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Educational Interventions: 
•  Robust social communication 

repertoires 
•  Complex social interactions 

         (National Research Council, 2001) 



What	are	robust	social	
communication	skills	



Key Topics 

Forms	and	functions	of	gestures	in	child	
development	
	
How	gestures	are	related	to	language	development	
and	what	may	differ	for	the	autistic	population	
	
How	to	promote	gesture	development	and	avoid	
accidentally	diminishing	gestures	
	
How	to	incorporate	the	use	of	gestures	in	
communication	interventions	



Forms and functions of gestures in child development 
(Delehanty & Weatherby, 2021) 

• Representational	Gestures	(non-context	dependent)	
•  Iconic:	supplement	speech	to	convey	more	detail	(gesturing	small	while	talking	
about	it;	motioning	bunny	ears	while	telling	a	story)	
•  Conventional:	convey	culturally-shared	meaning	(nodding	yes,	thumbs	up)	

• Deictic	Gestures	(context	dependent)	
•  Refer	to	objects	(pointing,	reaching,	showing)	

•  Proximal	(contact)	gestures	vs	distal	gestures	
•  Requesting	(proto-imperative;	I	want	that)	(behavior	regulation	of	others)	
•  Commenting	(proto-declarative;	I	want	to	you	look	at	that)	(joint	attention/
commenting)	
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Imperative	Gestures	(mands/
requests)	took	the	form	of	whole-
hand	pointing.	
	
Declarative	Gestures	(joint	
attention/comment/tact)	took	the	
form	of	extended	index	finger	to	
point.	

2014	study:	
	
imperative	gestures	
may	change	from	
open	palm	pointing	
into	index	finger	
pointing	in	cluttered	
contexts.	
	



Gestures and later language development 





100%	of	TD	sample	used	distal	
points	
	
50%	of	ASD	sample	used	distal	
points	



“Dog”	 Complementary	gesture	+	word	
combinations	



“Sleep”	 Supplementary	gesture	+	word	
combinations	









• Use	gestures	to	enhance	teaching	vocal	communication	
•  Intervention	procedures	should	include	strengthening	gestures	and	
avoiding	accidentally	diminishing	them.	
•  Accidentally	diminish	gestures	because	they	aren’t	recognized	as	gestures	
•  Or	because	missed	them	due	to	low	frequency	or	distracting	data	collection	

•  Teach	reaching	and	pointing	
•  Including	distal	gestures	

•  Teach	coordination	of	communication	modalities	(vocal,	gestures)	

How	to	promote	gesture	development	and	avoid	accidentally	
diminishing	gestures	
	
How	to	incorporate	the	use	of	gestures	in	communication	
interventions	



1.	Communicating	
Wants,	Needs,	Likes,	

and	Dislikes	
	
	 

*Mand Training* 



Mand/Request	Training	using		
Indicating	Responses	

 EO                Change in value          Mand   Reinforcer 
 Time since               Increase value      “chip”   Access to chips 
 Snack    of snack item    
 
 
 
 
 
 

•  How do we know when the value of food has increased? 
•  How do we know when to present the prompt? 
•  Too soon, and we are not teaching when there is an EO. 
•  Too late, and we risk an error, problem behavior, reduced number of trials. 
•  Use indicating responses to signal mand trial/indicating an EO is at strength                  
 
 

Prompt 
the 

Mand 
Eating 
Chip 

Want 
another Chip 



Mand	Training	Trials	

•  Carbone,	Sweeney-Kerwin,	Attanasio,	&	Kasper,	2010	
•  Loughrey	et	al.,	2014	
•  Nigro-Bruzzi	&	Sturmey,	2010	
•  Thomas,	Lafasakis,	&	Sturmey,	2010	







EO Present Prompted 
EO Present Independent 
AO 





•  Primary	purpose—Expand	from	
single	word	to	multiple	word	
mands	

•  Secondary	purpose—examine	the	
relationship	between	Indicating	
Responses	and	Manding	

	

Chip 
Cookie 

Play doh 

Can I have chip? 
Cookie please. 

I want the play doh. 









Clarifying	Indicating	Responses	

•  What	if	a	child	does	not	have	a	clear,	consistent	
means	of	indicating	for	items	
	



How	to	Set-Up	

What is the individual 
indicating for?  
How sure are you? 



How	to	Set-Up 

What is the individual 
indicating for?  
How sure are you? 



Proximal	and	Distal	Pointing	

•  Establish	interest	in	a	preferred	item	
•  Place	item	out	of	reach,	but	within	sight	of	child	
– May	use	clear	containers	

•  Wait	for	an	indicating	response	(what	does	the	child	currently	use)	
•  Prompt	the	point	when	you	see	an	indicating	response	
–  Approach,	gaze,	reach	



•  Start	with	a	proximal	or	contact	point	



•  Start	with	a	proximal	or	contact	point	
•  Then	increase	distance	for	distal	point	
–  2	ft.	



•  Start	with	a	proximal	or	contact	point	
•  Then	increase	distance	for	distal	point	
–  2	ft.	
–  4	ft.	
–  6	ft.	
–  From	their	desk	





2. Gaining Attention and 
Affection from Others  

 
*Directing Attention/

Showing and Sharing* 
Gesture-word combinations 



•  Identify	activities	your	child	can	independently	complete	and	prefer:	
–  Puzzles	
–  Shape	sorter	
–  Train	tracks	
–  Coloring	a	picture	
– Matching	pictures	
– Mazes	

Combining	Vocalizations	with	Gestures	to	Show	



•  Ask	them	to	complete	the	activity	
•  Turn	away	from	them	
•  Monitor	their	progress	
•  When	they’ve	completed	the	task,	prompt	them	to	show	completed	
task	and	say	“Look!”	(preferably	a	second	adult)	
–  IMMEDIATELY	turn	to	them	and	provide	reinforcers	
–  Praise,	praise,	praise,	high-fives,	celebration,	etc.	

•  Fade	prompts	

Combining	Vocalizations	with	Gestures	to	Show	



•  Increase	your	distance	from	your	child	as	they	continue	to	be	successful	
–  Vary	where	you	are,	how	you’re	positioned	
–  Vary	the	people	they	seek	attention	from	

•  Probe	in	naturalistic	situations	
	

Combining	Vocalizations	with	Gestures	to	Show	







Gaining 
Attention from 

Peers  



Initiating joint attention: a) showing an item to a peer 
(e.g., approaching the peer with the item, extending item 

out to the peer), (b) pointing to the item, (c) vocally 
manding for attention (e.g., "Look," "Check it out," etc.,)… 



Word Gesture Combinations to Show   

•  Scripts	and	script	fading	(Krantz	&	McClannahan,	1998;	Scattone,	2007)	

•  Develop	scripts	around	fun,	exciting,	novel	activities	
•  Scripts	can	be	simple	or	complex	
•  Guide	child	to	follow	scripts	with	point	prompts	and	verbal	prompts	
•  Guide	child	to	orient	toward	peer	while	reading	script	
•  After	reading	script	is	independent,	begin	to	fade	scripts	
•  Scavenger	Hunt	

–  “look	what	I	found”	
–  “Look	what	I	_____”	
–  “Look	what	__	_____”	
–  “Look	____	___	____”	
–  “L___	_____	__	_____”	
–  Blank	









Scavenger Hunt Participants Peer Partners 



Conclusions 
• Gestures	can	play	an	important	role	in	developing	communication	skills	
• Gesture	+	word	combinations	are	a	part	of	a	robust	social	
communication	repertoire	
• Behavioral	interventions	are	well	suited	to	reinforce	and	shape	gestures	
• Mand	training	can	be	enhanced	by	timing	trials	in	accordance	with	the	
emission	of	gestures	
• Room	for	more	research	that	incorporates	what	we	know	from	
developmental	literature		



Thank You!! 
Questions?? 

 
ashillingsburg@mayinstitute.org 


