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Abstract. Narrative Play is an infervention fechnique fo leach young chal-
dren with autiom the sequential steps of interactive symbolic play and joing
affention with peers in natural play settings. The fechnigue is deseribed
through three case studies of 4 year olds whe have been diggmosed with
quttsm. foint attention disturbances in children with autism are linked to
the sociakcognitive process. Ome way lo gain a child’s joint attention in play
is fo introduce the concept of story and create play around a theme, This
ariicle hag fmplications for all ehildren with language delays and presenis
evidenee Lhal children with aulivm can leam the social-rognitive shills neces-
sary in social silualions in nalfural sellings on lecalion.

Introduction

Most children develop flexibility in their play by age 4. They create
narratives about characters, expand their stories, and use language
to interact with peers. They watch and follow each other, point Lo
ﬂ'tti*‘-'ﬂ-’- share ideas, and n:«gmiau:- with langtmg_t and emotion while
using sequential actions in play, These children change their direc-
tion and expand their story about their characters while they listen
and react automatically to ¢ach other, making comments, gesturcs,
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and changes in their voice inonation patterns. They travel through
the playground and develop complex stories, using language to com-
municate and role-play through symbolic characters, A wellknown
teacher and writer about children's play, Vivian Paley, writes, " Amaz-
ingly, children are born knowing how to put feeling into story form,
It is play, of course, but it is alse story in action, just as storyielling
is play put into narrative form" (Paley, 1990, p. 162). I is in this
context of play and swrytelling that children interact with each other.

In all interactions, whether bepween a baby and a mother or be-
tween two siblings or peers, participanis relate and use communica-
tion in a “game.” The game of language happens when one uses a
gesture, a gare shift, a word or a phrase in an act directed to the
other. For typical children, this interaction comes intuitively, whereas
with language-disordered children, the communication skills need o
be taught

Relevant Research and Theory

Sociolinguistic traditions suggest that children learn from their expe-
riences and acquire patterns, rules and words that express emotions
from an intcraction in real life simsations with another participant.
Two participants engage in a back and forth exchange of words,
gestures, and voice patterns almost as if they are in a Ping-Pong game.
Wingenstein (1953), a language philosopher, coined the term *lan-
guage game.” He explained that an interaction consists of the reci-
procity between the speaker and the listener and that each
participant lesrns the rules of this game by playing it (Witigensicin,
1953, p. 5e). This theory implics that it might be important for chil-
dren with language delay w engage in interactions with peers in
natural contexts because a child learns the game of language use by
playing it. Since language is a "means of problemsolving and of
interaction with the world, then it is perilous to study it in isolated
environments or in the mraditional ‘controlled experiment” "' (Bakh-
tin, 1990, p. 211). The belief that language is learned and studied
best in the nawral context of an interaction underlies my work with
children with language delays.

Traditional methods of waching children with language delay
involve @ one-to-one (therapist-child) dyad that meet in a small office
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away from the classroom and from other children, Speech and lan-
guage therapists have followed the theory that a child with disabilities
needs a controlled, quiet environment. My first job as a speech and
language clinician for Santa Monica Schools in the 1960s involved
taking the child out of the classroom. It took several minutes to walk
to the speech office, which had no windows and was the size of a
broom closet. 1 remember asking the child to match ohjects w color
photo cards and to respond to my questions with single word answers,
The most interactive conversation we had was on the walk to the
office and back. Many specch and language pathologists rely on this
method today and never work in a natural environment,

Speech and language clinicians are beginning to recognize the
value of teaching children in small groups in the classroom, but most
still use traditional methods of waching children to mach, look at
pictures, respond to questions, and perform cognitive tsks. This wype
of dynamic sets up a clinician-student relationship in which the child
is expected o perform and answer all the questions rather than be
invelved in a natural conversation. The child is in a position similar to
a testing situation. Some children respond 1o this type of waditional
therapy and learn social skills in this way, Other children, particularly
children with good expressive language but with significant social
delays because of Pervasive Developmental Disorder (PDD)/Autism
Spectrum Disorder, benefit from leamning language skills in 2 more
natural emvironment with at least one peer with age-level language.
This partner communication situation places the child in an inter.
active, playful environment similar 1o a context such as a family con-
versation or talk on a playground.

Extensive ethnographic research is vet wo be done in the area of
child language to study how children learn the skills of symbolic play,
narrative and language in a nawral context. Children need o be
able to use the skills of symbolic play while playing a game of g with
siblings or while running on the playground with peers. As they run,
children tell stories with ohjects that represent actions. In a natural
context, a child learns to use objects that relate to a story with a
purpose and o negotiate with others. If children with autism use
objects without representational meaning in interactive play, they will
be left out of the plavground interactive game,
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Often parents of children with autism complain that the child
clings wo them, gestures, and takes them to an object but then just
looks at it. One particular parent explains, “He wanis me w0 play
with him, but he just can’t get the whole idea of playing. He brings
me & Thomas train engine and then drops it at my feet and screams
at me. 1 feel so sad when he can't use words 1o 1ell me how he feels."
This mother says that she picks up the 1oy and gives it w the child
and attempts to get him to move the wain on the rack. When she
places the train in his hand, she squeezes his hand shut around the
wheels. He doesn’t notice when the wain just rolls out of his hand
onto the floor, A child without play skills either drops the oy and
cries or twirls the object and watches it spin or oum.

Berween the ages of 2 and 3, wpical wddlers play and eollect
abjects. They often put them in a box or continer and then dump
them in and out, delighted with their accomplishment. These chil-
dren want others to join them in the dumping theme. A child with
autism may exhibit these beginning play sequences in a stereotypical
way or line every toy object in a long row. They often throw toys from
the play set or just scream and push all peers and adulis away from
their play area, 1 met with a 2/s-vear-ald with a diagnosis of autism
who initially sat on the floor clutching his train cars, isolated in a
corner in my office. He refused o allow anyone near him. His mother
said, “Oh, he plays like this for hours and screams if anyone comes
near him, His sister doesn’t like it. She feels so rejected.” There are
many children like this one whose parents love the child but just
don't know what ta do. These children are left wo line up objects,
play in the corners, and pace the perimeter of a playground alone.

Some children with autism have not made a connection between
the action of the object and the reason for this action, making it
more difficult o understand what the object’s action represents in
the overall story theme. “Children with autism de not understand
the meaning or importance of any of these (symbaolic play) skills"
(Hogan, 1997, p. 15). The skills involved in making a symbolic repre-
sentation include an understanding of what the acdon means 1o the
character in the story or the object and what the sequence of action
means in the overall narrative theme. The skills also include the
ability to vary voice intonation patterns, gesture and action of objects
to create meaningful verbal and nonverbal language in play.
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Thiz relationship of language with gesture and action has been
an area of research interest to speech pathologisis and developmenial
psychologists for many years. The first scholars found that all symbols
of language have their origin in the actions carried out with objects
(Fiaget, 1962; Werner & Kaplan, 1963). The original hypothesis was
that “language and symbolic play rely on single underlying symbaolic
processes, 3 process that unfolds gradually throughout the relevant
stages of development™ (Thal & Bates, 1988, p. 115). Later research-
ers found that certain aspects of symbelic play corresponded o spe-
cific aspects of language (Bates, Benigni, Bretherton, Camaioni, &
Volwerra, 1979). These studies predicied that specific patterns of im-
pairment or delay in symbolic play may predict specific patterns of
impairment in early language.

Some research on symbolic play and language is contradictory.
Ome smdy found that children with language impairment are beuer
at symbolic play than are normal children (Roth & Clark, 1937).
Another study found that sequencing abilities in a symbolic theme
developed in lae-talkers” early gesture system. These children were
using symbalism by sequencing in a gestural theme without verbal
language. ““The sequencing abilities may develop ‘underground.’
.« . If these sequencing abilities are first manifested in a gesture, a
rapid ‘catch-up’ in language may soon follow™ (Thal & Bates, 1988,
p- 121). Symbolic play is a precursor 1o the development of inten-
tional use of language (Bates et al, 1979; Harding & Golinkodf,
1979, Research in the 1%90s found that there was an association
between a child’s language development, cognition, and representa-
tional symbolic play (Bruner, 1990; Tager-Flusberg, 1993; Wetherby &
Prizant, 1993). Despite some conwadictory findings, researchers
agree that the underlying symhbolic funetion is eritical to the develop-
ment of appropriate gesture symbols and play skills with language.

According 1o research, one of the most natural contexts for chil-
dren to learn symbolic play, gesture and language is the family social
unit. Sociolinguistic and ethnographic researchers found that chil-
dren learn how to play and interact within the context of the family
(schietfiling, Ochs, & Schieffelin, 1984: Heath, 1983: Snow & Dickin-
son, 1990; Blum-Kulka, 1990; Snow & Blum-Kulka, 1992}, Learning
to talk with peers and siblings in ordinary conversational discourse is
a “"powerful socializing medium'” {Densmore, 1997, p. 116). Children
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learn the sociolinguistic rules of language with their caregivers within
in these family interactions. Scollen and Scollan (1982} studied the
Athabaskan Indians, and Shirley Brice Heath {1982) wrote about the
rural Appalachian Blacks and Whites; both investigations found that
there were particular patterns of interactions in families in which
narrative and literacy skills were mught. **Through these routine in-
teractions, children learned w alk, w share swonies, W0 answer ques-
dons, and to participate in family games. Discourse strategies
developed and children were influenced by the ways parents interpre-
ted and responded o them in each language siwation™ {Densmore,
1997, p. 115).

This research is important to the specific clinician-child interac-
tion in speech-language therapy sessions because it identifies the spe-
cific relationship of the child's narrative to the child’s culture. For
example, in the African-American culture children are taught 1o use
the sounds and the images of the event w vell a swory. Tt doesn’t
mauer whether the events are reported sequentially. The whole pur-
pose of a narrative or storytelling in this culture is o engage the
listener with gesture, language and sounds (Wolfson, 1979), In con-
rast, other research on narrative and language show that European-
American families weach children w use a sequence of evenis with a
beginning, middle and an end 1o the story. The child s aught w
bring the namrative to a high dramatic point in the story and end
with a resolution (MeCabe & Pererson, 1991).

Despite the varations among cultures, recent theory and research
shiow that children need o develop symbolic play and language along
with stories about daily life. Children represent these events and ralk
about them, particularly in the family context. By the age of 4 or 5,
when children develop a sense of narrative, they wse representational
play actions in a story theme. Children of this developmental age
use sticks, paper, or objects to represent meaning in their world of
play."“The transition to pretend play is one of the most important
leaps your child will make™ {Greenspan & Weider, 1998, p. 192).
Teaching symbaolic play within a story context is the first step in teach-
ing a child o use language.

Research in the area of early intervention and early social commu-
nication with voung children with autism is complex. Past researchers
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promoted the immediate development of appropriate social commu-
nication skills, particularly joint attention skills. Joint atention is con-
sidered a pivotal skill for a child’s social connection o others, The
development of language abilities in these children is based not only
on research on typical children but also on children with PDD/au-
tism. “The process of engaging in joint anention with others may
contribute to the development of symbolic abilities in children (Hob-
som, 1993; Mundy, Sigman, & Kasari, 1995; Werner & Kaplan, 1963),
the development of language abilities in children (Baldwin, 1995;
Bates et. al, 197%; Bruner, 1975; Tomascllo, 1988), and the develop-
ment of general social-cognitive processes in children (Baron-Cohen,
1995; Burner, 1975; Mundy, 1995; Tomasello, 1995), In order 1o find
ways o motivate children with autism to relate to others in a social
world, researchers are investigating the development of symbolic play
and joint attention in social interactions.

The goal of this article is w inroduce some strategies for teaching
the sequential steps of symbolic play with a narrative in a nawral
context through an additional intervention method that warks well
with some young children with autism. When successful, this method
teaches children with autism to leave the comer of the room for
more interesting play and to join their families and peers and finally
leave behind a more isolated world,

MNarrative Play Therapy

Narrative Play Therapy is based on the theory that a child leamns
language more easily in a sociolinguistic context. In this approach,
the play therapist introduces small hierarchical steps to the child
about how to develop a story through symbolic play, how o create
good circles of communication, and how wo develop this communica-
tion outside in a natural setting. The child first learns to use language
in a story context and 1o share objects and events in the context of
an interactive play situation with another peer to begin the process
of developing joint attention {see Appendix A). Joint anention distur-
bances in children with autism are linked o the social-cognitive pro-
cess. Therefore, the child must learn how to join a peer in order to
understand the underlying linguistic structure of language and the
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subtle cues involved in an interaction. This skill is essential w inter-
active play.

Children also need 1o relate meaningful emotional experiences
o others in order to be a full participant in an interaction. Without
these skills, a child might become isolated, lonely, unmotivated and
even aggressive. Families, peers and classmates, not aware of how
lonely children with autism feel, complain about not knowing how
to relate to them or how to include them. They need help with this
situation, and children with autism need direct, on location speech
and language intervention to help them relate to those who deeply
care abouwt them,

Comparison of Narrative Play, Floor Time
and Social Stories

Dr. Stanley Creenspan, M.D., child psychiatrist, and Dr. Serena
Wieder, child psychologist, developed a method of play therapy called
“Floor Time"" that is similar in several ways to Narrative Play Therapy.
Floor Time is a part of a comprehensive developmental model
(Greenspan, 1992; Greenspan & Wieder, 1998, 1999). Dr.
Greenspan's specific model of intervention with children with au-
tism, “Developmental, Individual Difference, Relationship-based-ap-
proach (DIR),” respects the child’s individual differences in motor,
auditory, visualspatial, processing capacities and encourages the
child-caregiver relationship. The Narative Play Therapy approach
also works on developing a strong relationship with a child, respect-
ing the developmental level and the individual needs of the child.
The goals of both methods, Floor Time and Narrative Play, are w
help the child communicate in any way possible and to connect emo-
tonally wo the other participant about what they are doing. Like many
play therapy methods used by child psychiatrists, Floor Time is a
method to build increasingly greater circles of interactions between
the child and the therapist. The method of Floor Time is this: “all
you need to do is hang out with your child, listen to your child,
empathize with him, march to his drummer” (Greenspan, 1993, p.
86). Dr. Greenspan recommends that parenis spend several minutes
per day doing Floor Time activity on the floor at home with their
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child. When Floor Time is wellestablished, the child is taught to
problem-solve, The parents set aside 15 minutes a day to problem
solve with their child in this play context. The parents learn to identify
and empathize with their child’s point of view. '

In the Narmmative Play Therapy approach, the therapist begins with
the same methods as the Floor Time approach but changes direction
at the point when Floor Time skills are established. Once the thera-
pist and the child have successfully created the “dircle of communica-
tion” (Greenspan, 1992), in Floor Time the therapist presents the
child with problems to sobve in the play whereas in Narrative Play the
therapist presents a story theme that provides a way to teach specific
language goals. At this poing, the Narrative Play therapist introduces
a narrative or a specific story that may be of high inerest w the
child. Sometimes, the child generates the story. As the narrative de-
velops, the therapist takes the child out on location to & Familiar park,
a playground, or a pond.

The heart of Marrative Play Therapy is that the child leams o
interact through the association of the visual environment to the
emotionil and reciprocal relationship with the therapist. As the child
experiences more of the back-and-forth exchanges of communication
in words, gesture, and the emotional feelings of relating, he sees
language and communication as a part of the whole interaction. The
parents are asked to take their child out on location for a shornt
time o a playground or a park every day for at least the first weeks,
Eventually, a peer or a sibling is recruited o be a part of the play
interaction. Narrative Play Therapy extends and expands the Floor
Time approach and adds on a new dimension by encouraging chil-
dren with autism to communicate in natural settings.

In contrast to Carol Gray's Social Stories (Gray, 1994), Narrative
Play is different in several ways. In Gray's Social Stories method, the
clinician writes a social swory about a specific problem that occurs
after observing the child at school or in a routine, Unlike Narrative
Play, the parents are usually not with the clinician and the child
during the therapy. The Social Stories’ clinician observes the student
in a particular situation and then listens to the student’s perspective
to write three basic sentences: descriptive, perspective, and directive.
The Social Stories’ therapist defines the situation, who is involved,
and what they are doing and why in this descriptive phase. Then,



218 ANN DENSMORE

they describe the particular reactions and emotions in the situation.
The Social Stories’ clinician writes specific sentences about what the
student thinks about the problem and his perspective. Then, the
clinician writes a story about different ways to resolve the problem.
This method works well with children who have already mastered the
back-and-forth exchange of ideas as a skill in conversation.

All three methods, Floor Time, Social Stories and Narrative Flay,
are good interventions that are helpful and provide some method
for parents, teachers and specialists and clinicians who are working
with the complex nature of a child with autism. All three approaches
respect the rights of the individual child and the developmental pro-
file of the child with very special needs.

Teaching Narrative Flay

During the first levels (Appendix A, Levels 1-6) of teaching Narmative
Play, the play therapist prompts the child to make comments about
what his,/her characters are doing, wsually in a quiet office sewing.
For example, in a familiar narrative about a farm event, a therapist
says, ''Look! The farmer is putting the hay in the barn. He's in a
hurry! Help me! A storm is coming! He has wo get all the animals in
the barn. He needs the family o help him ger all the animals and
the hay in the barmm before the storm!™

The therapist helps the child create the narrative in a clear se-
guence by walking the figures woward the barn and gesturing wo the
child to move the ractor in the barn. As the child stans w move the
tractor toward the harn, the therapist could join him or her by mov-
ing the figure of the farmer toward the rope that hoists up the hay
into the barn, As the child moves the farmer to drive the tractor into
the barn, the therapist could use this opporunity w mode] the ges-
ture and the wvoice intonation patern that s appropriate for the
actions. At the same time, the therapist narrates her own actions with
the fgures. The child learns wo share the objects by talking about the
actions in the story as a part of a larger narrative theme, This type
of interaction between the child and the therapist creates a joint
attention or a muiual sharing of an event, an object and a story. In
this process of creating a story with characters, children leam to
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imitare and practice voice intonation changes, body language, and
gesture. They learn o share, limit others and express their emotions
about the characters in a story,

After the child uses sustained joint attention with a partner, the
clinician wansitions the child inwo the second stage (Levels 7-10).
With a peer, the therapist teaches both children how o sustain a
story theme, expand the story description, and describe the details
of the sequential action of the characters. This phase of teaching
MNarrative Play may take several months.

During the third stage of Narrative Play (Levels 11-12), the thera-
pist and the child and a peer go out on location to an environment
that is familiar to the child such as a playground or a park, where
the play therapist works with the two children and encourages them
1o use the same narrative. Children with autism learn to create a
story while following a friend on the playground. They struggle to
maintain some joint attention and to imitate a whole story theme. A
good place 10 sart is in a small section of the playground where a
child can pretend. For example, the typical child can be prompted
to 4y, "Oh, let’s take our dinosaurs up a river!”™ The child with
autism can be taught to move the dinosaur behind the ather child
and 1o make comments that are relevant to the story such as, “I'm
coming with you! Here comes my dinosaur! Watch out’ as the child
pushes the dinosaur up the pretend sandy stream.

The play therapist may use verbal cues combined with a gesture
point and/or a visual seript or symbol/picture o prompt the child
to make comments about the story. These supports give the child
with autism a framework for connecting and interacting with another
participant. The verbal cues may gradually be faded out to a simple
gesture by the therapist or an expectant look to the child o move
the object and make a comment. The most important cue is the
emational response by the Narrative Flay therapist to the story con-
tent and to the child. The therapist i consistently working toward
joint attention and reciprocal play interactions. At this stage, children
attain the ability to use a unique back-and-forth quality to the interac-
tion. They exchange reciprocal eye gazes, frequent imitation of ges-
wre, body language, giggles, and sounds. They develop a give and
take of ideas about their story and negotiate for their characters in
the narrative theme,
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When speech therapy is limited only to a small office sewing, the
child with autism may not be able to transfer these interactive skills
on their own 1o an ouside location. With the Narrative Play tech-
nigue, the skills are first taught in the quiet setting of an office and
then in the natural context outside at the farm or on a playground,
The skills are automatically practiced in the outside situation where
the child naturally plays every day. The following case studies are
about teaching these Narrative Play skills wo preschool children in
namral environmenis,

Case Study One

The Mud Story

This story illustrates how o assist a child, Julie, a 4 vear old with
FDD, in joining a group and sustaining pretend play outside on the
playground. Julie has good expressive language but doesn't under-
stand how to keep a conversation going about one idea during play.
She doesn’t maintain eye contact with peers, watch them play, notice
them gesture, or listen to their voice intonations. She looks as though
she wants to play but then runs up to a group, screams and pushes,
She clearly wants 1o join them but doesn’t know how. The following
it 4 description of my first day at a preschool in Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, where | had my first language session with Julic on location
ocutside on the playground. The weacher has read Stone Seup, a book
about making soup with rocks and many vegetables. Afier they lis
tened to the story, the class made real stone soup in the classroom.

Today the class is outside around a big large wooden tub filled
with mud. They are making “pretend’” stone soup. Julic smacks her
hand on the side of the wb near a peer who is stirming the spoon in
the mud. Julie runs away and screams. She now stands near the fence
alone watching the leaves fall as they twirl in the wind. She moves
her hands in a wavelike motion to follow the flow of the leaves as
they float in the wind downward toward the frozen snow on the
ground. She is singing w0 hersell and is not aware of her classmates.

Teachers stand near groups of children as they recount their
moming. 1 stand in the playfield on patches of ice next 1o a large
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wooden b filled with gooey brown mud about 2 feet deep and 5
teet in diameter. Despite the wind chill of about =20 degrees, the
children are giggling and playing. The yard is filled with beauriful
wooden play structures and colorful mwisting fberglass slides. Even
with this impressive playground equipment, these children love o
create their own play objects out of wood, leaves, and sticks. A small
group of six children hang their arms over the “soup bowl." The
dark mud flls the tub. One child holds a long wooden stick as the
others watch. The scene is set for a pretend story about “poison
soup.”

Julie smiles when she sees me and hands me her long wooden
stick, whimpering, “'1 dont like them! They don't want me!"

I pat her shoulder and take her hand. “Let's iry. I'll help. Okay?"
I say. She nods her head up and down 1o say ves.

Sean, a 4year-old classmate with a big smile and floppy brown
hair, says, “Here's my stick. Maybe that will help!” he giggles again
and hands it to me, pushing it through the soup. I take his sturdy
twig and wry to brush the mud off my parka. My strategy doesn’t
work. I keep stirring and ralking to Julie's classmates, particularly to
Stephanie, who stands next to Julie. I point to my stick and then to
the soup and look up at them. [ gesture o Julie to watch and o listen
to her peers, who yell back and forth: “It's your wrn, now, Oops,
watch out! It's the mud! Oh! I can see it! Look at it twirll Oh!
Glap, gloh!"

The soup making goes on for several minutes. | notice that Julie
finally takes the big spoon in her hand and stirs it carefully in a circle,
the mud wirling in whirlpool design, one circle after another moving
out from the spoon center. Stephanie leans wward her and yells in
her ear, “Look at this mud!" Julie covers her cars. She looks up at
me and sarts w ory. I say, ©1 know. All of the screaming is loud!
Covering your ears was the right thing to do.” Julie looks relieved.
Children with PDD/autism often have a hypersensitivity to loud noise
and even moderate environmental noise levels {(hypercousis), so any
loud sound can distract them from their focus both on play and on
other voices.

Then she notices the swirling circles in the mud around the spoon
and begins to stare at the mud. Children with PDD /autism may fixate
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on certain agendas within the context of learning symbolic play ac-
tions. Children with these difficuliies may perseverate on watching
the light reflections on the wall from a moving leaf or a stream of
sunlight in the room or swirling mud in the playground. They are
almost derailed and cannot see that they are in a narrative with their
classmates and that the story of making pretend soup creates a cohe-
sive theme to the group's play. I sec Julic following the circles of
twirling mud with her eyes and her whole body. She hums 1o herself,

Some children with autism have difficulty engaging in sustained
and flexible symbalic play around a story theme with peers. They use
stereatypical actions, performing the same short actions with an ob-
Jject over and over again, When they are fixated on a certain play
scenario, they can go into a “wvance-like” state just as Julie is as she
watches the swirling mud.

Julie continues to watch the circle of mud.

| ry again. “Look, Julie!" 1 gesture with my finger moving it
from her chin toward Julie’s face. She looks up w follow my finger.
Stephanie smiles at her.

The next time | prompt Julie to notice a peer. | ask her 1o make
a comment by using a verbal and gesture prompt: “Julie, look, he is
stirring the soup!™ 1 move my hand from Julie to the other peer. The
first goal is to get her to notice her classmates. The objective is o
get her to comment and use an eye-gaze shift. When a child glances
from the object, to the mud, back to the peer and then back again
to the mud, he or she is using an eye-gaze shift. This is a sign that
the child is making a critical attempt w form a relationship with
a peer.

Michael, another classmate and soup maker, wkes over the stir-
ring and moves the huge bucket of brown mud. He says, “Let’s get
some more swiff! Julie, get some leaves and sticks."” I tap her shoulder
and ask, "'Julie?""

Julie isn't intending to ignore her peer's requests; she is only
fixated on the reflections on the ice and is preoccupied with the
visual images of her immediate surroundings. These images are pow-
erful for Julie and canse her o forget her previous mission w get the
seasoning. Julie returns to her soup makers with a bucket of sticks
and leaves. I chuckle as the children look back and fonth at each
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other, giggling. Julie follows them and giggles and looks up at them
around the soup pot.

Michael and Scan raise their sticks and say, *'We'll be the cookers.
You can be the servers.” Julie stops stirring. She looks up at me.

“Ann, what are they doing now?"" she asks. I explain the story
sequence. T First, we make the soup and then we eat the soup.” Julie
1s still stuck on her own agenda of stirming. The concept of the narra-
tive about the soup is lost.

“Julie, your classmates want you to pretend that they are in a
restaurant. We are going to be the servers. (hay?™ 1 say.

Julie savs, “No, | want to stir. [ want 1o waich the bubbles in the
poison soup!™

Sean says, “‘Nope. You have to take the soup and give it to the
other people.™

Julie begins to cry, *'1 want to stir. T want to stir. T want w siir, 1
wWant Lo stir.”

Children with autism sometimes have a *'persistent repetition of
a speech pattern that consists of a word or a phrase or combination
of utterances that are produced in a cyclical, recurring manner'
without any expectation of a response from the partner (Prizant &
Rydell, 1993). Once Julie begins the repetitive statement, she is un-
able vo hear outside requests by others, even her weacher.

Julie’s teacher, Susan, calls the class in for snack. Julie keeps her
eves on the spoon and the mud, stirring and whispering in a low
wolume, 1 want to str."’

“Line up. Get ready 1o take off your boots,” [ say as | motion wo
Julie. Julie drops her muddy spoon and walks slowly toward the group.

“Lets gou” 1 say.

Though whimpering in protest, she stands up and follows her
chass.

Analysis

Cwer the course of the mud soup game, Julie ges overwhelmed by
mwirling leaves, mud circles, and ice patches, loud shouting by a peer,
and her desire to keep her own agenda of making soup. She takes

the role in the narrative as the “stir person™ and insists on keeping
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that role. Through this work outside, Julie becomes more focused on
what her peers are doing and more flexible about changing direction
during play.

During the process of teaching Julie 1o make a comment about a
play action with an object, | model an appropriate eye-gaze shift, At
first, the prompting and responses by Julie are at an imitative level;
however, with practice, she leams to use comments with eye-gaze
shifts spontaneously. During this first level of teaching Narrative Play,
I use both verbal and gestural cues to model for the child during the
commenting phase. The child listens, imitates, and practices each
comment and rics o combine it with an cve-gaze shift.

Some children may need some visual scripts in addition w verbal
and gesiural prompus. Evenually, the prompting fades into a simple
gesire cue and an expectant look, Julie responds now to an expec-
tant look by her teachers and participates in the group on her own,
making pretend soup and using reciprocal exchanges in the interac-
tions. She is more interested in her peers and the narrative about
soup making than in the mirling mud and the spinning leaves
around them.

Case Smdy Two

The Dinosaur Story

This story illustrates how 1o assist a child who has PDD and good
expressive language. Andrew, a 4 year old, has some social skills and
kniows how to join peers but lacks the skill in staying connected to
the group. The speech therapy session with Andrew takes place on
another preschool playground when a small group of three 4 year
olds decides to move their dinosaurs 1o another play strucoure. My
Job is o assist Andrew in using language to follow them. | have been
working with Andrew for over a year on language skills. Today we
are outside working on social skills with peers. Andrew is sining in
sand near a sandbox on his school playground, He holds a large
plastic green dinosaur in his hand. The other two boys clutch a large
plastic green dinosaur in both of their hands. They are knee-deep in
the wet sand, leaning their dinos over the pretend river,
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Tommy, one peer, holds up his dinosaur and says, “Hey. let’s
pretend that we are going down the river (gestures toward the sand
and the water) to get food. Okay," Andrew looks at him, at his own
big green plastic animal and back to Tommy, Tommy smiles. | notice
this eye-gaze shift.

Tommy says, “Andrew, vou get the hose” Andrew gets up,
reaches for the hote and points it toward the sand,

Tommy gavs, ““Ne, vou have to turn on the water, first]" The other
boy, Greg, gets up and tums on the hose. The boys create a river of
waler through the sandy area. Andrew gets Aixated on the water run-
ning through the sand. He runs the wet sand through his fingers.
He squeezes it, drops it, and moves his dinosaur through the mud.
Andrew doesn't notice that the other bovs are building a fort near
the river. [ tap Andrew on the shoulder and point toward the other
two boys. He looks at them. 1 point to his dinosaur. He looks at his
dino and moves over near the boys. He begins to move his dinosaur
next to the other bwo.

He makes a spontanecus comment, “I"'m firsa!"”

Tommy says, “No, you're not. | am first. Then Greg and then
vou!" Andrew begins to cry.

I say, “It's okay Andrew, You can follow them, It is fun!™ Andrew
moves his dinosaur o the end of the line, tcars streaming down his
face. I ask him if he is disappointed about being third in line.

He says, ""Yep. | want to be firse™

I zay, “Maybe next time vou can be first, Bight, Tommy?™

Tommy answers, “*Sure. Let's go!”'

They play for a few minutes and then Tommy jumps up and yells,
“Let’s take them over there!” He points toward the slide. Andrew
doesn’t notice that Tommy is pointing toward the slide. The two boys
arc gone in a second. They carry their dinosaurs with them and run
toward the shide and gesture o Andrew w follow. He doesn’t see
their gesture. He is moving his dinosaur back and forth, down the
groove in the sand that he made with the dinosaur’s feet. He watches
the water fill in the footprints in the sand. He moves the dinosaur’s
feel again and walches again.

He finally looks up. “They're gone. They don't like me!™ he
SCTEATTIS.
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I say, “Come on. Follow me. They like you, but they just want to
change the game.” | point, looking hack at Andrew. 1 gesture with
my arm and smile a8 | run slowly toward the slide,

I say again, “'Come on, Andrew! They do like you! Hurry!™ An-
drews muns toward me, clutching his dinosaur with one hand and
brushing the wears off his face with the other,

“Wait for me!™ I say.

Andrew motions to me and yells, “Wait for me."”

For the first time, Andrew puts wogether the communication skills
of talking, gesturing, running, and staying on the topic of the play
scheme.

Analysis

Andrew feels rejected as his classmates run off 1o move their narrative
to another place on the playground. He has good symbolic play skills
and knows how o be in the game of a narrative around a play theme,
but he gews fxated on the water and the sand and doesn't join the
bays in creating the sequence of actions. He needs help learning how
1o use language to negotiate with others and doesn't understand why
his dinosaur can’t be first in line. Unlike Julie, Andrew notices his
peers without prompting and uses appropriate cye-gaze shifis and
spontancous, relevant commenis. The objective for Andrew is to keep
wrack of the story and to make the transitions with his peers as they
change places on the playground and use language. When Andrew
returns 1o the classroom after each session, | ask him to rewell the
entire dinosaur story. After narrating the story, Andrew smiles at
me and remarks, “They did waited for me! They like me! They do
like mel™

Case Study Three

The Chicken Story

This story illustrates ways of teaching another 4 year old, Jacques, 1o
express his own feelings within a real life story context with language.
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As a resident of France, he was diagnosed with PDD/Autism Spec-
trum Disorder by a child psychiatrist in Berlin, Germany. At the age
of 3, Jacques used wantrum behavior, gestures, and screaming to re-
quest or w protest. He had frequent “melidowns’™ and refused w
tolerate any change in routinge, He mwirled his hands, stared at the
lights in the window, and ignored anyone who called his name. Since
that time, Jacques has had intensive play therapy with a team in New
England consisting of a child psychologist, a developmenital pediatri-
can, an occupational therapist, a physical therapist and a speech
pathologist. | was the speech therapist who began the first play ther-
apy with Jacques, He undersiood three languages—French, English
and German—but his communication consisted of single words and
sometimes two-word phrases that were a combination of French and
English and words that were unintelligible.

When Jacques was angry or frustrated during the first few wecks
of therapy, he cried and screamed. When he wanted w0 express him-
self, he became cognitively confused and had severe mnoums. One
day, early in his therapy, Jacques's special alligator, made out of
spongy material, broke into two pieces. He wanted to say that he was
disappointed and that he needed a new alligator, but instead he had
a “meltdown™ that lasted for several hours. In berween sobs, he spoke
words that were related w some video or welevision character. He hit
himself on the head, banged his legs on the floor and ran around
in eireles, He was devastated an the loss of his toy and couldn'tverbally
express his feelings.

After one year of intensive therapy, Jacques is leaming to use
language in full sentences. He is beginning to use language to express
fieelings and shifts routinely from French to English, depending on
his listener. He speaks French to his mother and father and English
to his therapists in the States. Some of Jacques's language delay may
have been due to this bilingual complication rather than autism, or
it may be a combination of both. With all children, language delay
is a very complex diagnosis. It is impossible w0 know which specific
element caused Jacques 1o be so delayed at 3 and 4 years of age.

The following discourse excerpt is taken from a play therapy ses-
sion with Jacques at Drumlin Farm in Lincoln, Massachusetts. Dirum-
lin Farm allows children to play with animals and 1o interact with
animal tainers who teach them how these animals live, This session
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is a cotrearment with Dr. Raren Levine, a child psychologist who
works directly in the play sewions with me and with Jacques. We are
in the "Chicken House' at the Farm. Jacques is learning to attach
language to his own emotions and to “‘replay™ his feelings. He learns
to work through a problem, to play it over and over again, and to
w@lk about his feelings within a play context. Karen provides the tech-
niques of *'Replays™ (Levine, 2000) and I provide the language inter-
vention from the approach of Narrative Play:

Episade One

Ann: Oh, look, Jacques, the chickens have been laying eggs.
(Ann points to an agy undemeath a chicken and lifts it up.)

Jacques:  Oh, the chicken! Egg! | want an egg!
(facques runs toward two chickens that are sitling on their
eggs i bhe chicken bin, He pats the water wheel where they
drink water. He wrns around o look at them and says in
French), Want some water, chicken?
(He gazes at Ann. She smiles back at him. He reaches over to
pat the back of the chicken. He pulls his hand back) Sofil
Feathers! Oh, Cluck, cluckl

Ann: Yes, the chicken is sofL [ don't think she wants water. Do
VO Want Lo 8¢ an eggr

Jacques:  Yes! I want an egg!

Ann: It is under the chicken. It's okay if you barrow it. Reach
in and ke i

Jacques:  (He reaches under (he chicken and iries fo pull oul an g,
The chicken makes a loud sereeching sound and pecks shightly
o the back of his hand. Jacques screems and yells and slaps
ﬁq’mg', He eries. He sobi. His mother fakes him ot of the
chicken howse, He continues o seream for 20 minutes. )

Episode Two

Mext day:
Ann: (During Floor Time play therapy with Ann and Karen and
his o)
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Let's pretend this is the same chicken that pecked you
yesterday. (Ann holds a small plastic chicken.) This chicken
is pretend. It can’t really hurt you. (Ann places the chicken
in Jacques’s hand, He holds the chicken gently, looking af il,
He says nothing.)

Oh, how awful. That chicken! He pecked me! I hurt! Ow!
Ow! (Karen takes the role of Jocques getting pecked by the
rerl chicken,)

Jacques:  (He looks at Karen, then at the plastic chicken and then
at Ann.)

Ann: Ch, how awful! Did he peck you, Jacques?

Karen Did he peck you? Did it hurt?

Ann: (! That chicken pecked me. 1 don’t like that chicken!
He hurt me! (Providing language seripts for Jecques.)

Mom: Oh, Jacques, the chicken pecked you. That hurt! Ow! ow!

Jacques:  (He watches Ann and Mom and then squeses the plasiic
chicken. )

Karen: Onw! That chicken pecked me! That awful chicken! I don’t
like him!

Ann: Yes, he hurt you! Tell me how he hurt vou!

Mom: Use your words, Jacques. Tell us how he huart you!

Jacques:  The chicken has an egg, under here. { He points under the
plastic chicken) 1 wanted to take the egg. 1 didn't ger i
The chicken pecked me here! (He poinis fo his hand.) Ow!

Ann: Orw! That hurt, But, he has feelings, too. He wanis w
keep his ege.

Jacques:  But, he pecked me. That hurt! Ow! Ow! Ow!

Anmn: LT

Jacques:  (He cries and sobs)

Anm: Were you scared?

Jacques: T am scared!
facques slaps the plastic chicken as he yells "T am seared")

Epesode Three

{ Chre eek Later af Drumiin Farm in the chicken house for the
second fme)
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Jacques: ([ He pulls the wire gate ofen, and walks siraight toward the
chickens in the bng )

Drumlin Farm Guard:

Hi. Do you want to feel this egg? It is warm.

Jacques:  Yes! (He reaches up for the egg and cradies it in his hand.)
(He looks at the chicken in the bin)

Don't you peck me, chicken! You hurt me!l Owll! I'm
mad at youl

When I get the egg, don't you peck mel 1 am bringing
it back! '

(He starts to pull out the ey from underneath the chicken.)

Chicken:  (squacks . . . schreeches)

Jacques:  Don't yell at me, chicken. I'm mad at vou! T am mad!
Don't you hurt me! (He grabs the epg and hands it fo the
puard, He jumps up and doun smiling and vuns to the chicken
o pat her on her back feathers)

Okay, chicken, here's your cgg back.

{ He carefully tokes the egg from the guard, places it under-
neath the chicken and smiles as he calmiy walks owt of the
chicken house.)

Analysis

By replaying the event the next day with objects in a pretend play
therapy session, the child learns o auach language wo his own feck
ings, o name his emotions, and vo assert himsell in order o protect
his feelings when the event or situation happens again. The location
of the therapy sessions moves from symbolic play to a replay of the
whaole scary event with a plastic chicken and then back to the farm
situation with real animals, In the second event, he is able 1o name
how he feels, and he learns to see the perspective of the chicken.
Jacques learns that the chicken is angry with him for wanting her
egg. This narrative creates a problem-solving situation for Jacques
and encourages him to talk with the play therapist and the child
psychologist. After the first session in the chicken house, Jacques talks
this through with his mother. The discussions engage the child in
the logical thinking process of following a sequence and solving a
problem,
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Jacques solves an unplanned, disappointing problem in play that
happens nawrally on location. He identifies the emotion of “disap-
pointment " over the chicken pecking his finger and talks about his
fear. | suggest some language scripts, *0Oh, that hurt! Remember that
she has feclings, too. She wants to keep her eggl™ This statement
introduces the whole perspective of looking at the feclings of another
person, in this case the chicken. Jacques finally states his feelings, *'1
am scared!”* Even though he knows that the chicken has feelings too,
he asserts himself and says, “Don't yell at me chicken! I'm mad!™
He takes conwol of a simuation that was originally scary o him and
resolves the story with language that ends the controversy, “Okay,
chicken, here's vour egg!”

Conclusion

In this game of communication, Julie, Andrew, and Jacques, all +
vear-olds diagnosed with autism, develop the skills of joint attention
and also learn 1o see¢ the perspectives of others. As Julie stirs her
pretend poison soup, she watches her peers, notices the play of oth-
ers, and makes comments. She leamns o be in the same proximity as
her classmates, She follows them, and listens to their talk and avoids
her distractions. Julie becomes more flexible in her play and learns
the skills involved in joint attention.

By engaging in a narrative play theme about dinosaurs, Andrew
listens to his peers as they make transitions in play, follows them, and
makes comments about the story. When he realizes that his friends
want him to be with them, he runs after them and becomes con-
nected o the continuing story about dinosaurs on the playground.
As he joins them, he feels more a part of the whole group. He is
happier and less likely 1o be rejected by his classmates.

Jacques makes the connections between emotion and language
bw replaying his feelings and using language 1o express his emotions.
Rather than having mntrums, he organizes his thoughts, states his
angry feelings, and then resolves the whole namrative by giving the egg
back in a calm manner. Jacques learns o control a communication
problem. He learns how to see the chicken’s perspective.

If children such as Julie, Andrew and Jacques learn the skills of
interactive play with peers in a narrative form, they become less iso-
lated and less aggressive. These skills transfer to interactions with
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family, peers and classmates. Julie has recently joined her family walk
about what she does on the playground at school with mud and sricks.
After six months of playground speech therapy once a week, Julie’s
classmates make close emotional connections with her as she plays
in other narrative themes at school. Andrew talks to his brothers at
home about his dinosaur river gang of friends. His mother reports
that he uses gesture, voice intonation and descriptive language that
brings the whaole family in to listen to his stories about school. Jacques
lowes to wisil farms and pet the animals and talk o them as if they
were peers. He even narmates what they are saying to his parents while
he is playing at the farm, His preschool teacher in France reports
that his French is much beuer and that he even received the “friend-
ship”” award at the end of the school year. Narration about play has
become a namral way of talking for these three children previously
diagnosed with autism.

When Julie leaves the mwirling mud cirele 10 make comments o
a peer, she gives parents, teachers, and clinicians and researchers
hope that children with perseverative actions can change behaviors,
When Andrew runs after his classmates, carrying his dinosaur in one
hand and commenting, “Wait for me!"” he confirms the whole con-
cept that a child with autism doesn't want wo be left out and wants
1o make friends. When Jacques vells at the chicken that he i mad
and then in the same moment hears that the chicken wants her egg
back, he provides evidence that children with autism can use lan-
guage to express emotions and can see the perspective of others. In
a later session with Jacques, he says, *'Twant to be a farmer and have
a chicken house.” Holding onto the old plastic chicken, he looks at
me with sustained eve contact and says that he wants his chickens to
keep their eggs unless they really want w give them up.
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Appendix A
Teaching Narrative Play Therapy

The following levels of teaching approaches are arranged in a general
format. Further information on the details of each level with case
examples will be in a second article. This is a general reference for
this paper to describe the basic sequence of teaching a child to use
narrative in play interactions. One child is diagnosed with autism
and the other child, a peer, has no diagnosis and very good expressive
and receptive language. In this description, the word “partner”’ re-
fers to a child without any language disorder or autism and the words
“the child” refers 1o the child with autism and language delay. At
Levels IVIIL the wo children are playing with a plastic sphere that
expands and contracts and glows in the dark. At Level IX, they are
playing with dinosaurs in a sandy stream created in the preschool
plavground,

The Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scales—Normed
Edition (Wetherby & Prizant,1992) and the Assessment of Social and
Communication Skills for Children with Autism (Quill, Bracken, & Fair,
2000, pp. 53-70) should be used for a baseline analysis of the status
of the child with autism. Both assessment tools should be used as the
child makes progress and new intervention goals and objectives need
1o be established in the play therapy. In this deseripaion both ehildren
are age 4 and in the same preschool.

®Goal A : To develop joint attention in interactive ploy

LEVEL I

Teach the pariner to comment to the child with a verbal cue , a
finger-point gesture and a visual cue, if appropriate for this particular
situation, Show the partner how you tap the child on the shoulder
and say, “Look at me!™ Have the parmer wait until the child gives
eve contact and then ask the parmner to show the particular object
{e.g., & sphere that glows in the dark and opens up and closes). Praise
bath children for this simple interaction of joint atention around
one object
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LEVEL II:

Teach the partner o look around at the child who commented.
Suggest that they both look at the object and make comments such
as "“Wow!" or “That's awesome!"' Provide some visual scripts (if both
children read) to cue them with several comments, Repeat this phase
of commenting for several weeks.

LEVEL IIT:

Ask one of the partners to hold the object up and ask, “Want to
try it?" Support the partner in asking the question and the child in
answering the question. This is the first level of teaching the child to
listen to the pariner, look at the partner, and acknowledge the ques-
ton. If the child is not at this developmental level, simply continue
the commenting level 11,

LEVEL IV:

Suggest that they each play with the object, handing it back and
forth. For example, if the object is a space “sphere ™ that glows in
the dark, dim the lights and prompt them to each make a comment
about the sphere. Make comments about what they are doing. Exag-
gerate your tone of voice and vary yvour pitch patterns. Encourage
them to make their own comments. Use sirong emotional responses
to the parner as well as the child. The therapist’s emotional wone
is important.

LEVEL ¥:

Leave them alone for a few minutes o observe them in parallel
play. Observe and ke notes on how they play and whether they
make any action intentional to join the partner by moving the sphere
closer, looking at the parmer, and looking up from play actions.
Reinforce any of these small actions with praise. Keep a checklist on
the development of their commenting, eyegaze shifis, and a simple

language sample.

LEVEL V:
Ask the partner to move the object wward the language-delayed
child. See whether either child makes a comment. Use wverbal
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prompts and gesture to get them to watch the object together. In-
crease the amount of time they comment by asking them questions
about the objecr Each play session should increase the comments
and joint alention,

®Goal B: To develop a sense of story between the partners with one object
(sphere, a car, ) and an agent { a figurecharacler) moving in one sequential
action in a simple narrative with & beginming, middle and an end for
S5-I meinles,

LEVEL FII:

To create a story about the object, ask the partner without lan-
guage diszbilities to show the language-delayed child the object and
say, "Oh, look the sphere is moving in space! Where does it go?™
Suggest that they both move with the object around the room. En-
courage the parmer 0 walch the child and comment. Suggest that
the parner follow the child.

LEVEL VAT

Use simple language. Rephrase their comments. Bring in a small
figure to ride in the sphere as they move it. Ask one child o name
the figure. Encourage the child o create a short story (e.g., Jacgues
is riding on the sphere in space. Look, he is going 1o land on the
mon. (Oh, now he s coming back home.)

LEVEL IX:

Write the narrative on the computer. Take photographs of the
partners using the objects in the story. Put the photos and scripts of
the story in a small book, Give a copy o each child w practice. Make
this narrative short and include a beginning, middle, and an end.
Practice the story with the pictures.

LEVEL X:

Videotape the parners in play and suggest that they create a story
about what they are doing wgether. Help them fgure out the story,
Show them the tape as soon as possible. Give the iape 1o their parents
to watch, Ask parents wo assist the child with a parner and Fn.-.—.t'm.-,
play every day for at least 3040 minutes.
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LEVEL XI:

At this point the play therapist can use several methods w0 inter-
vene in the location context. The child with language delay is plaving
with another peer, usually in parallel play only. The play therapist
joins the wo children by becoming a part of the physical proximity
or space around the two children. The therapist akes an object
nearby and beging to narrate an action about the object in the envi-
ronment. A child with autism loves to visualize actions with objects.
When the story setting is established (e.g., Two children are playing
with large dinosaurs in a sandy wet area of the playground), the
therapist makes a suggestion for the beginning of the narmative. After
suggestions such as, *“Oh, let's have the dinosaurs go down the sandy
river. Let's get more water. Look, my dinosaur is walking through
the river,” the two children may or may not imitate the specific action
of walking dinosaurs. With a verbal and gesture point to a dinosaur
and say, “*My dinosaur is walking!™ Ideally, the child will imitate the
walking behavior. Continue on this walk, making comments to
bath children.

LEFEL XIT:

Keep narrating the actions of the dinosaurs. When a child with
language delay imitates an action or a word or a comment, rephrase
the verbalization. Use gestures and expectant looks 1w cue both chil-
dren o look at each other and the object. Ask for joint attention
berween the two children who are walking dinosauwrs. Narrate a com-
ment. Then, suggest that the dinosaurs jump into a wee and eat
berries in a pretend play sequence. Continue suggesting some simple
ending to the story such as, “dinosaurs go home to eat dinner and
then they go to sleep.” Try 1o keep both children on the one topic
of dinosaurs and o keep them using a sequence of actions that com-
plete a narrative. As the two children begin o relate o cach other,
make spontanecus comments, and use eye-gaze shifts frequenty; they
are using joint attention. As they continue to play in natural settings,
relate to them as another participant in the whole story. Use the
inleractions between the two peers to teach the more subtle cues of
social communication.
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