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Michael (1985) distinguished between two types of verbal behavior: topography-based and stim-
ulus selection-based verbal behavior. The current research was designed to empirically examine
these two types of verbal behavior while addressing the frequently debated question, Which
augmentative communication system should be used with the nonverbal developmentally dis-
abled person? Four mentally retarded adults served as subjects. Each subject was taught to tact
an object by either pointing to its corresponding symbol (selection-based verbal behavior), or
making the corresponding sign (topography-based verbal behavior). They were then taught an
intraverbal relation, and were tested for the emergence of stimulus equivalence relations. The
results showed that signed responses were acquired more readily than pointing responses as
measured by the acquisition of tacts and intraverbals, and the formation of equivalence classes.
These results support Michael’s (1985) analysis, and have important implications for the
design of language intervention programs for the developmentally disabled.




of the verbal operants. Although, the current trend is to favor facilitated communication (typing)
and pointing systems, both of these response forms have several disadvantages that impede the
development of the verbal operants. It is suggested that for many nonverbal individuals sign
language is a better alternative response form, and has a better chance of improving speech.

The recent interest in facilitated commu-
nication (FC), especially by the media, has
drawn substantial attention to the lan-
guage needs of nonverbal persons. How-
ever, many of the issues concerning how to
best meet these needs remain unresolved.
It is clear that many developmentally
disabled (DD) individuals with severe lan-
guage disorders can benefit from some
type of augmentative communication (for
a review, see Zangari, Lloyd, & Vicker, in
press). But questions as to which augmen-
tative system might be the most effective

repertoires? There are four general options:
(1) speech, (2) independent writing or typ-
ing, or facilitated communication, (3)
pointing and exchange systems (including
computer generated speech), and (4) sign
language. There is an extensive body of
research on each of these alternatives; how-
ever, there is relatively little empirical or
conceptual research comparing them (for a
review, see Shafer, 1993). Often decisions
to use one system or another are based on
the personal preference of the trainers,
rather than on the student’s individual

Why teach sign language?

A Motor imitation may already be present in
the learneds repertoire.

I If not, motor imitation can be taught through

sign language.

I Stronger imitation has been correlated with
better speech and language (Sutera et al, 2007)




Why teach sign language?

A Signs often resemble their corresponding
nonverbal stimuli (an iconic relation),
which can function as an embedded prompt
i Balloon, ball, drink, book, car, etc.

A The learner can sign at any time, in any
setting, without environmental
modifications

I No equipment to carry, can sign in a pool, on a
playground, etc.

Why teach sign language?

A Sign language is a topographgsed form
of communication, like vocal speech, and in
many cases, leads to the development of
vocal speech.

A Signs can be emitted at rates comparable to
vocal speech, which is conducive to
reciprocal conversation. Selectibased
systems can be much slower.




Why teach sign language?

A Sign language can be used across the verba
operantsincluding theautoclitic.

Why sign language programs
may be unsuccessful

A Lack of emphasis on the mand repertoire

A Generalized mands may be taught before
specific mands

A Signs may be very similar topographically

A Failure to establish a community of signers
in the learne&is environment




Why sign language programs
may be unsuccessful
A Difficulty with prompting and shaping signs
A Insufficient teaching trials across persons
and settings

A Lack of a systematic, progressive
curriculum

Motor Challenges in Learners
with Autism

A The Autism Society of America (2007) lists
deficits in motor skill as as one of the
defining characteristics of autism

A Some specific challenges include motor
imitation, finger to thumb opposition, and
coordination (Lord & McGee, 2001)
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Abstract This study assessed motor delay in young
children 21-41 months of age with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD), and compared motor scores in chil-
dren with ASD to those of children without ASD.
Fifty-six children (42 boys, 14 girls) were in three
groups: children with ASD, children with develop-
mental delay (DD), and children with developmental
concerns without motor delay. Descriptive analysis
showed all children with ASD had delays in gross
motor skills, fine motor skills, or both. Children with
ASD and children with DD showed significant
impairments in motor development compared to chil-
dren who had developmental concerns without motor
delay. Motor scores of young children with ASD did
not differ significantly on motor skill measures when
compared to young children with DD.

Introduction

Autism or autistic disorder is a developmental disorder
characterized by difficulties in social interaction and
communication, as well as by repetitive, restricted
interests, and behaviors (American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, 1994). Many of the core characteristics of
autism are shared by other diagnoses in the broader
category called Pervasive Developmental Disorders
(PDD). According to the National Institute of Mental
Health, autism spectrum disorders (ASD) is another
term for PDD, and includes the classic form of autistic
disorder as well as Asperger’s Syndrome (AS) and
Pervasive Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise
Specified (PDD-NOS) (National Institute of Mental
Health, 2004). Although differences in motor devel-
opment are not considered primary diagnostic catego-
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Sign language production of 14 low-functioning students diagnosed with
autistic disorder was examined. Videotapes of the students signing with their
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Research findings and issues in teaching sign language to nonspeaking
autistic children are reviewed. Data on over 100 children indicate that nearly
all autistic children learn receptive and expressive signs, and many learn to
combine signs. These children also exhibit marked improvement in adaptive
behaviors. Speech skills are acquired by fewer children and may be de-
veloped through simultaneous speech and sign training. Possible explana-
tions for these resulls are given, together with suggestions for future
research and data collection. Recommended innovations include exposure
to fluent signers and training in discourse and code-switching. Different
sign language teaching methods need to be investigated more fully, includ-
ing emphasis on training sign language within the children’s total environ-
ment and with greater staff and parental participation.

Overcoming Challenges

A Teaching learners with autism to sign may
be challenging, but in many cases, itis an
achievable and litehanging goal.

A The primary focus of this workshop will be
programming and teaching signs, with a
special emphasis on motor skills, to help
learners become successful signers.




Establishing Motor Proficiency

for Signing
A Teaching motor A Strengthening fluency
Imitation through precision
A Modifying signs teaching / maxi
A Manding guiding

A Strengthening fluency A Teaching to generality

throughintraverbal / generalization
sign drills A Social validity checks

Why teach imitation?

A Researctsuggests that early motor imitation
skills are an indicator of optimal outcomes
in children with ASD Suteraet al, 2007)
including language development (Stone et
al, 1997

A Children with autism have more difficulty
acquiring mototim than peers with DD of
similar mental ages (Stone et al, 1997)




Why teach imitation?

A Imitation can be used to establismand
repertoire (Ross & Greer, 2003)

A Fluent fine motor & oral motor imitation are
correlated with fluent speecksérnsbacher
et al, 2007)

A Strong imitation with objects is correlated
with spontaneous play skills (Stone et al,
1997)

Why teach imitation?

A Motor imitation is also extremely important
for nonvocal learners who rely on sign
language as their primary form of
communication
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Acquisition of Mands, Tacts, and Intraverbals Through Sign
Exposure in an Individual With Autism
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Many children with autism communicate through the use of alternative communication systems, such as
sign language. Limited research has been conducted on the situations under which sign language will be
acquired across verbal operants without direct teaching. The purpose of the current study was to evaluate
exposure to sign language on the acquisition of signed mands, tacts, and intraverbals in a male child with
autism. Results indicated fast acquisition of mands, tacts, and intraverbals without direct teaching.
Results are discussed in the context of future research investigating exposure without direct teaching in
individuals who communicate with alternative communication systems.
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behavior and other relations with formal similarity fall into the duplic category. This arrangement
results in useful category names for all elementary forms and prevents potentially confusing
extensions, such as referring to Braille reading as textual behavior, or sign imitation as echoic

behavior.

In Verbal Behavior (1957) Skinner identified
and named five types of functional relations
between controlling variables and verbal
responses. These are the mand, tact, intra-
verbal, textual and echoic relations. In the
section on transcription (pp. 69-71) he almost
named two more, which can be usefully
referred to as copying a text and taking dicta-
tion (see paragraph 2 and 3 of page 70)*. Skin-
ner’s general analysis of verbal behavior has
greatly facilitated our ability to talk effectively
about human behavior, and these elemen-

tary behavioral units are an essential aspect -

of this analysis.
In teaching from Verbal Behavior 1 have
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MAND

When the response form (topography) is
controlled by a current unlearned or learned
motivational variable (an unconditioned or
conditioned establishing operation) such as
deprivation or the warning stimulus in an
avoidance situation, the relation is called a
mand. Said another way, the response form
is most closely related historically to what

“has previously functioned as reinforcement
for responses of that form. The response can

consist of speaking, writing, signing (as with
the sign language of the deaf), finger spell-
ing, sending Morse code, etc. Skinner classi-

fies mands as reauests. commands. entreat-

Mimetics

A Duplic

I Response form is controlled by a verbal

stimulus

i Pointto-point correspondence
i Echoic, identigraphic, mimetic
A Mimetic i imitating signs

A We should teach verbal behavior across the

operants with our signers, just as we do for

our vocal speakers
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