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Abstract

Background: researches about the relationship between language, cognition and socialization have evolved
sincethe 70s. Language mediates social development allowing theindividual to participate in socid Situations
that include bal anced communicative exchanges. Aim: to assess the effectiveness of the Social-Communicative
Adaptation Protocol in two groups of children and adolescents with autistic spectrum disorders and to verify
the relationship between the referred protocol and the Socia-Cognitive Profile. Method: participants were 16
children and adol escents with ages between 8.0 and 16.0 years, of both genders, who were diagnosed within the
autistic spectrum by neurologists and/or psychiatrists. All participantswere receiving, once aweek, speciaized
language therapy by a speech-language pathologist for a period of at least six months. Participants were
assessed using the Socid-cognitive Profile and the Socia-Communicative Adaptation questionnaire. Results:
the analysis of the resultsindicated absence of significant statistical differencesin the Socia-Cognitive Profile
between the two groups. The Social-Communicative Adaptation demonstrated to be extremely variable
among the participants. Conclusion: this research shows that autistic spectrum children do not have a
symmetric and linear development of language, socialization and cognition.

Key Words: Autistic Disorder; Child Language; Cognition.

Resumo

Tema: as pesquisas quanto ainter-relagéo entre os aspectos de linguagem, cognic¢&o e sociaizagdo, vém
evoluindo desde adécadade 70. Na perspectiva pragmaticaalinguagem € mediadorado desenvolvimento
dasociaizag&o, permitindo ao individuo participar dasrelacbes sociais que expressam trocas comunicativas
simétricas. Objetivo: verificar a efetividade da aplicacdo do protocolo de adaptacdo sdcio-comunicativa
em doisgrupos de criancas e adol escentes com diagnésti cosinseridos no espectro autistico, em atendimento
fonoaudiol égico especiaizado, em diferentes instituigdes, e verificar a relacdo entre os dados coletados
no protocolo de adaptacdo socio-comunicativa e 0 desempenho sdcio-cognitivo. Método: participaram
desta pesquisa 16 criangas e adolescentes na faixa etaria de 8,0 a 16,0 anos, de ambos 0s géneros,
diagnosticados por médicos neurologistas e/ou psiquiatras como portadores de distarbios incluidos no
espectro autistico segundo os critérios especificos2. Todas as criangas estavam em atendimento
fonoaudiol 6gico semanal especializado por um periodo minimo de seismeses. Foram aplicados os protocol os
de analise dos Aspectos Sdcio-Cognitivos® e para a coleta de dados da Adaptagdo Socio-comunicativa
foram utilizados o protocolo e o questionério especifico propostos por Sousa*. Resultados: na andlise dos
resultados obtidos foi possivel verificar que ndo houve diferencas estatisticamente significativas quanto
a0 desempenho sicio-cognitivo dos dois grupos, sendo a adaptacao sdcio-comunicativa dessas criangas
extremamente variavel. Conclusdo: sendo assim, fica claro que, com o grupo de criangas do espectro
autistico participantes deste estudo, é possivel verificar que o desenvolvimento linglistico, socia e
cognitivo ndo acontece de forma simétrica e linear.

Palavras-Chave: Transtorno Autistico; Linguagem; Cognicéo.
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Introduction

Theidentification of Infantile Autisminvolves
three symptomatic axles: interpersonal relations,
communication and behavior, considering that the
disorder must haveits onset before the 36th month
of life. The great variability in the interaction
between those domains justify the use of the term
Autism Spectrum to describe the clinical features
©).

Some studies have shown that social attention
deficits in face to face social interaction,
communication, emotion, performance of interactive
actions, impairments in understanding and using
social smileand facial expressionsarefundamental
differences between autistic and typical developing
children (6,7,8,9,10). These impairments in the
abilitiesnecessary to participatein social interaction
posedifficultiesto theinteraction of autistic children
with other children and may also delay or enlarge
the gap in social behavior development between
these children and their normal peers(11, 5).

Thisway, the purpose of the present study was
to verify the effectiveness of the application of the
social-communicative adaptation protocol in two
groups of children and adolescents of the autistic
spectrum attending specialized language therapy
intwo different institutions and compare them with
data about the social-cognitive performance.

Method

Data gathering started after the research was
approved by the ethic committees (FJA 001/2001 and

Cappesq 382/04).
Subjects

Participated in the study 16 children and
adolescents between 8:0 and 16:00 years, of both
genders, with diagnosis determined by neurologists
and/or psychiatrists, as having autism spectrum
disorders, according to the specific criteria proposed
by IDC-10(1) and DSM-1V (2). All subjectsshould be
attending weekly specialized language therapy for at
least six months and were divided in two groups:

. Group 1: comprised by 8 subjects, mean age 12:38y
(standard deviation 3:02y), living in Salvador (BA)
and attending weekly language therapy in aclinical-
schoal.

. Group 2: comprised by 8 subjects, mean age 11:38y
(standard deviation 3:29y), livinginthe Great So Paulo
area (SP), attending weekly language therapy ina
specialized university service.
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Materidl
Socia cognitive performance

Thefollowing objectswere used: toy or object of
interest to the child, piece of cloth, "bionic hand",
pointless pencil, sharpener, trash basket, adhesive
tape, paper, miniature house with furniture, toy car
and telephone.

Social-communicative adaptation

The specific questionnaireand protocol were used
@.

Procedures
Socia cognitive performance

The test proposed by Molini-Avejonas and
Fernandes (3) was used, assessing the following
aspects: gestual communicative intent, vocal
communicativeintent, tool use, gestua imitation, voca
imitation, combinatory play and symbolic play. The
resultswereregistered in specific protocol s (appendix
2.

Socia-communicative adaptation

The socia-communicative adaptation protocols
were used individually during interviews conducted
by one of the researchers with the parents of the
subjects. They should answer yes or no to questions
about the social adaptation performance of their
children. To each positive answer was attributed a
score 1 and each negative answer received score 0 to
alow the satistical analysis of data.

Result andlisis

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences,
version 13.0 with significancelevel of 5% ( = 0,050)
wasused. Whenthe significanceresult (p) waslower
than 5% (0.050), it was considered a significant
difference and when it was higher than 5% (0.050)
thereisanon-significant difference, i.e. asmilarity.

The Mann-Whitney test was used to verify the
possible differences between groups while the
Spearman Correlation Analysis had the objective to
verify therelationshiolevel among variables (12).

Cardoso et a.
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Resultados

The analysis of the results verified that there
wasno statistically significant differencesregarding
the social-cognitive performance of both groups,
as presented in Table 1.

The answers about the social-communicative
adaptation obtained through different

information sources, i.e, parents of autistic
children were generically similar according to the
statistical analysis. However, the social-
communicative adaptation of these children is
extremely varied and it isincreasingly differentiated
from the moment the child needs to identify,

understand and accept the intervention of others
as participating agents of collaboration and co-
creation.

According to the Mann-Whitney test,
statistical analysis of the results it can be stated
that there is a tendency of similarity among the
answers provided by the parents of the children of
both groups of thisstudy inwhat refer to the social-
communicative adaptation. It can be observed that
the results were homogeneous.

Table 2 presentsthe correlation that determined
statistically significant differencesto Groups 1 and
2 and their respective comments.

TABLE 1. Comparison of the areas of social-cognitive performance of different groupsof children of the autistic spectrum.

Variable group Mean Standard deviation ~ Significance (p)
1 4.63 1.,30

Gestual Communicative Intent 0.541
2 4.25 1.49
1 4.75 1.28

Verbal Communicative Intent 0.297
2 3.88 181
1 1.38 141

Tool use 0.318
2 0.60 0.55
1 1.63 1.06

Ggestual imitation 0.127
2 1.13 0.35
1 1.25 1.04

Vocal imitation 0.535
2 1.50 0.55
1 3.63 151

Combinatory play 0.914
2 3.75 1.83
1 3.50 1.20

Symbolic Play 0.870
2 3.38 141
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FIGURE 1. Comparison of the positive answers regarding the social -communicative scale of different groups of children of the

autism spectrum
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TABLE 2. Significant correl ations among the social-cognitive performance and social communicative adaptationin Groups1 and

2

Correlation Comments
Pairs of variables Significance
quotient
Larger scores in tool use associate to beter abilities in co-
+0.770 0.025
Tool user x N3E1 (G1) regulation and co-variationin peer cooperation activities.
Larger scores in gestud imitation associate with better abilitiesin
Gestual imitation X
+0.16 0.046 experimenting friendships with shared interests and common
n4_est_4(G1)
experiences.
Vocal imitation X Larger scores in vocal imitation associate with better abilities to
+0.760 0.029
n4_est_1(G1) learnto cope with other people’s point of view.
o Larger scores in voca communicative intent associate with lower
Vocal communicative intent
-0.775 0.024 ailities to ded with unpredicted Stuations maintaining socid
X n3_est_3 (G2)
contact.
Vocal communicative intent Larger scores in vocal communicative intent assodate with the
+0.808 0.015
X n4_est 2 (G2) ability to enjoy and combine shared imagination with a partner.
Combinatory  play X Larger scores in combinatory play associate with the ability to enjc
+0.718 0.045 g ypiay yioay

n4_est_2(G2)

and combine shared imagination with a partner.
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Discussion

The objectivity in the assessment of the social
development of children of the autism spectrumis
important because the identification of the social
relations level is useful to the qualitative and
quantitativeidentification and discrimination of the
obtained progress, as suggested by studies
conducted by Gutstein (13).

The application of the social-communicative
adaptation questionnaire and protocol with different
informantsmay | ead to homogeneousresults, alowing
the characterization of the socid relation abilities of
these children. These data agree with several studies
(14,15,16,17,18) in the sense that the inclusion of the
perspective of the parents of children of the autism
spectrum in what refer to the linguistic, cognitive and
socia behavior of their children deserves attention. It
alowsapartnership withtheprofessonasinvolvedin
theintervention process contributing to the assessment
of the developmental level of these children.

Despite the analysis of this study didn't identify
many significant variablesamong the assessed areas,
it was possible to observe variations referring to
vocal and gestual imitation and to vocal and gestual
communicative intent, what can be related to the
therapeutic aim that isto improve social interaction
and also to the great individual differences, as
suggested by previous studies (3.19,20).

Some authors state that it is possible to gather
useful information about the progress of children of
theautism spectrumwhen the parentsaretheinformants
(14,15,16,21). Thesesamestudieshave shown that deta
obtained through questionnaires applied to parents
are useful to the individual assessment process and
therapeutic planning with alow cost.

It can be observed that the social-communicative
behavior of children of the autism spectrum is
extremely varied and it isincreasingly differentiated
from the moment the child needs to identify,
understand and accept the intervention of others as
participating agentsof collaboration and co-creation,
a development that has different characteristic and
rhythms, due to the individual variations. This
behavior can be noted from the stage 3 of level 2 of
the socia -communicative adaptation scale, in which
thechild must usereferenceand regulation abilitiesin
order to function as a partner of coordinated actions.

Another interesting data observed is the large
number of positive answers to 1 and 2 stages of
level 1 of the social -communicative adaptation scale
whereitisasked if their children share experiences
and emotions with actions during face to face
interactions and if they understand and use the

partner's non-verbal expressions as a critical point
of reference to their actions, what do not entirely
agreewith prior studiesby Adrienet d 6, Adrieneta
7,Baron-Coheneta 8, Downse Smith9 eLeckame
Ramsden 10. These authors suggest that the ability
to understand other people's actions and emotions
in not developed in autistic children and is a
fundamental aspect to their social impairment.

The communicative context in which these
children develop should not be overlooked, as
mentioned by Yont et a (22). These factors may be
responsible for a great part of the great individual
variations observed in the same levels of social-
communicative adaptation.

Comparing the two groups that participated in
this study it can be noted that the differences among
them are not enough to identify determinant
characteristics of social-communicative adaptation
development neither of social-cognitive devel opment.
However, it can be observed that there areindividual
variations, i.e, children with the same psychiatric
diagnosisdo not present the same characteristicsand
therefore these characteristics cannot be used as
elementsto the differentia diagnosis.

Thepresenceof positiveand negetive correlations
associated to the Gestual Communicetive Intent and
to the social-communicative adaptation levels and
stages may be related to the use of aternative means
of communication, asthegestures, to convey avariety
of communicative functions. Positive correlations
among vocal and gestua imitation abilitiesand socia-
communicative adaptation development agree with
the studies by Ingersoll & Schreibman 23. These
authorsobserved that children of the autism spectrum
developed their imitation abilities, were capable of
generalizing them to new Situations and presented
socia-communicative behavioral gainsthat included
language, symbolic play and joint attention. Itisalso
necessary to mention that these data disagree with
previousfindingsby Hwang & Hughes11and Clifford
eta 5inthesensethat children with autism frequently
present important deficitsin social exchange, asjoint
attention and social imitative play. The present study
suggeststhat thereisnot a systematic causal relation
between the different studied abilities.

These studies findings may be compared with
prior studies, allowing theidentification of individual
differences among children of the autism spectrum
inwhat refer to the social-communi cative adaptation
(4,18,21). Itisalso possibleto observethat the social
cognitive aspectsfunctionindependently inrelation
to the social-communicative aspects, but the
existence of a positive correlation between them
cannot be denied, what doesn't imply causality.
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Conclusion

The use of specific tests and tasks - despite
involving the need of collaboration and
understanding by the subjects, parents and
caregivers and not being the only source of data
about the subject - allow the assessment of important
objective data that may contribute to the speech
and language diagnostic. The more precise and
detailed the diagnostic understanding, the better will
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