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Background and Referral Reason

“Max” (pseudonym), a 3-year-old boy diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) Level 3, was
referred to Eureka Learning Centre due to significant communication delays and limited engagement. His
parents reported:

. Absence of functional speech

. Minimal imitation skills

J Limited eye contact

J No gestures (e.g., pointing, reaching, showing)

. Frequent emotional distress linked to unmet needs

Despite prior early intervention, progress had been slow and inconsistent. The family’s primary goal was
for Max to develop a reliable way to express his needs, with hope for eventual spoken communication.

At intake, Max rarely vocalised, did not consistently respond to his name, and demonstrated high levels
of frustration during communication breakdowns.

Assessment Framework
A comprehensive assessment was completed using:

Skill-Based Treatment (SBT)

Practical Functional Assessment (PFA)

Early Start Denver Model (ESDM)
o VB-MAPP Milestones and Barriers Assessment

Findings indicated significant delays in receptive and expressive communication, joint attention,
imitation, and social engagement. These results informed a staged, individualised intervention plan.
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Intervention Goals

The multidisciplinary team established the following goals:

1. Strengthen imitation, joint attention, and shared engagement

2. Establish functional non-verbal communication (gestures, PECS)

3. Shape early vocalisations linked to motivation

4, Increase spontaneous, independent communication across home, clinic, and preschool

environments

5. Reduce communication-related distress through predictable, functional communication
pathways

Intervention Approach
1. Establishing Rapport and Engagement

Therapists prioritised relationship-building through child-led, play-based sessions. Preferred items
(blocks, bubbles, animal toys) were used to create shared enjoyment. Simple imitation actions (clapping,
tapping, high-fives) were embedded to build foundational learning skills.

2. Introducing Functional Communication (Gestures & PECS)

To reduce frustration and build early success, Max was first supported to use gestures and hand-leading.
Once motivation was reliably identified, the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) was
introduced.

Within weeks, Max independently exchanged picture cards to request preferred items, demonstrating
clear understanding of the communicative exchange.

3. Shaping Vocalisations Through Motivation

As PECS use became consistent, therapists paired picture exchanges with vocal attempts. For example,
when requesting “biscuit,” Max was encouraged to produce approximations such as “b” or “ba.” All vocal
attempts were immediately reinforced.

4. Play-Based Speech Opportunities

Bubbles became a high-value tool for shaping intentional vocalisations. Max quickly learned that
producing a sound resulted in more bubbles, leading to increased frequency and clarity of vocal
attempts.

5. Transitioning From Sounds to Functional Words

”n u n u

As imitation improved, therapy targeted high-value, functional words (“eat,” “open,” “play”). Targets
were selected based on daily routines to ensure relevance and generalisation.
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Outcomes
Progress at 3 Months
After 12 weeks of consistent intervention:

] Functional communication: Independently used PECS to request, resulting in a marked reduction
in emotional outbursts

. Vocal development: Produced basic syllables and clear approximations of high-frequency words
(lleat,II llplay”)

] Initiation: Began pointing and leading adults to communicate needs

A significant milestone occurred when Max spontaneously said “Mum” for the first time — a moment
his family described as life-changing.

Progress at 12 Months

After one year of intervention, Max demonstrated substantial gains:

. Spoken language: Used short functional phrases (e.g., “l want water,” “l want car”)

] Social participation: Joined simple group activities at preschool

J Engagement: Increased eye contact, shared enjoyment, and confidence

. Generalisation: Educators reported improved communication and peer interaction

J Max’s VB-MAPP Milestone scores increased from 15 to 75 over 12 months (see Figure 1)
. Barrier scores decreased from 86 to 37 over the same period (see Figure 2)

These outcomes reflect meaningful improvements in Max’s functional capacity and participation across
settings.

Discussion

Max’s progress highlights the effectiveness of early, individualised, evidence-based intervention
combining PFA/SBT, ESDM principles, and structured communication teaching. Key contributors
included:

] A systematic progression from non-verbal to verbal communication

] Strong alignment between communication attempts and meaningful reinforcement
. High family engagement and consistency across environments

J A focus on motivation, play, and naturalistic learning opportunities
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This case demonstrates how targeted early intervention can significantly enhance communication,
reduce distress, and improve participation for children with ASD Level 3.

Figure 1. VB-MAPP Milestone Score Progression (Max)

Max - VB-MAPP Milestone Score

Shows significant gains in communication, social, and early learning skills over 12 months.

Figure 2. Barrier Score Reduction (Max)

Max - VB-MAPP Barrier Score
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Demonstrates a substantial decrease in learning and behavioural barriers following targeted
intervention.

Conclusion

Max’s journey illustrates that with the right supports, meaningful communication, growth
is achievable — even within a relatively short timeframe. His development from
non-verbal communication to functional spoken phrases underscores the value of
structured, evidence-based early intervention and strong collaboration between families
and clinicians.

Disclaimer: This case study reflects the experience of one child. Outcomes vary based on individual strengths, needs, and
circumstances. No guarantee of similar results is implied.
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