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surrounding area to keep the child’s focus on specifi c teaching materials in a theme-based social 
context. 
The adult responds to all communicative attempts made by the child, including unconventional • 
(e.g., echolalia, meaningless verbal) and preintentional (e.g., pointing, gesturing) communication. 
This is because all social-communicative attempts are essential to establishing spontaneous 
communicative interactions. 
The adult encourages and gives feedback to emotional expressions and affect sharing. In order • 
to teach facial and affective expressions to the child with AU, the adult purposefully exaggerates 
facial expressions or gestures. Modeling and parallel talking and responding are important for 
encouraging social output. 

The DSP intervention takes place in a child’s natural environment during familiar routines. The adult 
plays an important role in terms of responsiveness, reinforcement, and modeling social-communicative 
behaviors. 

Examples of DSP strategies (Ingersoll et al., 2005) include: 
Floor Time� TM/DIR, PLAY Project, and other play-based models
SCERTS model• 
Incidental teaching• 
Responsive teaching/interaction• 
Indirect language stimulation strategies: vocal imitation, descriptive modeling, self-talk, parallel talk, • 
and expansion
Strategies for purposefully arranging the environment: playful obstruction, sabotage, violating • 
familiar routines, in sight-out reach

 Brief Example
Ben is a 5-year-old boy with classic AU who likes to play with toys. He uses simple words to ask for a toy. In 
order to increase his social-pragmatic language skills, Ben’s parents decided to spend more time playing with 
him and facilitate more social initiation through responsive interaction. Specifi cally, they decided to increase 
social communication by following Ben’s lead. 

When Ben showed interest in a toy or game, his parents would say, “Look at this farm house! It is 
so cute! Just like the one we visited last summer with grandpa!” When his parents used this type of 
intensive interaction and responded immediately to Ben’s communicative attempts, Ben learned more 
social communication in his regular play.
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 Summary
DSP intervention is a naturalistic and child-oriented approach. The purpose is to increase social 
interactions and enhance general communication skills.

 Research Table
# of Studies Ages

(years)
Sample 

Size
Area(s) Addressed Outcome

1* 2.5-4 3 Spontaneous language, total appropriate language +

*Note: Other techniques include elements of DSP, including Floor TimeTM/DIR, PLAY Project and other 
play-based models, the SCERTS model, and incidental teaching.

 Studies Cited in the Research Table
1.  Ingersoll, B., Dvortcsak, A., Whalen, C., & Sikora, D. (2005). The effects of a developmental, social-pragmatic 

language intervention on rate of expressive language production in young children with autistic spectrum 
disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 20(4), 213-222.

 Three boys with AU participated in this study in which the DSP approach was administered by a speech-
language pathologist. The results showed increased use of spontaneous language with the therapist and 
parent. 
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 Resources and Materials
•  Developmental Social-Pragmatic Model: www.autism-help.org/intervention-developmental-social-pragmatic.

htm 
 This link is a fact sheet on the DSP.

•  Ganz, J. B., Kaylor, M., Bourgeois, B., & Hadden, K. (2008). The impact of social scripts and visual cues on verbal 
communication in three children with autism spectrum disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Dis-
abilities, 23, 79-94.

•  Rollins, P. R. (1999). Early pragmatic accomplishments and vocabulary development in preschool children with 
autism. American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 8, 181-190.

•  Sarokoff, R. A., Taylor, B. A., & Poulson, C. L. (2001). Teaching children with autism to engage in conversational 
exchanges: Script fading with embedded textual stimuli. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 34, 81-84.

•  Thiemann, K. S., & Goldstein, H. (2004). Effects of peer training and written text cueing on social communica-
tion of school-age children pervasive developmental disorder. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 
47, 126-144.

•  Wetherby, A. M., & Prizant, B. M. (2004). Identifi cation, education, and treatment. In D. B. Zager (Ed.), Enhancing 
language and communication development in autism spectrum disorders: Assessment and intervention guidelines (pp. 
327-366). New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

 These articles and books provide more detailed information about the DSP model.




