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disengaging from the target toy after it was activated. Implications of findings
for diagnosis and intervention will be discussed.

Introduction

« Autism is a developmental disorder defined deficits and abnormalities in
reciprocal social interaction, communication and behaviors.

> One still relatively unexplored source of variability is individual
differences In basic cognitive processes, such as attention.

» There is evidence that young children with autism do not generally use
social cues to direct their visual attention as well as other children with
equivalent language or nonverbal skills (Courchesne et al., 1994,
Loveland & Landry, 1986; Mundy, Sigman & Kasari, 1993).

» Mundy et al. (1994) found that on developmental aspects of joint
attention, the responses of children with autism differed in relationto
language level, though not in association with severity of autism specific
behaviors.

» Deficits In attention are particularly important because they affect the
iInformation available to a person, and hence, the knowledge about social
functioning and communication, upon which more sophisticated processes
are built.

* In this study, we explore the question of whether children with autism differ
from other developmentally matched non-ASD children in their use of gaze
paired with sound as directional cues.

» We then ask what properties of the visual cue or task might account for these
differences:

1) the degree to which the child must disengage from the cue before
attending to the target object (i.e., whether the cue continues to be actively
available to the child as the target activates).

2) the length of the cue.
« Other aspects of the cue are manipulated further, including

1) whether the child must engage in reciprocal gaze or eye contact as part of
the cue.

2) the “level” of the cue in terms of its visual distinctiveness (i.€., pointing
versus shift in gaze).

Table 1, Participant Characteristics

child and his parent) and three cabinets directly across from the child.

» Each cabinet had a shade attached that could be raised and lowered to
reveal the target, an animated toy.

» Also present in the room were the examiner, who interacted with the child,
and two additional research staff who stood behind the cabinets, one who
manipulated the shades and activated the toys, and the other who coded
the child’s responses to the tasks. In addition, all testing was videotaped.

A series of 19 attention tasks, 10 social and 9 nonsocial, were devised to
compare the attentional responses of each diagnostic group.

» Only the social tasks are discussed here.

» Each task included 1 to 3 goals (see Figure 1) and each goal had 1 or 3
opportunities to meet the goal.

» For both sets of tasks, the child was seated while the examiner used
defined strategies (i.e. shifting gaze for social tasks or pointing) to draw
the child’s attention to various targets.

The tasks were either presented beginning with the nonsocial tasks or
beginning with the social tasks.

» The task orders were randomly assigned, and it took approximately 20
minutes to complete all tasks.

» The child’s responses to each of the presses in each task were recorded
live and scored live.

» Coders were trained to 80 percent exact agreement reliability, and
reliability of coding was checked with videos of the tasks.

Figure 1, Item and Goal Hierarchy
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» These findings suggest that children with ASDs have significant difficulties
establishing attention initially when compared to children who do not have
an ASD.

« Establishing attention seems to be the clearest difference between ASD
and non-ASD groups.

 Supports the validity of establishing attention as a diagnostic feature of
ASD.

» Children with an ASD and a high VMA will shift their attention at similar
rates to children with other non-ASD developmental delays.

» The finding that children with PDD-NQOS shifted at similar rates to children
without an ASD, but had more difficulty establishing attention and
disengaging from the target than children without an ASD may inform
diagnostic categories.

» When examining disengagement as a diagnostic factor, it is important to
note that on the 1st trial, only about half of the non-ASD children
successfully disengaged from a toy that was moving and making noise.

> Analysis of the aspects of joint attention tasks that seem to affect the
performance of children with ASDs can inform the development of
diagnostic measures as well as intervention and program planning.

» Furthering understanding of joint attention as a phenomenon can inform
research on early language development.
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