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• Individuals with ASD exhibit daily challenges in 
communication.  

• They may respond to initiations or initiate basic requests 
when communicating with an adult or peer, however, 
engaging in a conversation presents a much greater 
challenge. 

• This presentation will focus on the use of scripts, semantic 
maps and social reciprocity to increase conversation skills.  
Existing evidence-based research and potential strengths 
and limitations of interventions will be discussed.   



• Identify several articles depicting use of scripts to increase 
conversation skills 

• Identify potential strengths and limitations of scripts

• Identify potential strengths and limitations of semantic 
maps   

• Identify a use of social reciprocity in conversational 
programming



Conversation • As we know individuals with 
autism have great difficulty 
with conversation.  

• We see this from the most 
basic level to more complex 

language. 
• We are going to look at ways to 

increase skills for having better 
conversations 



Complexities of Conversation

Quality vs 
Quantity 

Initiating
Joining an 
Existing 

Conversation

Topic 
Maintenance

Topic Shifting

Identifying and 
Following Along 
with a Change in 

Topic

Commenting Terminating

Describing



Quantity

What’s the # 1 answer? 

IEP goal for conversation skills?



Quality

• Proximity (personal space) video/modeling
• Keep it from getting too abstract-bubbles- but arms length- be cautious

• Engagement (eye contact, body orientation, responsive, staying in 
place) video/modeling, reinforcement

• Able to respond within topic topic building, vocabulary

• Able to shift topics with 2nd speaker topic building, reinforcement 
for shifting

• Uses appropriate grammar identify errors, lang. samples, models

• Varies sentence starters reinforce variability/script quadrant

• Varies from questions to comments model, textual cues

• ETC…..



Semantic Mapping



Semantic Mapping

• Strategy for graphically structuring and representing concepts in 
an organized  manner (Johnson et al., 1986).

• In the area of literacy, a semantic map is a graphical model 
designed to help identify important ideas and how they fit 
together. 

• Related to literature on building vocabulary (lexicon) 

• “Thinking maps” to teach metaphors (Mashal & Kasirer, 2011) 

• Let’s do the research….



beach



Semantic Mapping and 
Communication

• McCoy et al, 1989 referenced the use of 
semantic mapping as a communication tool 
related to a student’s experiences and 
emotions.



Semantic Mapping

• Use as an assessment tool to assess the 
inventory of language that a learner currently 
has in their repertoire.

– Associations -Attributes

– Categories -Parts to Whole

– Opposites



Making Connections
• The map helps us to see what associations the 

individual can make to a topic

• Using the map can help the person to learn to 
make associations and make connections 

• We want the participant to come up with the 
information use later for conversation… so they 
“own it“ rather than us providing them with the 
information through a script



Popplet.com 







Party

Party- Topic /Word Associations



Party

Assessment Activity:  
give some pictures or words 

that DO and DO NOT not 
belong



SEE WHAT they  KNOW



• Chris selected 
these words 
from a set of 6 

• CARD

• CAKE

• GIFTS



Sample Mapping- Connected





Semantic Mapping
• Allows for more engagement because the individual 

generates content themselves with their own vocabulary 
and experiences.

• Map allows for flexibility in conversation (starting point) by 
nature of its physical appearance. (circular) 

• Connections are formed between words and topics in 
connected maps



Candidates for Semantic Mapping

• Individuals who have had success with 
traditional scripts.

• Individuals who possess a well developed 
vocabulary and who have knowledge of 
varied language concepts.

• Individual who can attend to a “lesson” for at 
least a few minutes.



Using Semantic Maps?

• Visual strategy 

• Focuses on expanding vocabulary/knowledge

• It can build into “scripts” but the participant is 
the one who is creating them from their 
knowledge



Written Scripts



Written scripts

• Comprised of textual cues

used to promote verbal exchanges.

• Provides a learner with contextually 
appropriate language.

• Often focused on an activity or event/topic

Written Scripts



Strengths of Using Written Scripts
• Static & Replicable

• Provides continuity for prompting

• Good for visual learners and readers

• Multiple exemplars allow for generalization and 
resequencing

• Good for learners who learn by memorization.

• Can be faded for independent initiations and 
responses.



Vocabulary/ 
Background Knowledge

• Familiarity with topic you are talking about 
for a more extended conversation

• The individual must know enough about a 
topic to generate conversation.

• Interest and preference is important

• Experience too!



Bath and body works



Going to the Theatre

• The theatre I go to is called 



Marquee

• Outside of the theatre is the marquee.



Marquee

• A  marquee lists the shows that are 

playing at a theater.  



Box Office

• The box office is where we buy tickets to the 

show.



Lobby

• Inside the theater is the lobby.



Lobby

• When we get to the theatre we need to wait 

in the lobby until the show starts.



Ticket

• Each person who goes to see a show needs a 
ticket to get in.



Ticket

• The ticket lists the day and time of the 

show and where your seat is located.

• It usually lists a row number , section and a 
seat number.



Ticket



Seat Number

• Once we find our row and section we can 
locate our seat.  Each seat has its own 
number.



Seat Number



Playbill

• While we wait for the show to start.  We can 

look at our Playbill.



Playbill

• The Playbill tells us information about the 

show we are seeing including;

• The characters in the show

• The songs in the show



Intermission

• In the show, there is an intermission.   

That is the break in the show where the show 
stops.

• You can use this time to use the bathroom 
and leave your seat to walk around the 
theatre if you want to.



Intermission



Intermission

• It can get pretty crowded during 

intermission because everyone gets up 

to use the bathroom and walk around at the 
same time.

• Make sure to stay with mommy and daddy.



Cooking Conversation



Sentence Starters



Cooking “Vocabulary”



Cooking “Vocabulary”



Describing Pictures

• He stated:

– “fire”

– “boat”

– “ship”

– “hook”



We pick pumpkins in a field.  
What does field mean?

1) An open area

2) a place to eat

3) a place to go shopping



• An open area with no trees or buildings

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://photoeverywhere.co.uk/west/iceland/slides/iceland_glacier6426.htm
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


We went to the orchard to pick 
apples.

• What does orchard mean?

1) A restaurant

1) A place where fruit or nuts grow

1) A place where fish swim



• A place where fruit or nuts grow.



Describing Pictures

• All words he used to 
describe the picture.

• His sentence was: The 
water is hot. 

• He independently 
commented: “I need a 
vacation.”



What do you see?



Describe this



Would you rather Carve a Pumpkin or 
Paint a Pumpkin?



Let’s Talk About This Picture



When I think of Fall I think 
of……….





Promoting Flexibility!!!

• Teach using multiple exemplars

• Vary sentence starters

• Teach for when things don’t go according to 
plan 

• How do people respond and is the 
participant prepared for different responses? 



Initiations

Our individuals 
needs 

responses

Peer Responds

We teach-
Wanna Play

Cards?

No

Ask to do 
something 

else

Ask someone 
else to play 

cards

ok

Plays Cards



Creating responses using 
quadrant script as a prompt

• Developing responses 

• Used with audio scripts as well 
to keep them “in the game”

Really? Cool 

Wow Uh-huh



Practicing Conversation Skills

Creating sentences/comments/

initiations using quadrant script 
as a prompt

The I 

I like Maybe 



Asking questions
• Using quadrant or list to prompt 

question asking

• List is sequential- quadrant is more 
flexible

• 1.  Who

• 2.  When

• 3.  Who

• 4.  How

• Practice it as a skill… make it a game

• Turn over a “Wh” card and a topic 
card/picture

Who What

Where Do you



68

Comic Strips

• Comic strips are visual representations that can 
provide an opportunity for the participant to 
observe an interaction or create one

• Get the individuals involved in the development 
of the comic strip

• Create the first person’s initiation- they create a 
response etc… 

(Gray, 1994)



Make your own!!



Possible Limitations of Scripts
• Does not lend itself to flexibility or spontaneity in topic.

• Possible lack of generalization in the absence of a script.

– Settings, Staff, Activity

• Data does not often measure for generalization.

• Time to train peers to respond to a script.

• Should understand the words in the script. 

• “What did you do last night?” I played a game….

• Instructor developed and may not take into account 
individual preference or familiarity with topic or vocabulary.



Comparison of Teaching Methods

Scripts Semantic Maps

Mobile Desktop Learning

Passive Active

Static Creative

In the moment Must be applied from prior learning experience

Visual or auditory Visual

Model grammar/sentence structure Single word level and then build sentences

Results in unscripted responding Organizes Vocabulary



Questions for Selection
• Is the person an auditory, visual or multisensory learner?

• What strategies for teaching language have been successful in the past?

• Is he/she a rote learner?

• Does the individual engage in learning experiences actively or passively?

• Can the individual generate novel responses once taught a particular 
strategy?

• Is the individual a strong reader?

• How advanced is the individual’s vocabulary? 

• Can they vary or recombine previously learned phrases to generate new 
language?

• Do they have knowledge of various language forms? 





Reciprocity- almost always forgotten
• Our focus in on our participant with ASD- but do we 

collect data on the receiver of the conversation? 
• Do we record data on responses made to our 

participant?  OR… initiations made to participant?  
• Do we expect to see an increase in initiations 

toward our participant if our participant is 
conversing more?



Reciprocity



Procedure

• During baseline sessions, 15 disks labeled with adults’ names (Sally, 

Annie & Amber) were placed on Neal’s desk 

• During these sessions if Neal did initiate, the experimenter gave verbal 

praise. At the end of each baseline session the 15 labeled disks were 
traded for 15 tokens, independent of what occurred during the session. 

• During probe sessions, disks were not placed on Neal’s desk. Neal was 

simply told at the beginning of the session to talk to Sally, Annie and 

Amber. During probe sessions if Neal did initiate to Sally, Annie or 

Amber, verbal praise was given. Tokens were not provided during probe 

sessions 



Procedure

• During training sessions, 15 disks were present on Neal’s desk and 

labeled with an adult’s name on them.

• Neal was simply told that the disks were there to remind him to talk to 
Sally, Annie and Amber. 

• During the first leg of the multiple baseline Neal was shown Sally’s name 

printed on the disks. Only Sally’s name was pointed out to Neal, and 

initiations were prompted only to Sally. Each time Neal initiated to Sally, 

he was verbally praised and told to exchange a disk with Sally’s name for 

a token, until all disks were used. 

• Additional initiations to Sally and all initiations to Amber and Annie were 

followed by verbal praise only. 

• Disks were traded for tokens and a token economy was used for 
exchange. 



Young 
Adult’s 

Initiations to 
Staff



Staff responses to young adult?



Staff 
initiations to 

Young 
Adult!



Importance

• It was important for Neal to initiate more 

• It was also important to be sure that people 
were responding to him when he did

• And most important to know that people 
were now initiating to him more-

• WHY is this important?  





Summary

• Individuals with autism demonstrate deficits in 
conversational skills due to issues with cognitive flexibility 
and semantic knowledge.

• The teaching strategies discussed today aim to address these 
deficits.

• It is necessary for the clinical team to assess a participant’s 
language and learning characteristics in order to determine 
the most effective intervention.



Resources
Do-Watch-Listen-Say: Social and Communication Intervention for Children With Autism

Teach Me Language: A Language Manual for children with autism, Asperger's syndrome and related developmental disorders.

pi_62

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/images/1557664536/ref=dp_image_0/104-6349584-5083103?ie=UTF8&n=283155&s=books
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/images/0965756505/ref=dp_image_0/104-6349584-5083103?ie=UTF8&n=283155&s=books
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.sensoryresources.com/prodimgs/pi_62.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.sensoryresources.com/details.asp?pid=62&h=791&w=612&sz=104&hl=en&start=11&tbnid=a5K8iLMTKFVOXM:&tbnh=143&tbnw=111&prev=/images?q=navigating+the+social+world&svnum=10&hl=en&lr=&ie=UTF-8
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