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Introduction & Session Purpose

• While coaching and Routines Based Interventions (RBI) models are important 
additions to EI practices, autism specific interventions (ASI) are needed.

• Children with autism are different and their parents need specific ways to engage 
their hard to engage children

• Parent implemented models that use a developmental relationship- based 
intervention (PIM DRBI) are effective, evidence-based, and autism specific and 
often impact complex family systems. 

• In this workshop we will present a case study that shows:
–How a family system perspective impacts relationships within the family  
–How The PLAY Project, a PIM DRB, impacts a complex family system
–How PIM complements coaching and RBI models



Family Systems Theory

• An outgrowth of the biopsychosocial movement of the 60s, 70s, and 80s
• A systems view of the child in the family, the family embedded within generations, 

and the family in need of support from community
–Recognition of the interdependence of all phenomena

• Not psychotherapy but accepting that the emotions and conflicts of various family 
members matter for EI

• Family systems theory models: Implications for EI
–Structural Family Therapy—The parental system, the sibling systems, triangular 

relationships within the family.
–Generational Family Therapy —’Behind every mother is a mother!’

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family_therapy



Early Intervention and Family Systems

• EI professionals are entering a family system not just helping a child
• Four family reactions to diagnosis

–“We suspected this. We have grieved.”
–Immediate grieving
–Stunned disbelief and denial
–Acceptance

• EI professionals are entering into the suffering and joys of the family. 
–Many families are suffering grief, stress, family conflict, life demands, 

familial MH issues, etc.
–Psychological induction: How you FEEL towards a ‘challenging’ family is 

data on how the family is feeling toward their life



Y

• You will need us when he is born 

(Good baby -mom didn’t call) 

• You are too young to have a baby

• When delays showed —I told you –you 

would need us

• Delays due to immunizations

• Young mom 
• First child
• Away from family
• Is close to her mother
• Raised permissive 

mother/authoritarian father
• Husband is supportive 

• First grandchild
• Delay due to lack of child 

care
• Thinks he will talk when he is 

ready
• Tells mom not to worry about 

the future therapy will fix him
• Mom can’t talk with Grandma 

because she won’t share in 
her worry

• Delays are your fault
• You didn’t let him play with 

other kids
• Because he is not in daycare
• Bangs head because you let 

him play in the ball pit
• Doesn’t use utensils because 

you didn’t give him one when 
you should have

MOM G ra ndma Aunt C ousin

Family  S y stems



Ea rly Intervention Proc ess
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Referra l
Rec eives outpa tient speec h a nd OT

Outc omes 
Dr. Robin Mc W illia m

Initia l vis it/PLAY  Projec t

RBI
Dr. Robin Mc W illia m

UPDATE:  Rec eived dia gnosis  a nd is  on wa itlist for ABA



Outc ome 1:  Jona thon will pa rtic ipa te in morning mea l prep time by 

enga ging with his mom instea d of c rying a nd fussing. (week 1- - - initia l visit)



Outc ome 3:  Johna thon will  pa rtic ipa te in mea ltime by c ommunic a ting 
his  wa nts  a nd needs .  (week 2 initia l rec ording of this  goa l)



PLAY  Projec t Princ iples

• , Sensory-Motor Profile & Functional Developmental 

• Fun with people—doing what the child loves 
• Put in the time—2 hours per day broken up into 

15-20 minute sessions 
• Accurately profile the child in terms of their 

Comfort Zone, Sensory-Motor Profile & Functional 
Developmental Levels 

• Based on the child’s profile, play at the right level 



PLAY  Projec t Methods

• , Sensory-Motor Profile & Functional Developmental 

Read the child's cues and intent
Slow the pace of play, observing and waiting for the 
child’s idea 
Follow the child's lead, responding to what the child 
wants
Open and close circles of communication (back 
and forth interactions) 
Build on the child’s interests



Profile the c hild
        Func tional Developmental L evels

        C omfort Zones

        S ensory  M otor  P rof ile



•S elf  regulation and shared attention (FDL 1)
•E ngagement (FDL 2)

•Two-Way C ommunic ation (FDL 3) 
•C omplex Two-way C ommunic ation (FDL 4 )

•S hared M eaning & S ymbolic  P lay(FDL 5)
•E motional Thinking (FDL 6 ) 

 

Greenspa n’s  6 Func tiona l 
Developmenta l Levels



How does PLAY  Project help support the fa mily’s priorities?

Comfort Zone

Zone of proximal development

Zone of potential development 



Outc ome 2:  Pa rent will ha ve stra tegies  to their sa tis fa c tion on how to 
help Johna thon sta y enga ged during pla ytime.   



UPDATE Outc ome 3: Johna thon will pa rtic ipa te in mea ltime by 
c ommunic a ting his  wa nts  a nd needs .  (Week 6) 



UPDATE Outc ome 1:  Jona thon will pa rtic ipa te in morning mea l prep 

time by enga ging with his mom instea d of c rying a nd fussing. (Week 6)



How does  PLAY  Projec t  support a dult lea rning stra tegies? 

1. Adults  a re a c tive pa rtic ipa nts  in lea rning new knowledge (c oa c hing) 

2. Tra ining opportunities  a re likely to be most ef fec tive if
they inc lude multiple lea rning experienc es  tha t a re releva nt a nd useful (Pla y, 
Pla y, Pla y )  

3. They inc lude opportunities  for ref lec tion a nd feedba c k (V ideo feedba c k in 
rea l- t ime a nd V ideo Review Forms)

4.  Given multiple opportunities  to pra c tic e (da ily routines  a nd dedic a ted 
PLAY )

(Dunst, Trivette 2009)



How does   PLAY  Projec t support DEC  Rec ommended Pra c tic es

1. Family :  Promotes  fa mily- c entered pra c tic es , fa mily c a pa c ity building, trusting rela tionships , 

pa rtnering with fa mily

2. Environment :  Promotes  na tura l environments  /da ily routines

3. Assessment:  Promotes  observa tion in na tura l lea rning environment, the a ssessment looks  a t a ll 

a rea s  of development, monitors  progress

4. Instruction :   Promotes  interpreta tion of c ommunic a tion a nd c ognitive development by 

responding intentiona lly to the c hild's  explora tion of pla y a nd soc ia l a c tivit ies  a nd expa nding it

5. Teaming :   Fa milies  a nd profess iona ls  work together to exc ha nge informa tion/multiple disc iplines



PLAY  Projec t Pa rent Implemented Model 

1. PLAY  Projec t (a utism spec if ic  model) c a n be integra ted into ea rly 

intervention routine- ba sed interventions  a nd c oa c hing models

2. PLAY  Projec t c onsiders  fa mily systems, the feeling life of  fa mily a nd EI 

profess iona l

3. Pa rent Implemented model helps  fa mily meet c hild where they a re, a c hieve 

their goa ls

4. PLAY  Projec t uses  a  struc tured a pproa c h tha t is  prec ise, a c c epts  c hild 

where they a re 

5. PLAY  Projec t uses  pla y in a  wa y tha t is  fun to help c hild ma ke progress





Tha nk You For Your 
Attention

Any Questions?
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