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ABSTRACT 
The relationship between sensorimotor performance and 

communicative ability in 18 autistic children (40 to 108 months old) 

was studied. The children were administered the Means-End and 

Operati.onal Causality scales from the Ordinal Scales of Psychological 

Development. In addition, the Ss were assessed'en four measures of 

verbal and nonverbal competence: (1) a teacher rating of the child's 

typical method of communication, (2) two classroom observations of 

spontaneous and prompted nonverbal/verbal communicative behavior,' (3) 

the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, and (4) six standardized tasks 

designed to elicit communicative responses. No prevalent pattern of 

pre-Stage V sensorimotor performance was found. While communicative 

capabilities varied substantially across* the children, sensorimotor 

performance was consistently at or above Stage V in all cases, and \ 

predominantly at or above Stage \*I. The relationship between 

sensorimotor performance and communicative ability that has been 

found in several studies of both normal and retarded children was not 

replicated in this sample of autistic children. While these results 

do not disprove the theory that Stage V sensorimotor skills are 

necessary for communicative development, they do suggest that 

achieving t^hat level of skill does not predict advanced communicative 

ability. It is suggested that future research assess the interface of 

developmental and behavioral psychology, and that greater effort be 

made to translate known/theorized developmental processes into 

intervention procedures for atypical populations. (SEW)
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? 
/-N \ 

children^ hdvr oift'en (- e e n characterized as n o n -

Those K ^y? fail to develop a spoken languaqe do 

.ubstitutf a communicative a 11 e r nat i vV-^* Those who 

co speak tend not to use their lang.uace in a social communicative 

manner. "' • ve I orme nt a I theorists have suggested that both nonver-

; a I arc verbal nor, communicativeness in autistic children may re­

flect a I a c k of "cognitive readiness*. In other words f aut^tic 

children 7 ".jv not attempt 1 to transmit nonverbal or verbal messages

t, eca use ..ty-c:y have failed to attain those specific levels of sen­

sor i nrto r '-compe tance Relieved tc be necessary for the development 
/ ^ 

of intentional, b oa l-'d i rec t ed communication. *any researchers, 

including 'uyarwan", Edt'es and Snycier, have suggested that those 

i re re qui s i tr levels-of sensorimotor competance -night be Stage V 

stan-iipy o* trtans-enxf relationships and operational 

cdt-sdlity. " These specific sen^r i mo tor cognitive achievements 
< '•' . V 

aip^fjr to te most predictive of subsequent communiscative' \ 

ae ve lopme n,t. The demonstration of such a relationship between
 
* * ^
 

•..ens o ri mo t or achievements and communicative l-anguage use in 


autistic children *ould provide tf stronc argument for both cogni­


tive assessment and cognitrve pretraining prior to language, ' •
 
. - " - i 


intervention. The present study was designed to assess the v rela­
» ' (
 

tionship between sensor 1»otor performance and several measures of
 
r
 

» . 



. .
cerrf"unicativ"e ability in a ,;roup o 4 outistic childre/i. 

~ighto«n children fC a = 4 C - 1 " 3 months, mean,, fA = 7 C J6
 

it-ont I-s; *•>" = ?C - tA norths, me<jn
i 	 "^ = 1*2*1 months) were selected' 

t> two independent raters to participate i n -a serie's o"f
 

a f, sfssments. The child1 re n sart i sf i e d the combined,, criteria for
 

i 
'he diagnosis o^autism recommended ty-the *ational- Soci.ety for 

, % 

Autistic Children (19"£) ^n^ flutter <19 7 £). Fach child was-ad-^ 
^ \ • 

'nWiisterer: the " e a nV* t-fi*(*S.a n d Operational Causality scales from 
• ' . 	 '- • N 

the u / c; i r i s and Hunt (1 r ?„* ) 0 r d i n a I ' S c a't e s of1" Psychological i 

r e ve I cp-ne n't. \p audition,- e,a c h *a s -as'ses sed on four measures of 

'•'. ' ^ * ' S ' 
verbal a n ;', n<r^ vert, a I coffnunicative corrpet ar^c e : 

') 	a teacher vTotint *pf the child's typic.al met hoc' of 

co"»i"uni c-a/i on,' ( % '
 

>^—__y - -, 	 " 
2 	 > two. extended classroorr observations cf -spontaneous a n ^ 

proT^ted, nonverbal and verbal communicat-ive behavior, 

:) 	 tf»e feabody Picture Vocabulary Test, and 

£ ) 	 six atandardized'tasks desigaei: to elicit communicative \ 
resrohses. The se^wta sksand t ft* ir.scoring -syst em were t a~k en 

"^rjY '^uXirman (19^3) and Snyder (1977) so as .to allow for 
co'mp a ri s oo of the results <jf the present study with pre­
vious studies involving a variety of child populations." 

- • • * 
The results cfo nct^ support speculation that autistic chil­

r­

cren characteristically perform at pre- c tage V levels of sensori-, 

motor dgvrlopment. On the "eans- End scale, 17 of 18 children 

.performed ^t the nta^e VI level. Of^^tKe Operational Causality', 

scdfe, 16 cf IS. cH,ildren performed at3the Stage 'VI level. All 
*• 	 . ~*^*r 

others performed a? ^t he" Stage V level. No, chi^d performed below 

( - 1 , ' ' f~ "~ ~ "' ' Stfc^e-V -on eijher of Ihe sensorimotor assessments. Communicative 

performance, however, varied substantially across the children on 

all (nea5uF (es. % Chi I dr enf ranged from those who 'were bot-h nonver­

\s
 

http:typic.al


ial d'c nof'Communicativo to those who w^re verbal dno , spon­

taneously c cmrr.un i e a t i ve . ( 'f r f o rma nc t s on the various communica­

tive ieas u res were hichly i'ntercorr«»latej and all communicative H 

V 

neasures ccrrelated highly
•* 

-

with ir,.entdl
" 

a-g-e. 
» 

In previous ^t.udies < 

» i 11 *oth' normal o n d retarded' children, preintenti'pnal levels of 

ccr-nunication, as medSured by the s t an'd ar d i zed set of eTli citation 

'• ^ s k s t were found t o-^Eo r r e I at e with pre-Stage V se n s6r i mot o r 

' V
performance. In the 

' 
present Study, 

-
however, 

* 
of^the 6 children 

' 

« h c\e aver^ae\ ~ 
, 

c hd r'd cte r i . ed 

levels of '.commun i cat i v e'. respond i nq could.1 
-r 

as t re intent-tonal, all hut one performed 

be 

at 
. 

Stage 

VI on Lot^ of t^e sense rimotoi; 
' 

measures. 
* 

Performance on the sen­

sorimctor 
^ * 
municotive 

«. 

-easures' did not differentiate those whos'e average com­
• ' 

response »as- nonverbal anc pre intentional fram those 
* - V 

^.ho consistently used srontsneous verbal communication. The x 

C 
_ 

c-hilcren v \ho performed 

* ' 
tVrded to perform most 

at Stane V on 

•
roorly on all 

either sensor i^motor scale 

/
measures of c omm\jn i c a t ion . 

Vo.^ver, cr each of those- communicative measures, one or m*ore of 

r - the children who h a(f d.e r-on s t r a t ed Stac.e VI levels of 3<fensor imot or 

skill performed as poorly or more poorly. 
\ • • ' 

In summary, no prevalent pattern o * p re-St a^e 

-

V» 

. * 

sensor imot or 

p e rf ormanciwas found i»va croup of.outistic children. while 

•' .«• - 9 N 
c cirm uni c a t i ve capabilities on a varitty of measures varied sub-

V 
stantially across the child re n t 'sensori <»iptor performance was Con­

\ i 

sistently hi oh - at or atove Stage V in all,gases, arid 
r. -' .'•• ' • ,' . - '-

p redNarri n an 11 y dt or above Stage VI. The relationship betnt3n 

-' 

% sensorimotcr performance and, communicative ability that had been-

found tin several studies of both normal and retarded ch i Idr en', w as 



not rtplicoted in t h i % sample of autistic children. Uhile these 


results Jo not ^isconfiTm t^e theory that Stage V sensorimotor 


skills arc necessary for communicative development, they do sug- .
 

jes* that cc-hievin^ that level of skill does not predict advanced
 
i
 

c onimuni c a Vive ability. T^at is, thp> myy be necessary prerequi­

site skills, hut they do" not appear to hp sufficient^for language 

a c q u i s Kt i o-f' within this population. Thfse re suits* are discussed 
i 

•» i t h respfct to recent' recommendations wfVi oh call fcr the inclu­
- ' * v * V >'" x .i' '- -' 
^it:n of sens6riT!\>tcr rretravninu in lanouage tr-aining programs. 

1 ' \\ . : - • " 
It is •sue rested that a 'ruitful area forVfture research lies in* 

the interface of,, df ve lo rme'n ta I and. heha vi o ra I psychology and* that 
. . ^^ ' • * 

an intensified e£*%crt be made Ho continue the translation of 
0 . . ­

k r, p*n or s inspected developmental processesinto injerventi/)n 
• 4 * • 

procedures for atypical populations.
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