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Rationale, goals, and strategies for 
promoting play with pretense as a 

functional goal for young children with 
autism  

Erin E. Barton, PhD, BCBA-D 
School of Education and Human Development  

University of Colorado Denver 

Objectives  
1.  Rationale for teaching pretend play  

¥  Define pretense 
¥  Demonstrate the importance of play 

¥  Outline pretense taxonomy 

2.  Describe three studies  
3.  Discuss applications for practice & 

future research !
!

Why teach play?  

1. Successful inclusion  
2. Context  
3. Respite !

Rationale for Play:  
Promotes successful inclusion  

¥  Federal law (IDEA) supports high 
quality inclusive programming!

¥  Recommended practices promote the 
inclusion of children with autism in early 
intervention contexts (Sandall, Hemmeter, Smith, & McLean, 2005)  
Ð Social learning 
Ð Positive interactions with peers 
Ð  Implementing effective interventions 

Ð Higher levels of engagement  
Ð Positive attitudes towards children with 

autism from peers  

 
 

 

(National Research Council, 2001; Strain, McGee, & Kohler, 2002; Strain & Kohler, 1998; Suhrheinrich, Stahmer, & Schreibman, 2007  !

Rationale for Play:  
Promotes successful inclusion  Rationale for Play:  

Promotes successful inclusion  

¥  A primary level of engagement for 
preschool children in classroom 
environments is differentiated play with 
objects (McWilliam, 1998; McWilliam & Bailey, 1992).  

¥  Differentiated play with objects includes 
pretense behaviors  



3/16/11!

2!

Rationale for Play:  
Promotes successful inclusion 

¥  Play increases the likelihood of learning 
in inclusive settings (Buysse, Wesley, Keyes, & 
Bailey, 1996) 

¥  Play sets the occasion for interactions 
with peers (McConnell, 2002) 

¥  Reinforcing properties for other skills 
(Morrison, Sainato, Benchaaban, & Endo, 2002) 

Rationale for Play:  
Functional goal in inclusive preschool 

settings   

¥  Appropriate IEP / IFSP objectives for 
children with disabilities are behaviors 
that occupy the time of their peers  

¥  Ensure access to the environment  
¥  Provide normalized, contextually relevant 

experiences  

¥  Promotes ecological congruence  

Rationale for Play:  
Context  

¥  Play is flexible  
Ð  Multiple settings (Wolery & Bailey, 1989) 

Ð  Multiple people 
Ð  Multiple toys 

Ð  Multiple skill domains   

 

¥  Context for embedding strategies for 
other goals!!  (Wolery, 1994) 

 

Importance of Play:  
Context  

¥  Contextually relevant instructional 
opportunities for acquiring, maintaining, 
and generalizing skills (Pretti-Frontczak & Bricker, 
2004) 

 

¥  Context for assessing and practicing skills 
(Fewell & Kaminski, 1988) 

 

Rationale for Play:  
Context  

¥  Implementing evidence-based practices 
across skill domains 
Ð Peer-mediated strategies (Strain, McGee, & Kohler, 

2001) 
Ð Embedded learning opportunities (Sandall & 

Schwarz, 2002)  
Ð High-probability procedures (Santos, 2001)  
Ð Time delay procedures (Wolery, 2005) 

Ð Activity based interventions (Pretti-Frontczak & 
Bricker, 2004) 

Rationale for Play:  
Context  

¥  Implementing evidence-based practices 
for autism (National Autism Center, 2009) 

Ð Antecedent Based Interventions 
Ð Naturalistic Teaching Strategies  
Ð Pivotal Response Treatment  

Ð Modeling 
Ð Joint Attention Interventions  
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Rationale for Play: 
Practical 

¥  Frees up time for caregivers 
Ð  Allows families to do other things 

¥  Provides access to less restrictive 
environments  

¥  Provides a positive context for 
meaningful interactions across contexts 
and people 
Ð  At home with parents, siblings  

¥  Precursor to leisure skills 

Rationale for Play: 
Practical 

Important alternative behavior for 
maladaptive or challenging 
behaviors  

¥  Children with autism often engage in 
stereotypic or restricted behaviors with objects  

 

Rationale for Play with Pretense: 
Predictive  

¥  Play parallels language  
Ð Both are symbolic  
 

¥  Pretend play skills are predictors for 
later language and social skills in 
children with autism  

Ð  (e.g., Charman et al., 2003; Toth et al., 2006) 

 

So, why study or teach play 
with pretense?  

Form of play children 
frequently exhibit in 

inclusive classrooms with or 
without objects 

 
!

What is pretense?  

¥  Type of play 
¥  More complex than simple 

manipulation 
¥  Involves non-literal behaviors 

¥  Promotes engagement in 
natural, social contexts  !

Why call it “pretense”?  

¥  Precise definition of “pretend 
play” based on the literature 

¥  Operationalized definition for 
research  

 
!
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Why study or teach 
“pretense”?  

   Form of play children 
frequently exhibit in 

inclusive classrooms  
 

Promotes engagement in 
natural, social contexts  !

 
 
!

Why teach play with 
pretense?  

1. Successful inclusion  
2. Context  
3. Respite !

Rationale for Play with Pretense: 
Red Flag 

¥  Possible markers of ASD in young 
children  
Ð Lack of simple pretend play at 18 months 

Ð Lack of pretending with dolls or stuffed 
animals by 3 years  

¥  Items related to pretend play included 
on both autism screening tests and 
diagnostic tools  

 

 

(Robins, Fein, & Barton, 1999; Wetherby et al., 2004)" !

Social Skills: 

Play with pretense  

Where does play with pretense fit into a 
model of PW-PBS? 

Children with autism and play 

 
¥  Children with autism engage in less 

complex play than their peers 
Ð Less play with pretense  

¥  Children with autism engage in less 
frequent and less varied play than peers  

(Charman & Baron-Cohen, 1997; Ungerer & Sigman, 1981)" !

What is play with pretense? 

¥  Various taxonomies define play with 
pretense 

¥  Several forms of play involve pretense !
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What are goals for play with 
pretense? 

 
¥  Goal: to increase frequency or duration 

of play with pretense  
¥  Goal: to engage in progressively more 

complex types of play with pretense  

¥  Goal: to increase frequency or duration 
of play with pretense with others 

What is object play? 

¥  The traditional play taxonomies include 
definitions of literal and non-literal play 
with objects  

 
Ð Simple manipulation of objects  
Ð Functional play  
Ð Functional play with pretense 

Ð Pretend play = symbolic play  
!

Consistencies across 
taxonomies  

¥  Play with objects can involve pretense  

¥  Object play with pretense is more 
complex than simple manipulation 

¥  Pretense involved an inference!

Object play with pretense? 

¥  The inconsistencies in the taxonomies 
led to the following questions: 
Ð What is the difference between functional 

play and pretend play?  
Ð How are they operationalized?  

Ð What does the literature say? 
 

What does the literature say?  

¥  37 reports were located which 
measured or stated the purpose was to 
teach pretend play behaviors with 
objects to children with disabilities  

Ð 27 focused on children with autism  

 

Two Major Conclusions  

1.  Pretense behaviors were defined 
inconsistently  

2.  Children with autism did engage in 
pretense behaviors with prompting 
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First Major Conclusion 
¥  The definitions varied 

¥  Pretend play 
¥  Functional play can be literal or non-literal 
¥  Symbolic play not measured separately  
¥  Cues include, but not always require confirmatory verbalizations 
¥  The definition of spontaneous or unprompted pretense behaviors 

varies 
¥  The definition of sequences varies 
¥  Play complexity defined by different types or sequences 

How was play with pretense 
operationalized?  

¥  Two issues:  
Ð Differences between functional play versus 

functional pretend play are ambiguous  

Ð Definitions of pretend play are not 
operationalized consistently across the 
studies!

!

Result: Develop a new taxonomy 

¥  The variety of definitions 
 
¥  The inference of pretense is not 

adequately defined, but acknowledged 

Objectives for a pretense taxonomy 

¥  Separate pretense from other forms of play 
¥  Develop goals for teaching  

¥  Describe dependent variables across each report 
¥  Know what to measure and teach 

Pretense taxonomy 

1.!Functional play with pretense  
Ð  Non-literal use of actual or miniature objects in 

the manner in which they were intended without 
the reality based outcome 

2.!Substitution 
1.! Object substitution 

¥  Using one objects as if it was a different object 
2.! Imagining Absent Objects 

¥  Performing an action as if an object was present in 
the object’s absence 

3.! Assigning Absent Attributes  
¥  Assigning roles or emotions to the self, others or 

inanimate objects !

(see Barton & Wolery, 2008)  

Functional Play with Pretense 
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Object Substitution Imagining Absent Objects 

Assigning Absent Attributes Second Major Conclusion  

¥  18 studies located to teach pretense 
behaviors (Barton & Wolery, 2008) 

 
¥  Children with autism did engage in pretense behaviors 

with prompting but not without 
¥  Children with autism perform less pretense behaviors in the 

absence of prompts 
¥  Children with autism exhibit less variety in pretense behaviors 
¥  Children with autism will perform pretense behaviors with specific 

toys and prompts 

  Can children with autism increase pretense behaviors with 
specific interventions and the removal of prompts? 

How was pretense taught?  

¥  Two major methodological limitations 
existed 
Ð Precision of the pretense measurement 

and definition 
Ð Presence of prompts in the measurement 

context  

 

Study #1 
??   Research Questions  ??  

¥  Will the use of the system of least prompts 
with contingent imitation  
Ð  increase the frequency and diversity of 

pretense behaviors? 
Ð generalize across people?  
Ð maintain without prompts? 
 

¥  Will the teachers implement in inclusive 
classrooms? !

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 
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Children 

Ð   Daniel   
¥  Developmental delays (risk for ASD) / 43 CA / 

36 MA 

Ð Anna 
¥  Autism / 43 CA / 23 MA 

Ð Brian 
¥  Autism / 30 CA / 18 MA 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Teachers 

¥  Darci 
Ð B.A. in speech / lead teacher  

¥  Amy  
Ð M.A. in school psychology / lead teacher  

¥  Beth  
Ð M.Ed. ECSE / co-teacher !
 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Independent Variable  

System of least prompts  
¥  Transfer stimulus control to the specific toy 

sets 
¥  Behaviors were taught to criterion in 85% of 

studies reviewed (Doyle et al., 1988). 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

System of least prompts 
¥  This strategy uses prompts to teach children 

specific behaviors.  
 

Ð  Initially the child is given an opportunity to respond without 
prompts, and the subsequent prompts are rated from least to 
most intrusive. 

Ð   In this manner, the child chooses the level of prompt they 
need.  

Ð  This strategy was chosen because it allows the children an 
opportunity to “learn how to learn” (Doyle et al., 1990).  

Ð  The goal of the intervention is to transfer stimulus control from 
the prompts to the objects. !

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Components of a system of least 
prompts  

¥  Secure attention 
Ð  Contingent imitation 

¥  Individually based prompts 
Ð  Presentation of materials  
Ð  Respond to play or expand play 
Ð  No verbal alone  

¥  Contextually relevant targets 
Ð  Different per child  

¥  Naturally occurring reinforcement   
Ð  Respond to play behaviors  

¥  Monitor to ensure fade over time !

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Utility of the system of least 
prompts 

¥  Prompts and the prompt hierarchy must 
be specific to each child 

 ¥  Teachers must systematically plan and 
   monitor prompt hierarchy 

¥  Expands, rather than interrupts, 
  play interaction 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 
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Resist!

Materials!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

No!

No!

12 - 20 s!

5 s!

5 s!

Pretend !
Play!

Pretend !
Play!

Pretend !
Play!

Verbal and physical model!

Full  physical prompt and !
verbal prompt!

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

Contingent !
Imitation!

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Contingent Imitation 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Contingent Imitation 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Settings 

¥  Carpeted area, book area, 
housekeeping area 

¥  Generalizations probes were conducted 
in the same areas!

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Child target behaviors   

¥  Type of pretense   
Ð Functional play with pretense 
Ð Object substitution 

Ð  Imagining absent objects 
Ð Assigning absent attributes!

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Child target behaviors  

¥  Unprompted / prompted play 
¥  Same / different  
¥  Sequential  
¥  Vocalizations  

Ð Prompted / unprompted  

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 
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Design 

¥  Multiple probe across toy sets replicated across children 
¥  Initial probe condition 

¥  All children will be measured across all three training toy sets 

¥  The pretense training  
¥  With the first toy set (i.e.,  the routine toys) 

¥  With a shift in unprompted pretense behaviors for 
three consecutive instructional sessions with the 
teacher, probe conditions will be conducted across 
the all three training toy sets.  

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Procedural changes  
¥  Daniel 

Ð Changed controlling prompt to presentation 

¥  Anna 
Ð Changed reinforcement  

Ð Changed second level to visuals  

¥  Brian 
Ð Changed setting to lap  

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Treatment Fidelity  

¥  Darci: 
Ð  91 with Toy Set 1 
Ð  100 with Toy Set 2 
Ð  100 with Toy Set 3 

 
¥  Amy: 

Ð  82 with Toy Set 1 
Ð  100 with Toy Set 2 
Ð  100 with Toy Set 3 

¥  Beth: 
Ð  83 with Toy Set 1 
Ð  100 with Toy Set 2 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Results - Frequency  

¥  Unprompted / prompted play 
Ð Low in conditions prior to intervention 
Ð  Increased with the system of least prompts 

across children  

¥  Same / different  
Ð Few different behaviors prior to intervention 

Ð  Increases across children and conditions 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Results - Complexity  
¥  Sequential  

Ð No sequences prior to intervention 
Ð Minimal increase across children and 

conditions 

¥  Vocalizations  
Ð No vocalizations occurred prior to 

instruction 
Ð  Increased across children and conditions  
Ð Lower with generalization across adults  

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Participa
nt 

Initial probe Second probe Third probe  Final probe 

 Toy Set Teache
r 

Mean 
(range) 

Gen. 
Mean 
(range) 

Teacher 
Mean 
(range) 

Gen. 
Mean 
(range) 

Teacher 
Mean 
(range) 

Gen. 
Mean 
(range) 

Teacher 
Mean 
(range) 

Gen. 
Mean 
(range) 

 
Daniel 
 Toy Set 

1 
0 .66 

(0-1) 
7.3 (6-9) 3.33 

(2-5) 
4.3 (4-5) 3.67 (2-6) 8.0 (7-9)  1.5 (1-2) 

 Toy Set 
2 

.67 
(0-1) 

0 2.0 1.0 8.3 (6-11) 4.0 10.3 
(3-18) 

4.3 (2-7) 

 Toy Set 
3 

.33 
(0-1) 

0 .67 (0-1) 1.5 (1-2) 2.6 (1-4) .33 (0-1) 5.0 (1-9) 1 (0-2) 

Anna 
 Toy Set 

1 
0 0 6.67 

(5-14) 
4 7.67 (6-9) -- 7 (6-7) -- 

 Toy Set 
2 

0 0 0 0 6 3.33 6 6 

 Toy Set 
3 

0 0 0 0 0 0 11 (5-12) 5 

DIVERSITY OF PLAY  

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 
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Results – Types of pretense 
¥  Daniel had more object substitution and 

assigning absent attributes 
Ð Low functional play with pretense  

 

¥  Anna had more object substitution and 
functional play with pretense  
Ð No assigning absent attributes or imagining 

absent objects  
 

¥  Brian displayed more functional play 
with pretense (Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Results - Generalization 

¥  Generalization across adults 
Ð Low prior to intervention 
Ð  Increased with intervention but not to levels 

demonstrated in primary context  

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

! !

Supports systematic teaching 
to increase play complexity 

¥  During Probe Condition 1, children 
demonstrated few instances of pretense 
behaviors 

¥  During systematic prompting instruction 
pretense behaviors increased and 
maintained in subsequent probes 

¥  This was replicated across toy sets  

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 
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¥  The children in this study maintained 
pretense behaviors across subsequent 
probes, with the prompts removed 

¥  Generalized across people and toys!

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Extends research on pretend 
play / pretense behaviors 

¥  Few studies removed prompts during 
measurement context  

 
¥  Few studies measured generalization or 

maintenance 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Teacher implementation 

¥  Rates of compliance were high 

¥  Supports the literature on using video, 
manual, performance-based feedback  

 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Limitations 
¥  Intensive feedback provided teachers 

¥  One to one sessions at different times 
of the day  

 
¥  Low numbers in generalization across 

people sessions 

¥  Criteria for changing conditions 

¥  No change in sequences    

¥  Attrition!

Implications for practice 

¥  Teachers should consider level and type 
of prompts carefully when using SLP 

¥  Training teachers and paraprofessionals 
to implement specific instructional 
procedures may need to be more precise 
and time consuming 
Ð Systematic Coaching!.. 

(Barton & Wolery, 2010) 

Study #2 
??   Research Questions  ??  

¥  Is didactic training with a manual, role 
playing, and video examplars related to 
increases in teachers’ use of the SLP to 
target pretense behaviors?  

¥  Is didactic training plus contextualized 
coaching related to increases in teachers’ 
use of the SLP to target pretense 
behaviors?  
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Methods 

Setting 
¥  5 week summer inclusive 

preschool classroom 

¥  Administered by pre-
services teachers  

Participants  
¥  Children ages 3 Ð 5 with 

IFSPs 

Procedures 
Condition Content Methods 

Baseline 
 
 

“Teach the child to 
play” 

 
 
 
 

Didactic Training Only 
 
 

Contingent Imitation 
SLP 
Pretense Behaviors  

1. Lecture 
2. Videos 
3. Role Play  
 

Contextualized 
Coaching 

Contingent Imitation 
SLP 
Pretense Behaviors  
 

1. Pre-Session 
Checklist & flow chart  
2. Live Prompting 
Immediate  
3. Performance-based 
Feedback 

Results  
Target  Baseline Didactic 

Training 
Contextualized 
Coaching 

Contingent 
Imitation 

NO Yes, with some 
variability  

YES 

SLP 
 
 

NO No Yes, but not to 
criteria 

IMPLICATIONS!. 

Play 

Play 

Play 
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Study #3 
??   Research Questions  ??  

1.  Will the use of the system of least 
prompts with contingent imitation and 
specific pretense targets 
Ð  increase the frequency and diversity of 

pretense behaviors? 
Ð generalize across settings?  
Ð maintain without prompts? 
 

Study #3 
??   Research Questions  ??  

2. Will the teachers implement with high   
     fidelity in inclusive classrooms with program 
     wide support? !

 

Changes to study #3 

¥  Embed into daily routines  
¥  Free play time in the classroom  

¥  Target FPP, then Substitution 
behaviors,  
Ð  then IFSP objectives / sequences  

¥  Criteria = 3 consecutive sessions with more 
unprompted targets than prompted 

¥  Generalization across settings:  
Ð  Measure proximity to peers and target objectives 

(McBride & Schwartz, 2003) 

Resist!

Materials!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

No!

No!

12 - 20 s!

5 s!

5 s!

FPP!

FPP!

FPP!

Verbal and physical model- FPP!

Full  physical prompt and !
verbal prompt - FPP!

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

Contingent !
Imitation!

Tier #1 

Resist!

Materials!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

No!

No!

12 - 20 s!

5 s!

5 s!

Sub.!

Sub.!

Sub.!

Verbal and physical model Ð Sub.!

Full  physical prompt and !
verbal prompt Ð Sub. !

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

Contingent !
Imitation!

Tier #2 

Resist!

Materials!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

No!

No!

12 - 20 s!

5 s!

5 s!

Sequence!

Sequence!

Verbal and physical model Ð !
Sequence!

Full  physical prompt and !
verbal prompt Ð Sequence!

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

SpeciÞc Praise !

Contingent !
Imitation!

Sequence!

Tier #3 
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What is program-wide 
support? 

¥  Didactic Training was provided to the 
whole program 
Ð Assistant teachers, supervisors, and 

program director 

¥  Develop and distribute suggestions 
for embedding play into the 
curriculum  
Ð Specific to the bi-weekly themes  

!
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Theme: Winter Clothes 

Child  Gender  Disability Age  CARS 

Nellie Female Autism 63 37 (Severe) 

Hannah Female Down Syndrome 46  

Ethan Male Autism  47 44 (Severe) 

Darius Male  Autism 67 53 (Severe) 

!

Child Participants 

All children had play-related goals on their IFSPs.  

Results  

¥  Two children reached criteria within 8 
– 10 sessions with FPP 
Ð Maintaining during probe  

Ð Minimal generalization after first tier  

¥  Teachers are not requiring live 
prompts (coaching) towards the end of 
each session & condition 

Results  

¥  Unprompted pretend play increased after 
intervention across behaviors. This 
increased maintained and generalized.  

¥  All four children increased the number of 
unprompted different pretend play 
behaviors after intervention.  

¥  All four children increased unprompted 
vocalizations related to pretend play 
behaviors. 
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Probe Condition #1 

Intervention #1 Intervention #2 



3/16/11!

17!

Probe Condition #4 QUESTIONS??? 

ebarton@uoregon.edu 


