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Abstract : Engagement in strong play skills is important as an outcome by itself, but also as means to achieve
other valued outcomes in early childhood development. Yet, children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) of-
ten demonstrate challenges in this area of development. To address these challenges, intervention is needed.
This study evaluated the effects of implementation of an antecedent-based teaching strategy, the system of least
prompts (SLP), to teach pretend play skills to preschoolers diagnosed with ASD in an inclusive preschool pro-
gram. This study utilized single case research design to identify the effects of intervention on pretend play skills.
Data presented in this study demonstrated independent engagement in generalized pretend play skills during
free choice. Results suggest that this intervention was an effective teaching strategy for young children with
ASD, demonstrating effects for all participants.

Extensive research indicates that young chil-
dren diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), often demonstrate challenges in a vari-
ety of areas of development, including play
skills (e.g., Chang et al., 2018; Charlop et al.,
2018, Jung & Sainato, 2013). Children with
ASD engage in play differently than that of
their typically developing peers (Barton, 2015;
Kasari et al., 2013; Qiu et al., 2019). This play
is often repetitive in nature, missing key com-
ponents of appropriate, cooperative play in-
cluding other peers (e.g., Barton & Pavilanis,
2012; Hobson et al., 2018; Jung & Sainato,
2013). Research indicates that this diminished
quality of developed play skills may lead to
compromised experiences interacting with
materials and peers, ultimately affecting other
corresponding areas of develop (Akers et al.,
2018; Lydon et al., 2011).

Meaningful Play Outcomes

Play is important as an outcome by itself, but
also as a means to achieve other valued out-
comes across a variety of skill sets (Gerber,
2017; Orr & Geva, 2015). Because play serves as
a natural context for intervention, it provides
numerous opportunities to embed instruction
targeting important skills and behaviors (Lifter
et al., 2011; Morrison et al., 2002). The context
in which play occurs also provides an abun-
dance of opportunities for positive gains in
other areas of learning such as communication,
emotional regulation, and social development
(Boyd et al., 2018; Gerber, 2017; Kasari et al.,
2013), as well as increases in self-esteem, confi-
dence, and overall social acceptance (Locke et
al., 2016).

As children learn play skills and develop
meaningful gains in other associated skill
areas, such as social skills, opportunities for
children with ASD to engage with peers are
promoted (Golzari et al., 2015; Locke et al.,
2016). In the school setting, this repertoire of
skills helps to set children up for success when
engaging with peers in and outside of the class-
room, as social skills are also targeted through
effective play skills. Children are more likely to
find success in social interactions with peers
during play on the playcourt, at recess and
lunch, as well as in inclusive classrooms envi-
ronments. These social interactions lead to
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friendships. Research identifies that children
with ASD report wanting friendships with
peers and wishing that they did not feel alone
without these relationships (Bauminger & Kasari,
2000). This emphasizes the need for strong skills
in this area. Outcomes of successful play and
social engagement with peers span across the age
range, as feelings of a sense of community and
development of friendships follow children into
their adult life and ultimately impact overall qual-
ity of life.

Intervention Targeting Development of Play Skills

Targeted instruction is needed to teach chil-
dren with ASD how to play, seeking to in-
crease development and skills, leading to
lasting, meaningful outcomes. Research indi-
cates that without consistent, focused support,
children with ASD will continue to play at
their current level of development, highlight-
ing the need for early, targeted instruction
teaching these skills (Lee et al., 2019; Quigley
et al., 2018). Early intervention (EI) and early
childhood special education (ECSE) pro-
grams commonly utilize a variety of strategies
and supports to teach young children play
skills, seeking to increase positive interactions
and engagement with peers, teachers, and
materials.
A large literature base identifies evidence-

based practices (EBPs) for children, youth,
and young adults diagnosed with ASD (Stein-
brenner et al., 2020). Many of these strategies
are effective teaching young children meaning-
ful play skills. EBPs commonly used in research
to teach play skills include video and live mod-
eling (Barton, 2015; MacManus et al., 2015;
Schrandt et al., 2009), systematic prompting
(Barton & Wolery, 2010; Qui et al., 2019; Quig-
ley et al., 2018), pivotal response training
(PRT; Koegal & Frea, 1993; Kuhn et al., 2008;
Lydon et al., 2011), as well as social narratives
and activity schedules (Morrison et al., 2002;
Sansosti & Powell-Smith, 2006; Schneider &
Goldstein, 2010). This study specifically exam-
ines the effectiveness of the system of least
prompts (SLP), a systematic prompting proce-
dure that utilizes a least to most prompting
hierarchy, seeking to teach play skills to pre-
schoolers with ASD.

The System of Least Prompts

SLP is used successfully to teach a number of
different skills to individuals with ASD in school,
clinic, and home settings (e.g., Barton &Wolery,
2008; Cihak et al., 2010; Probst & Walker, 2017;
Qui et al., 2019). SLP is identified as one of the
most prevalent teaching strategies used by spe-
cial education teachers (Fisher et al., 2007) and
has been used to teach a variety of target behav-
iors. These include play and leisure skills (Bar-
ton et al., 2018), cognitive and academic skills
(Browder et al., 2017), social and communica-
tion skills (Finke et al, 2017), community, self-
care, and vocational skills (Gratten, 2020; Probst
& Walker, 2017; Shepley et al., 2017), and com-
pliance and safety skills (Bassette et al., 2018).
SLP provides opportunities for children to inde-
pendently engage in target play skills with imme-
diate feedback (Barton et al., 2019) and is
individualized to meet the needs of each child.
Further, prompting hierarchies used in SLP
are catered to each child’s learning history (Bar-
ton, 2015, Qui et al., 2019), ensuring interven-
tion is effective. For example, when designing
a prompting hierarchy for a particular child,
a specific type and level of prompting may be
more effective than others, dependent upon
the child’s learning history. These considera-
tions are consulted when using SLP with each
child, leading to an effective prompting sys-
tem that meets the need of each child.

An additional compelling feature of SLP is
that it diminishes the possibility of prompt
dependency because it utilizes the least intru-
sive level of support necessary to elicit target
behaviors from the onset of intervention. SLP
is flexible, and can be implemented in various
settings and contexts (e.g., inclusive pre-
school classrooms, extracurricular activities,
community settings, etc.). The ease of imple-
mentation of this intervention across settings
results in consistent learning opportunities,
increased fluency of skills, and eventual gen-
eralization and maintenance of learned skills.

Implementation of SLP

There are three important steps of imple-
mentation of SLP. First, SLP implementation
begins by presenting toys and other play
materials present in the particular setting.
This presentation of materials serves as the
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discriminative stimulus for children to begin
engagement with the presented materials.
Next, depending on if a child engaged with
the materials, implementation of SLP begins.
In other words, if a child does not engage
with the play materials naturally, SLP is imple-
mented, moving through the hierarchy of
prompting until the child does successfully
engage in the target behavior(s). Commonly,
this hierarchy entails three or four levels of
prompting, including presentation of toys
and materials, live modeling, and partial and
full physical prompting (Barton, 2015). Lastly,
behavior specific social reinforcement is deliv-
ered immediately following engagement in
target play skills and behaviors, seeking to
increase future engagement.
This study seeks to examine the generalized

effect of the SLP on acquisition of pretend
play skills outside of the initial training set-
ting. Further, this study seeks to answer the
following question:
What are the effects of SLP on increasing

generalized pretend play skills demonstrated
by preschoolers with ASD during free choice?

Method

Participants

This study took place in one preschool class-
room that provided extended, intensive in-
structional services for children with ASD. All
children in this program had a medical diagno-
sis of ASD and attended an inclusive preschool
classroom four days a week within the same cen-
ter. Participants were chosen based upon enroll-
ment in the extended day program for children
with ASD, nominations by their teachers, identi-
fied prioritized target skill/behavior(s) of play
skills on their Individualized Education Plans
(IEPs), and regular attendance.

Gabriel. Gabriel was a 4-year-old African Amer-
ican boy with ASD receiving educational serv-
ices in social, communication, and cognitive
domains. Gabriel was verbal, communicating
with peers and adults using 5-6 word sentences.
Without support, Gabriel did not typically
engage in pretend play activities with peers due

to engagement in high rates of rigidity and self-
stimulatory behavior within his play.

Lee. Lee was a 4-year-old Chinese American
boy with ASD receiving educational services in
social, communication, gross motor, fine motor,
and cognitive domains. Lee communicated
using short, 3-4 word sentences. Without sup-
port, Lee did not typically engage in pretend
play activities with peers due to engagement
in high rates of self-stimulatory behavior
within his play.

Mayah. Mayah was a 5-year-old Caucasian
American girl with ASD receiving educational
services in social, communication, gross motor,
fine motor, adaptive and cognitive domains.
Mayah communicated using the Picture Ex-
change Communication System (PECS) (Bondy
& Frost, 2002), as well as some 1-word approxi-
mations, gestures, and limited sign language,
to aid in her communication. Without support,
Mayah did not typically engage in pretend play
activities with peers due to engagement in high
rates of self-stimulatory behavior within her play,
as well as reported high rates of challenging
behavior in free choice.

Intervention Implementer

Intervention Training Sessions. During inter-
vention training sessions, one doctoral level
BCBA-D implemented the SLP. The interven-
tionalist was trained by another doctoral level
BCBA-D using the evidence-based practice
training protocol by Parsons et al.(2012). These
procedures included 1) Describe the target
skill, 2) Provide a succinct written description
of the target skill, 3) Demonstrate the target
skill, 4) Practice the target skill, 5) Provide
feedback during practice, and 6) Repeat steps
4 and 5 until skill mastery (Parsons et al.,
2012). The interventionist demonstrated 100%
fidelity on steps of implementation prior to the
onset of intervention.

Free Choice. In the free choice setting, differ-
ent classroom staff members were assigned to
each free choice section. In each section of free
choice, one staff member was present. In total,
there were 6 staff members and one head
teacher in this setting. Classroom staff members
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were registered behavior technicians enrolled
in a Master’s in Education program in Applied
Behavior Analysis. The head teacher was a
board certified behavior analyst (BCBA) and
certified special education teacher.

Setting and Materials

Setting. Intervention training sessions and
data collection took place in two different set-
tings. Intervention training sessions occurred
in a small classroom connected to the pre-
school classroom where implementation of
SLP occurred. Participants sat at a child-sized
table with the previously identified themed
toy sets. The interventionist and participant
were the only individuals present in this set-
ting. All participants received intervention
training sessions separately.
Data, including baseline and intervention,

were collected in each student’s preschool
classroom, specifically in the dramatic play
section of free choice. Free choice was an
unstructured class time with various areas/
sections set up around the classroom with dif-
ferent activities and materials available to chil-
dren. Among others, these stations included
dramatic play, art, books, games, etc. Chil-
dren were able to independently navigate the
classroom during free choice, choosing activ-
ities and materials to engage with on their
own.

Materials. Materials in this study were toys
and materials commonly present in the dra-
matic play area of preschool free choice set-
tings. Specifically, these materials included
themed toy sets and their associated materials.
Themed toy sets included house, jungle, fire
station, and doctor. During intervention train-
ing sessions, two identical themed toy sets,
and their associated materials were used, one
by the child and one by the interventionist.
During free choice, the identical themed toy
sets, and their associated materials, were
placed and available for children to play with
in the dramatic play section of the free choice
setting. Additional neutral toys that were not
part of specific toy sets were also used in both
intervention training sessions and free choice
settings. Examples of neutral toys included

blocks, Lincoln Logs, and Legos®. These toys
were meant to supplement themed toy sets
available to children in the dramatic play area
of free choice. In both intervention and free
choice settings, all materials were easily acces-
sible to children.

In free choice, materials were switched in
each play area/section often, removing
opportunities for children to satiate on the
presented materials. To accommodate this,
each themed toy set was chosen daily, depend-
ent upon what themed toy sets were available
to children in the dramatic play area of free
choice.

Other materials used in this study included
a video camera and tripod to collect videos
for data collection, and a laptop was utilized
to review the videos for paper-pencil coding
and analysis. Data collection forms included
dependent variable coding sheets, and fidelity
of implementation checklists for intervention
training sessions.

Behavioral Definitions and Measurement

The first 5-7 minutes of the dramatic play sec-
tion of free choice was recorded and coded
for each participant using a 10- second mo-
mentary time sampling procedure to identify
engagement in pretend play actions. Coders
manually recorded if an instance of pretend
play occurred at each 10-second time sam-
pling interval mark. The percent of intervals
engaged in the target behavior was reported.
Free choice sessions were video recorded and
coded daily (for both baseline and interven-
tion phases) using this procedure to identify
engagement in pretend play actions. Momen-
tary time sampling was used as previous stud-
ies have yielded accurate estimates of target
behaviors with generally small error margins
(Gardenier et al., 2004).

Pretend Play Actions. The dependent variable
measured in this study was engagement in
pretend play actions during free choice. Pre-
tend play was defined as any play where attrib-
utes or characteristics were assigned to play
materials, play materials were used in a way
different from that of their original function,
or play was conducted in the absence, or sub-
stitution, of certain play materials. Examples
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of pretend play include pretending to drive a
fire truck, using a wooden block as a car, pre-
tending to take another child’s temperature,
using a marker as a shot when playing doctor.
Non-examples of pretend play include stack-
ing blocks, play with cause and effect toys,
and engagement in self-stimulatory or chal-
lenging behavior. Instances of engagement in
pretend play actions could occur alone or
with other peers and/or teachers.

Experimental Design

A multiple baseline across participants design
(Gast & Ledford, 2018) was utilized in this
study. In accordance with What Works Clear-
inghouse, this methodology was designed to
meet criteria for single case research design
standards (Kratochwill et al., 2013). In this
study, participants began intervention in a
staggered manner. Further, as one participant
reached steady state responding in the inter-
vention phase, the next participate was moved
from baseline to the intervention. This design
allowed researchers to implement interven-
tion for all three participants in a staggered
approach and showed experimental control
without removing intervention. Further, this
design was used because of the irreversible
learning effects of play, making it inappropri-
ate to remove intervention supports.

Procedure

Data collection occurred in the free choice
setting. A video camera was set up in the cor-
ner of the dramatic play area for all condi-
tions. Sessions began as soon as the target
participant was present in this area of free
choice.

Baseline

Baseline data collection occurred in the dra-
matic play section of free choice in each
child’s preschool classroom. Children were
dismissed to free choice and were able freely
navigate the classroom. No interventions or
supports were implemented or added to this
setting, and free choice occurred as business
of usual. Data collection during free choice
lasted between 5-7 minutes.

Intervention

Prompting Hierarchy Development. Prompting
hierarchies were developed for each partici-
pant by the interventionist and participant’s
education team. These prompts were individ-
ualized to each participant’s learning history.
Each participant’s prompting hierarchy in-
cluded four levels of prompting, increasing in
level of intrusiveness. Further, the last level of
prompting in each hierarchy was the most in-
trusive prompt and served as the controlling
prompt. This prompt was the highest level of
prompting used to complete each play action
presented.

Coincidentally, identical prompting hierar-
chies were developed by the interventionist
and education team for all participants based
upon their individual learning histories. See
Table 1 for prompting levels utilized in this
intervention for all three participants.

Intervention Training Sessions. Intervention train-
ing sessions occurred outside of the classroom
with the participant and interventionist present.
In these sessions, the participants and interven-
tionist each had their set of toys and materials.
To begin intervention, the interventionist pre-
sented the themed toy play set, their associated
materials, and neutral toy items to the partici-
pant. Following presentation of these materials,
a time delay of 15 seconds was used to begin
implementation of the SLP prompting hierar-
chy. Further, if the participant did not engage
with the materials presented following the ini-
tial presentation of toys and materials within
15 seconds of the direction, level 1 prompting
was implemented. The duration of this time
delay (15 seconds) was used to give

TABLE 1

SLP Prompting Hierarchy

Level Prompting Type

1 Present toys/materials
2 Provide a choice
3 Provide a physical model
4 Controlling Prompt-Provide hand-over-

hand physical prompt
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participants an adequate opportunity to
engage in play materials before implementa-
tion of SLP.
Following the initial presentation of materi-

als and 15 second time delay before imple-
mentation of level 1 prompting, a 5-second
time delay was used to implement the SLP
moving forward. As children engaged in tar-
get play behavior or skills prompted through
SLP, the interventionist immediately copied
the child’s actions and provided high rates of
behavior specific praise. For example, when a
participant put a band aid on a doll while
playing with the doctor themed toy set, the
interventionist immediately copied the partic-
ipant’s actions using their identical themed
toy set and also put a band aid on the doll
while commenting, “I see you giving the doll
a band aid, awesome job!”
Following successful engagement in a play

action, a 15-second inter-trial interval was again
used to provide an opportunity for participants
to engage independently in play materials
before implementation of SLP began. Follow-
ing a non-response from the participant dur-
ing this inter-trial interval, implementation of
SLP began again, using a 5-second time delay
and lasting for a duration of approximately 5-
7 minutes. This duration was consistent with
the time children typically spent in the dra-
matic play area of free choice.

Data Collection: Free choice. To evaluate the
effects of SLP on generalized play skills, data
were collected during Free Choice immediately
following intervention training sessions. Further,
following intervention, participants were dis-
missed to Free Choice with their peers. Data
collection occurred within the dramatic play
area of this setting.
Once in the dramatic play section of free

choice, participants were presented with identi-
cal play materials present during intervention
training sessions. As participants freely choose
to engage in the dramatic play area with these
materials, data was collected via video observa-
tions for a duration of 5-7 minutes. In some
instances, data was collected for less than 5-7
minutes because the child freely choose to
move to other areas in the classroom. By calcu-
lating the percentage of intervals participants

engaged in pretend play skills, changes in the
duration of data collection were accounted for.

Data collected in this setting demonstrated
generalization of pretend play actions learned
during intervention training sessions. Accommo-
dations or modifications were not made to the
free choice setting throughout the entirety of
this study, with the exception of implementation
of an additional visual support for Gabriel.

Visual supports. In response tominimal changes
in target behaviors for Gabriel, a visual support
was added to supplement intervention. This sup-
port included pictures of various actions that
were taught during intervention training ses-
sions, serving as a visual prompt. For example,
when doctor was the themed play set available
to students in free choice, these visuals included
pictures of actions such as the following: taking
someone’s temperature, giving medicine, put-
ting a band aid on, checking ears, listening to
someone’s heartbeat, and giving a shot. This vis-
ual was present in both intervention and data
collection (free choice) settings for Gabriel.

Maintenance

One maintenance probe occurred 2 months
post intervention. During this probe, all chil-
dren were dismissed to free choice and able to
independently navigate the classroom. Themed
toy sets used during intervention were available
in the dramatic play section of free choice. No
additional interventions targeting play or sup-
ports were present during maintenance data
collection. The duration of maintenance data
collection was consistent with previous study
phases, lasting a duration of 5-7 minutes.

Data Analysis

Visual analysis including both formative and
summative evaluation were used to identify be-
havior change. Within condition visual analysis
was also used for each participant, seeking to
identify patterns within individual study condi-
tions, as well as between conditions (Gast &
Ledford, 2018). Functional relations were
also identified. Lastly, to evaluate level change
between conditions, overlap of data points
were analyzed and reported.

422 / Education and Training in Autism and Developmental Disabilities-December 2022



Procedural Fidelity

Procedural fidelity data was collected daily by
the interventionist for all intervention train-
ing sessions using a self-report checklist. This
self- report checklist identified all compo-
nents of intervention and is available from the
first author upon request. Procedural fidelity
data collected indicated all procedures were
followed to 100% fidelity across all phases.

Interobserver Agreement (IOA)

IOA was measured independently by two re-
search assistants who served as IOA coders.
IOA coders were trained to 90% mastery crite-
ria prior to coding. To code IOA, mean count
per interval IOA (Cooper et al., 2020) proce-
dures were used on 25% of sessions in each
phase of the study with all participants. Ses-
sions were randomly selected from each phase
for IOA data collection. The average IOA was
94% across all participants and phases, rang-
ing from 84% to 100%, meeting design stand-
ards identified in Kratochwill et al. (2013).

Social Validity

To determine teachers’ perceptions of imple-
mentation of intervention, anonymous, self-
report surveys were collected from the partici-
pants’ classroom staff and head teacher (n = 7).
The research team distributed the surveys to the
head teacher. Next, the head teacher distrib-
uted the social validity surveys to the other class-
room teachers. Identifying information was not
written on the social validity surveys. This survey
included an opportunity for teachers to self-
report any additional feedback regarding inter-
vention. The head classroom teacher collected
the completed forms and stored them in a large
folder, ensuring anonymity. Completed surveys
were returned to the research team who ana-
lyzed the results.

Results

Implementation of SLP showed an overall in-
crease in independent appropriate play actions
during free choice for all 3 study participants.
Data collected 2 months post intervention
indicated maintained effects of engagement

in independent play actions across all 3 partic-
ipants. This intervention showed effect with
limited overlapping data points. Results for all
three participants are presented in Figure 1.

Gabriel

Gabriel did not engage in any instances of
appropriate pretend play actions during base-
line, demonstrating 0% of intervals. Upon
intervention, Gabriel showed a small, immedi-
ate increase in the percentage of intervals
in which he engaged in the target behavior,
ranging from 8% to 31% of intervals. He dem-
onstrated a small but increasing trend in the
intervention phase. Overlap did not occur
between baseline and intervention sessions,
demonstrating an overall higher level of
engagement in pretend play actions during
intervention than preceding baseline data col-
lection phases.

Although Gabriel demonstrated an increase
in pretend play actions during intervention, this
increase was minimal. To bolster the effects of
intervention, the interventionist and education
team met to identify additional supports that
may increase the effects of the SLP to establish a
change in behavior of significance. Thus, a vis-
ual support was added to the existing SLP inter-
vention for Gabriel on day 9 of intervention.
Upon implementation of the visual support,
Gabriel showed an immediate increase in the
percentage of intervals in which he engaged in
the target behavior, ranging from 43% to 56%
of intervals. He demonstrated increases in level
and trend in this phase. Overlap did not occur
between intervention + visual and preceding
baseline and intervention data collection phases.
Maintenance data taken 2 months post inter-
vention suggested maintained effect. Further,
Gabriel continued to engage in pretend play
actions at 58% of intervals during this probe.
Lastly, experimental control and a functional
relation were demonstrated in the intervention
and intervention + visual phases.

Lee

Lee engaged in pretend play actions during
baseline, ranging from 0%–15% of intervals.
Upon intervention, Lee showed an immediate
increase in the percentage of intervals in which
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he engaged in the target behavior, ranging
from 6% to 39% of intervals. He demonstrated
increases in level and trend in the intervention
phase. Minimal overlap occurred between base-
line and intervention sessions (one session),
demonstrating an overall higher level of engage-
ment in pretend play actions during interven-
tion than preceding baseline data collection
phases. Maintenance data taken 2 months post
intervention suggestedmaintained effect. Further,

Lee continued to engage in pretend play actions
at 38% of intervals during this probe. Lastly, ex-
perimental control and a functional relation were
demonstrated.

Mayah

Mayah engaged in the highest rates of pretend
play actions during baseline, ranging from 0%–

24% of intervals. Upon intervention, Mayah
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Figure 1. Percent of intervals engaged in pretend play during Free Choice.
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showed an immediate increase in the percent-
age of intervals in which she engaged in the
target behavior, ranging from 43% to 58% of
intervals. She demonstrated increases in level,
but a decreasing trend in the intervention
phase. Overlap did not occur between base-
line and intervention sessions, demonstrating
an overall higher level of engagement in pre-
tend play actions during intervention than
preceding baseline data collection phases.
Maintenance data taken 2 months post inter-
vention suggested maintained effect. Mayah
engaged in higher rates of pretend play
actions during this probe in comparison to
baseline and intervention phases. Lastly, ex-
perimental control and a functional relation
were demonstrated.

Social Validity

Social validity results indicated that all teach-
ers found the intervention to be very effective
in increasing pretend play across participants
during free choice, while also acknowledging
an increase in the overall duration of inde-
pendent engagement of play skills. Teachers
also rated this intervention as highly effective
in reported increases in peer interactions dur-
ing free choice among students and peers.
Lastly, teachers rated this intervention as hav-
ing high ease of implementation for potential
consumers, expressing interest in future
implementation of this intervention in inclu-
sive general education preschool settings.

Discussion

Results from this study demonstrated imple-
mentation of individualized intervention de-
signed in accordance with each participant’s
learning history in mind resulted in increased
engagement in generalized pretend play
actions. Effects of this intervention on gener-
alization of target skills maintained following
completion of intervention. Teachers identi-
fied this intervention had high acceptability,
suggesting continued implementation and
sustainability of intervention in classrooms
settings. Lastly, results of this study suggest
that this naturalistic approach to teaching
pretend play skills is effective for children

with ASD, and can be easily supplemented
with additional interventions as needed.

Results of this intervention are consistent
with findings indicated in research examining
the effects of SLP by prominent scholars in
the field (i.e., Barton & Wolery, 2010; Cihak
et al., 2010; Qui et al., 2019), and ultimately
extends this literature base by demonstrating
a strong generalized effect of this intervention
in a novel setting.

These results suggest this intervention has
wide reaching effects beyond the intervention
setting, highlighting the lasting impact of
intervention for young children. Demonstra-
tion of skills outside of the teaching context is
the ultimate goal of all interventions for indi-
viduals with disabilities (Burt & Whitney,
2018; Cooper et al., 2020; Hitchcock et al.,
2015). Research indicates a need for children
to be taught play skills outside of clinical, one-
on-one settings (Jung & Sainato, 2013). This
study did just that, indicating that through
thoughtful, individualized implementation of
intervention, independent engagement in
play activities with other children in class-
rooms, play courts, and community settings is
attainable. In this study, generalization of tar-
get skills was reached by programming com-
mon stimuli (Cooper et al., 2020; Stokes &
Baer, 1977), and then providing these stimuli
in a different setting (free choice). Incorpo-
rating these toys and materials in the class-
room setting ultimately led to development of
generalization of skills from the onset of inter-
vention, bolstering the effects of this interven-
tion as a whole.

Aiding in the strong effects of generalization
of target skills demonstrated in this study is the
naturalistic approach of indiscriminable contin-
gencies (Cooper et al., 2020; Stokes & Baer,
1977). By presenting contingencies that were
embedded within each play activity, as opposed
to artificial contingencies not related to the
ongoing activity at hand, generalization of skills
was promoted. The inherent opportunity for
natural reinforcement in this intervention is an
important implication for practitioners working
with young children with ASD, as this interven-
tion built on the similarity of contingencies that
occur throughout other various play activities
and settings. These outcomes are meaningful,
as engagement in strong play skills enable chil-
dren to engage with their peers, form
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relationships, and become active members of
their classroom community. Strong play skills
serve as a foundational skill set for young chil-
dren, as these skills create opportunities and
means to focus other important outcomes. For
example, engaging in play with peers require
skills from multiple areas of development, such
as play skills and social skills. However, if play
skills are not in a child’s repertoire, focusing
solely on the social aspects of play will be
very difficult, as two skills sets are in acquisi-
tion simultaneously. Engagement in strong
play skills allows young students to focus on
other areas of development and skills, ulti-
mately serving as a gateway to other valued
outcomes.
This intervention included individualized

instruction, ensuring treatment met the needs
of each unique participant. Prompting hierar-
chies were developed with each participant in
mind. Individualized supports were also easily
added to supplement intervention, bolstering
the effects of intervention and aiding in
higher responding, exemplifying the indi-
vidualization of this intervention as a whole.
In addition to the individualized instruction

that SLP provides, this study also addressed
issues of prompt dependency within interven-
tion. This intervention provided practitioners
with concrete, practical procedures that re-
moved opportunities for more intrusive prompt-
ing when it was not warranted. In some regard,
the procedures of this intervention served as an
antecedent strategy for teachers, eliminating the
possibility of implementation of higher level
prompting without trying less intrusive prompts
first.

Limitations and Implications of Future Research

Although positive outcomes were achieved in
this study, some limitations exist. First, due to
the nature of free choice, students partici-
pated in each area of free choice with differ-
ent peers every day. It is probable that some
independent, appropriate play actions could
have been imitated from a peer model, and
not specifically as a result of implementation
of the intervention training sessions prior to
free choice.
Second, play sets and materials were changed

often, dependent upon the classroom theme of

the week. As a result, intervention targeted dif-
ferent themed toy sets that corresponded to
what was available in the dramatic play section
of free choice. A set master criterion was not
reached before moving on to new materials
because of this. Additionally, for each partici-
pant, some materials were novel, and ultimately
more preferred. This may have attributed to var-
iability in levels of engagement in play skills
through intervention and maintenance data col-
lection. Changing the materials that were avail-
able to the children in the classroom was part of
the classroom routine and was not controlled by
the interventionist.

Next, for Gabriel, addition of a visual sup-
port to supplement the SLP altered interven-
tion provided to him. In turn, it is probable
that effects shown during the intervention +
visual and maintenance phases were not a
sole result of SLP itself, and could be attrib-
uted to the addition of the visual support.

Lastly, although fidelity of implementation
data determined intervention was imple-
mented with 100% fidelity, classroom staff
assigned to the dramatic play section of free
choice changed daily. This inconsistency may
attribute to any variability demonstrated in
participants’ data, as some classroom staff
were more preferred than others for each par-
ticipant. The practice of rotating staff mem-
bers within each section of free choice daily
was part of the classroom routine and was not
controlled by the interventionist. It should
also be noted that fidelity of implementation
was reported through a self-report checklist.
It is possible biases and introspective ability
could play a role in reporting of fidelity of
implementation.

Future studies should include data col-
lected from intervention training sessions, in
addition to generalization and maintenance
data. As this was an initial investigation into
the generalization of this intervention in a
classroom setting, data demonstrating the
effectiveness of the SLP procedure in train-
ings sessions was not included in this study.
Additionally, because this study took place in
a school setting, opportunities for continued
data collection were limited due to summer
break. Future research could consider addi-
tional data collection, including increased
opportunities for continued maintenance data
collection.
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Conclusion

SLP demonstrated effectiveness in teaching
pretend play actions to young children diag-
nosed with ASD in a classroom setting. Results
indicated engagement in generalized pretend
play skills during free choice, and that the
effects of SLP maintained post intervention.
Through intervention, pivotal play skills were
targeted while building upon and expanding
current skill repertoires. Play often serves as a
gateway to target skills in associated develop-
mental domains, emphasizing the importance
of meaningful play in EI and ECSE settings.
Further, this intervention created opportuni-
ties for a variety of other skills to be targeted
within this context such as social interactions
with peers. Teachers found this intervention
easy to implement in the context of a class-
room and identified that the results of this
intervention lead to not only increased play
repertoires, but also increased interactions
and play with peers. Play skills set the stage for
important play with peers, fostering friend-
ships and community membership- a mean-
ingful outcome in EI and ECSE programs
across the country.
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