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In this session we will:
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• Define active engagement – discuss why it is 
important

• Review why active engagement is challenging for 
children with autism

• Discuss strategies for fostering active 
engagement

• Additional resources
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Active engagement is…

• Active engagement means a child is ready to 
interact and learn, be productive, communicate 
with those around them, and “hang in” when 
faced with challenges or change. 

• Availability for learning.
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Why is it important in autism?

Children with autism 
spectrum disorder who 
spend at least 25 hours a 
week actively engaged, do 
better in kindergarten than 
those who do not (NRC, 
2001).
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Social Communicative Competence;
(Marans, Rubin & Laurent, 2005) 

“Social communicative 
competence…plays a 

major role in our success 
or inability to form those 
relationships that allow 
us to function happily 
and effectively in the 
communities within 

which we live.”
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The neurology of social communication

� When 
neurotypical 
children look at 
peoples faces, 
regions in the 
limbic system 
“light up” with 
endorphins and 
reward that 
child.  

The neurology of social communication

� By 6 months of age, 
a child begins to 
follow gaze and can 
recognize when they 
have lost a 
caregiver’s attention.

The neurology of social communication

� By 10 months of 
age, a child 
begins to shift 
gaze from a 
caregiver to 
objects of 
reference to 
predict and 
anticipate the 
actions of others.

The neurology of social communication

� By 12 months of age, 
a child will initiate 
shared attention on 
desired items or 
items that are of 
interest to the child.

The neurology of social communication

� These capacities foster expertise about the 
social world, foster language development, 
and perspective taking / awareness of norms.

Social Cognition

Individuals with ASD have 
neurological differences that 

impacts the natural 
motivation to seek out and 

learn from people. 
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Unique neurological differences in ASD

� Children with ASD show limited neural sensitivity to 
social stimuli and tend not to look toward people’s faces. 

� As a result, they miss gaze shifts between people and 
objects.  They have difficulty predicting actions and 
initiating bids for engagement.

� Individuals with social and emotional vulnerabilities may 
process social stimuli (e.g., faces, speech sounds) in 
regions of the brain typically reserved to process images 
and sounds that are non-biological.

� Children with ASD present with neurological differences 
that reduce overall social engagement and contribute to 
difficulties with predicting the actions of others.

Eight Aspects of Active Engagement

• Well regulated
• Productive
• Socially connected
• Looking at faces
• Responding to others
• Directed communication
• Being flexible
• Generating new ideas

Addressing Intensity/Density in 
natural environments

…so how do we achieve 25 hours 
per week in which the child is 
engaged actively and productively
in meaningful activities? (NRC, 
2001)

Where to start:
Activity Categories

Play with People
Social Games like Peek-a-boo, Rough 

and Tumble, Songs & Rhymes

Play with Toys
Blocks, Puzzles, Sand box, Playdough, 

Cars and Trucks, 
Ball Games, Baby Dolls      

Meals and Snacks
Preparation, Eating, Cleanup

Caregiving
Dressing, Diaper Change, Bath, 
Washing Hands, Brushing Teeth

Book Sharing Family Chores 
Mailbox, Laundry, Care for Pets, Plants
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What are the goals?
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• Increase rates of spontaneous communication
– Gestures

– Eye gaze

– Sounds/words

– Shared affect

• Expand reasons for communicating
– Requesting/protesting

– Joint attention

– Greeting

– Showing off
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What can parents do to make it happen?

• Three layers of support:

–Supports for a shared agenda
–Supports for social reciprocity
–Supports for better skills

Supports for a Shared Agenda

• Motivating activity
• Productive role
• Predictability of the activity
• Positioning
• Following attentional focus

Supports for a Social Reciprocity

• Promote child initiation
• Balance turns
• Provide natural reinforcers
• Clear messages to ensure comprehension

Supports for a Better Skills

• Model language and play
• Extend the activity and roles
• Adjust expectations and demands
• Balance interaction and independence
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Additional Resources
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• About Autism in Toddlers: 
http://www.autismnavigator.com/resources-and-tools/

• Autism Neighborhood: http://autismneighborhood.org

• Georgia Parent Mentors: 
http://www.parentmentors.org/courses/language-
strategies-for-parents/

Contact information

• Lindee Morgan: lindee.morgan@emory.edu
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