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ABSTRACT

The relationship between sensorimotor performance and
communicative ability in 18 autistic children (40 to 108 months old)
w2s studied. The children were administered the Means-End and
Operational Causality scales from the Ordinal Scales of Psychological
Development. In addition, the Ss were assessed c¢n 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 V1. 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 ghat 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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children have og}en teen characterized as non-

Autistid

.« Those wFo fail to develop & spoken languaage do . ,

-

communicatix

i

not natura ly substitute a communicative alternatives Those who

co spo;k tend nbt to use fheir langusge in a3 social co;munic?tive
manner, ‘rvélgymentat theorists have 5ugge;ted that both nonver-
tal arg vertal nonccmmunicatjvengss in autistic children may re-
f(ect a lack of “ccgnitive reacdiness”s 1In other words, auti;tic

. chilc¢rgn mavy not sttempt to transmit nonvertal or verbal messages
- ) . -

tecause~ﬁ<ww have failed to attasin those specific levels of sen-

-
'

torinctor “competance telieved tc be necessary for the development L

, . . \

of intentional, go0al-cdirected communication. ™any researchers,
includin; ‘ugarman, Sates and Snyder, have sucgestecd that those
. —

trerecuisite Llevels-of sensorimotor competance might be Stage

.

. ~ . )

uncerstan-ding ot m(ans—enf/}elationships and operational
. Cauvsality, * T?efe speci fic sen%’rimotor tognitive achievements

2

affprar to te mcst precictive of subsequent communigative ¢ f/

cevelopment, The demonstration of such a relationship between .
& N A o
vensorimotor achievements and communicative language use in
. ,l autistic children would provide & stronc argument for both cogni- ’

tive assessment and cognritive pretraining prior to language,
: - s 4

intervention. The present study was cdesigned to assess the'rela- o
tionship between sensorimotor performance and several measures of o
. o : ' - ? \

. o
.
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' cemmuricative ability in a sroup of sutistic ch1ldrp@. R
\, 5 “ighteen children (C2 = 47 - 172 months, mean, CA = 7°]4 o
rontts, Y& = 2C - t4 morthsy mean Y = &2.7 months) were selectea ’
r‘ | * - ~

ty two inderendent raters to participate in.a gprieﬁ of

assessments., The children satisfied the combined. criteria for

{ .
*he Jdiagnosis 0% autism recommended ty -the Mational Society for -
A

~

.o $utistic Cril%ren (1578) 5n” Cutter (1978). Fach child was-ad=,

- mnisteres the ”eans%Tﬁ%\?nd Cperational Causality scales from
. . LS .

the Usgiris and Hunt (1°2%) Ordinal *Scales J}'Psychological A v
. . g Y . . . : !
tevelcpment,. in acditiony each was .assessed on four measures of°
- N 3 3

N “ . . - N

verhal and nfpvertal communicative corpetaxce:
I3 . - ’
atinye ¢f the child”s tvpical method of

ioTl” : 2y

: ') a teacher
communica
.

. i ~ N
2) two.extended classroom otservations cf spontaneous anAi

R e . . .
promited, nonvertal and verbal communicative tehavior,
- [

,

. T) the feabody Picture Votabulary Test, and -y
- M v\
. . - - - - k\
4) six standarcdized tasks designec to elicit communicative \
res:qhses. These~tasks and their .scoring system were taken
0 forman (193I) and Snyder (%977) so as .to allow for

comparison of the résylts of the present stucy with pre- v
" vious studies invelving a variety of child porulations.” -

- . . . L}

The resﬁlfs do nct suprort speculation that autistic chil- -
- .

dren characteristically perform at prre-tage V levels of sensori-
motor dgve lopment. On the “eans- tmd scale, 17 of 18 children
o ) - . A

~

.rerformed ot the Ttage Vi level. On_the Operationalbtausalityﬂ

. scale, 14 cf 18 children rerformed ay)the Stage VI level. ALl

2

others peéformed af the Stace V level. No child erformed helow
¢ L - .

7/ 1] ..u
.0 ’ . ) ' St
St&ge~y on eilﬁer of‘}he sensorimotor asiessments. Communicative

”‘

performapnce, however, varied substantially across the children on * .

3

all meaSurpes, 'Childreﬁ;ranged from Ehose who l%re both nonver-

.
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, . tal arc norcommunicative to those who were verbal and spon-
teneously commuricative. VFrf:denCtS on the virious communica-

- N . :
tive reasures were hichly intercorrelatea and all communicative .e
. \ - - - ' hd - 3
/) measures ccrrelated highly with mental age, In previous “tudies €
I . . . . ! - .
! « »~1tn toth rnormal ond retarcded children, preintentional levels of

. - . . : N

. B ’ N . . \\\ < ‘
. ccrmunication, as meesured by the standardized set of elicitation ‘
. \ [y
” - o .

. . , oy

tasksy werc found to-gourrelate with pre-Stage V sensorimotor ?
. N . N - . ’ . N ‘ )

perfp¥maQC(. In the rresent stqu, however, of Ythe ¢ children

.

.thS avercce levels of communicative.responding could be
Nl .
~ . - L4 -
choracteri.ed as treintentional, all tut one performed at Stage

on tot* of the senscrimotogs measuress Performance on the sen-~

.

Vi

¥

sorimctor reasures cicd not differentiate those whose averace com=~ W

1
-

municotive resgonse was- nonvertal afi¢c preintentional frqp those
r.he tonsistently used srontaneous verbal ccmmunications The |
y o , . - ,
chilcren ‘Nto perforrecd at Stace V on either sensorimotor scale -
) . : «
faﬁded to perform most tobrly on all measures of coM%bnication.
; . .

¢~

tYomepver, cr cachk cf those communicative measures, cne or more of
1 .
. N \
;-  the children who ho® deronstrated Stace VI levels of sfenscr imotor

A
skill per*ormeq as poorly or more poporly. . -

. . \ , .
In surmary, no prevalent pattern o pre-Stage V. sensorimotor

N - - o

. performance ‘was found ifAla croup of. sutistic children. while

’ N
. " " . \ -

ccemunicat ive ca{atilities en a variety of measures varied sub-
A’ ‘

stantially across the ctildren, sensorimotor performance was Eon- ’
.. ¢
) .

sistently hich - at or aktove St3ge V in all cases, aqd - . . -

)
. . .
-
- . .

Ereébminantly at or above Stage VIi. th relationship betwesn -

8§ sensorimotcr prerformance and communicative abili}x that had been
. ‘ . LS . N
.- - found %in several stucdies of both normal anc retarded children was
. . ] N - . ‘ ’ °
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results fo not Jisconfirm thke theory that Stage V sensorimotor

4

feplicated in thia sample of autistiec children.  while these

./‘.

. ‘ - - .
skills are necessary for commuricative develorment, they do sug-

.

the interface 0f, develormental and‘rehavvoral psychology and that

jes* that cchievin_ that level of skill does not precict advanced

cemmunicabive

.
-

[

'ability. That is, they myy Le necessarfy prerequi-

s

site skillg; but they do not aprear to bg sutficient for lénguége:

acguisitiorn ui;hin this fopulationm,

1

It is sugcested that a ‘ruitful

¢

.

~

+ith respect to recent  recommendati

cicn of senSOriﬁbtcr Fretraimning

These results® are discussed
I 4
ns which catl for the inclu-

‘1 .
w .

io
N
1] }/
In lancuage tryining programs.
. .’ : .
“ S . 2
area for iture research lies in.
V]

an intensit*ied ef'gcrt pe made 'tc continue the translation of -

. R . .
krown or suspecteéd cdevelormental processes. into inJefyentibn

procedures for aty;pical populations.,
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