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Children with autism have difficulty with
conventional language and communication
acquisition. Without intervention, 21-61% of
children with autism do not develop
communicative speech (Lord & McGee, 2001).
Most children with autism who do speak have a
good grasp of linguistic structure, however, the
use of language for communicative purposes is
almost always impaired to some degree.

Many practitioners utilize Skinner’s analysis of
verbal behavior (VB; Skinner, 1957) as a
framework for teaching children communication.
There are many articles available regarding
effective teaching methods; however, little is
known about what types of verbal behavior
children emit when not directly instructed.

A descriptive analysis of verbal behavior was
conducted to determine the types of verbal
behavior students emitted during a typical
school day in order to assess their levels of
verbal ability. A descriptive analysis is a form of
direct observation in which no environmental
variables are manipulated or held constant;
rather, the behavior of the target student is
recorded in the natural environment .
Descriptive analysis technology is best known
for providing information leading to the
determination of the function of problem
behavior ; however, in this investigation, these
data were used to determine what types of
verbal behavior the participants emit in
noninstructional environments.

Four Students, ages 9-1 to 10-8, with a
diagnosis of mild-moderate and severe range of
autism symptoms and PDD-NOS participated
in the study. All participants attended the same
self-contained classroom located in a private
school program for students with autism in
Suburban Washington, DC.

*Simon, age, 9-1
«Colin, age 10-1
*Darren, age 10-8

Methods

«Students were videotaped in the classroom
during lunch and library instruction for an
average of 4 hours over the course of several
weeks. The mean length of observation was
4.08 hours (range: 4-4.15 hours).
*Observations were broken down into several
different conditions

=Free play

=Group instruction

=Dyadic instruction

=1:1 instruction
«Data collectors coded the antecedents,
responses, and consequences of each
instance of verbal behavior by the student
using the OBSERVE data collection program
«Combinations of antecedents, responses,
and consequences were considered to be
indicative of particular verbal operants, and
were
*The number of times a particular verbal
operant was emitted was divided by the
amount of time the student was observed in a
particular setting to determine the rate of an
utterance given the setting.
«In addition to total verbal behavior,
unprompted verbal behavior was calculated
across conditions. Any verbal behavior
emitted by the student more than 5 seconds
after an adult antecedent was considered
unprompted.
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Results and Discussion

Mean Verbal Operants Per Child

Name |Mean Mean Tacts/hr. |Mean
Mandst/hr. (Total/Unpromp | Intraverbals/hr.
(Total/Unprom |ted) (Total/Unprompt
pted) ed)

Simon |9.42/4.60 42.24/11.78 36.52/20.76

Colin |7.61/4.89 43.02/4.76 .42/0

Darren |111.22/86.62 |71.60/39.64 3.79/1.78

Graphs of intraverbals are available from the first author

Simon engaged in the highest number of
intraverbals, both prompted and unprompted, of the
students. He emitted a high number of tacts;
however, mands were very low. Most mands were
emitted during the 1:1 condition in the overall data;
however, more unprompted mands were observed
in the low attention condition. The majority of tacts
emitted by Simon were prompted.

Colin engaged in few total intraverbals and no
prompted intraverbals. He emitted a large amount of
unprompted tacts, the majority of which were
emitted during group instruction. Answering
questions about stories were specifically targeted in
group instruction. His rate of manding was low and
was observed to mand the most in 1:1 situations.

Darren was observed mostly in a 1:1 condition. Due
to Darren’s severe problem behavior, a staff
member was dedicated to him during the entire
school day. Darren emitted both total and
unprompted mands at a high rate; manding was a
skill targeted specifically in Darren’s behavior
support plan. Mean tacting was also high; however,
this may have been an artifact of two sessions
higher than 500/hr. In contrast, few intraverbals
were seen; these consisted mostly of greetings.

This assessment showed valuable information;
however, there were limitations to the assessment
that are of note. Skinner (1957) stated that most of
our utterances are impure; that is, most utterances
act on the environment in multiple ways. For
example, Darren often emitted requests such as “I
want the red swing.” Topographically, this utterance
would look like a mand. The consequence of this
statement, however, was often praise such as “good
asking!” without the reinforcer being delivered.
Therefore, this statement acted upon the
environment as a tact of a private event (i.e., Darren
was commenting on his want). While private events
(such as intent) are an important part of Skinner's
theory, they are not easily quantified or measured.
Therefore, the assessment of verbal operants is
somewhat incomplete.

Future descriptive assessments should also take
into account the specific environmental conditions
that evoke responding. Often, the utterances of
students were observed to be stereotypic and/or
evoked by very narrow stimuli. For example,
mands typically consisted of requests for reinforcers
(video, outside) in response to completion of work.
Identifying the motivational operations that evoke
particular verbal operants may provide more
information on the intent of verbal utterances and
provide a more complete analysis of each child’s
verbal behavior.

A descriptive assessment also does not take into
account the topography of the response. Students
were observed to have difficulties with generalized
grammar and syntax. Therefore, a descriptive
analysis should be accompanied by a linguistic
analysis such as Mean Length of Utterance or MLU
and a detailed description of the setting and
activities that may have control over responding.




