether a child is making progress and/or whether your instruction or your programming needs to be changed, based on a lack of progress or a lack of changes of behavior over time—so constantly looking at your data, looking at what you’re doing with the child and analyzing, “Is this working?  Do I need to make programmatic changes?”

JG:  Ted, thank you for sharing some great information about classroom inclusion, why it’s important and how it can successfully be accomplished.  Any final thoughts you’d like to leave us with?

TB:  I think the final thought that I would like to leave you with is a quote, and it’s taken from a book chapter by Strain, McGee and Kohler in 2001.  And it says, “Given the state of knowledge, the question is not so much whether an individual child with autism can profit from inclusionary programming, but whether the service system in question has put in the necessary instructional supports to create a high quality inclusion program.”

JG:  Thank you, Ted.  If you’d like to know more about Ted Bovey and his work with the Positive Early Learning Experiences Center, please visit the School of Education and Human Development website at the University of Colorado Denver located online at www.ucdenver.edu.  This podcast was created by the TACSE Center.  Please visit us online at www.challengingbehavior.org. 

Ted Bovey has a Master's degree in Early Childhood from the University of Colorado Denver. He has been working with young children with autism and other developmental disabilities and their families for over 15 years in both inclusive early childhood classrooms and in the home setting. Ted has extensive experience training preschool teams working with children with autism as well as parents of young children with disabilities in identifying functional objectives, using naturalistic teaching strategies and promoting language and social skills in young children.

